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History and Theory Assignment 2
An Exemplar of modern Architecture
Tugendhat House, Mies van der Rohe
Tom Williams 1708342
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Figure 1 Villa Tugendhat Sketch by Mies van der Rohe (adapted from van der Rohe 2025)
Tugendhat House was designed by Mies van der Rohe in collaboration with Lilly Reich and built between 1928-1930, commissioned by wealthy couple Fritz and Grete Tugendhat. The couple received the plot of land as a wedding gift, approximately 5,650 square meters of land in Brno, a city in the south east of the Czech Republic and wished to build a family villa. The couple were familiar with Mies’s earlier work in Berlin and were attracted to the idea of a free, open plan design as opposed to the traditional layout of enclosed individual rooms. Due to the family’s wealth, the Tugendhat’s gave Mies a free rein over the design of the house, allowing Mies the unique opportunity for complete creative control of all the projects elements. The design was developed to support family living, with combinations of more open spaces for entertaining and enclosed spaces that act as ‘service’ areas of the house such as kitchens and bathrooms. The building's later history reflects the turbulence of the period. The Tugendhat family fled Czechoslovakia in 1938, and the villa then served as offices, a school and a physiotherapy clinic, before restoration and its inscription as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2001 (ArchEyes, n.d.).
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Figure 2 Original Drawing of Plans Ground floor (adapted from Arquiscopio 2012a)
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Figure 3 Original Drawing of Plans Lower Ground floor (adapted from Arquiscopio 2012b)
The building occupies a steeply sloping site, entered at the upper, street level. Mies used the fall of the land to organise the house across three floors: an entrance level containing bedrooms, a nursery and the garage; a living level below, opening directly onto the garden; and a service level beneath, housing plant and staff accommodation (Houzz, n.d.). See Figure 2 for Ground Floor Plan with entrance and Figure 3 for Lower Ground Floor Plan with living accommodation. This section shown in Figure 6 turns a difficult gradient into the justification for a split-level plan rather than treating it as an obstacle to be levelled. Tugendhat House’s two elevations deliberately contrast. The street (North) façade (shown in figure 4) is closed and reserved: a plain, largely solid wall with a milk-glass screen concealing the entrance, few windows, and no hint of the scale behind it in response to privacy for the bedroom level of the house. The garden (South) façade (shown in figure 5), by contrast, is almost entirely dissolved into glass: full-height panels up to sixteen metres wide, some retracting into the floor (shown in green on Figure 3) opening the living level directly onto the terrace and landscape.
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Figure 4 Tugendhat House street facing façade (adapted from artsandculture 2026)
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Figure 5 Tugendhat House garden facing façade (adapted from SmartGuide 2026)

[image: ]Figure 6 Site Section of Tugendhat House (Williams, 2026a)
The main living floor is the plan's centrepiece. A steel skeleton frame, expressed internally as slender chrome-clad cruciform columns, outlined blue in Figure 7 set out on a regular grid marked in blue in Figures 2 and 3, frees the walls entirely from any structural role (ArchEyes, n.d.). Mies uses this freedom to compose space rather than partition it with a freestanding onyx wall as seen in Figure 8 and marked in yellow in Figure 3 and a curved Macassar ebony screen, outlined in red on Figure 7 and marked red in Figure 3 define sitting, study and dining zones without fully enclosing them, creating the continuous 'free’ space for which the house is celebrated. Full-height glazing, marked in green on Figure 3, with sections that could retract down into the floor, removing the boundary between the living floor and the garden terrace beyond (1stDibs, n.d.). The same approach was used in the heating and ventilation system where a ducted air-heating and cooling system, and a floor-level heating strip along the glazed wall to prevent condensation, so that comfort was engineered rather than left to the building's mass or orientation alone (Iconic Houses, n.d.).
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Figure 7 Tugendhat House Living Area Details (adapted from archilovers 2018)
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Figure 8 Tugendhat House Living Area Onyx Wall (adapted from delveintoeurope 2025)

A useful contemporary comparison is Cobwebs, a private house at Penmaen, Gower, designed by Glen Thomas Architecture (Glen Thomas Architecture, 2023). Its floor plans as shown in Figure 9 show a similarly open ground floor arranged around a long glazed elevation, with living, dining and kitchen space reading as one continuous volume rather than a sequence of separate rooms, and utility and bathrooms as smaller individual spaces at the back of the plan echoing Mies's free plan nearly a century later.
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Figure 9 Cobwebs House in Gower Floor Plans (Williams 2026b) 
Mies treated material choice as an instrument of both structure and atmosphere. The chrome-clad steel columns display, rather than conceal, the building's structural logic, consistent with his belief that construction should remain legible. The onyx wall was positioned to catch low afternoon light, transforming a structural element into an object of contemplation (1stDibs, n.d.). Travertine floors, chromed fittings and expanses of glass combine an industrial material palette with luxurious finishes, expressing Mies's ambition to make an economy of means into something rich.
Tugendhat House succeeded in translating the new structural possibilities of its era into a compelling account of how people might live. Its steel frame delivered the free plan and free façade Mies had been developing conceptually; its materials turned that structural freedom into a considered, sculptural interior. Its section used a difficult site to organise, rather than compromise, the design. When judged against the stated aims of early Modernism (new spatial and structural strategies made possible by new building technology) the building stands as one of the clearest built statements of the period, even though its role in a private social utopia was personal rather than collective. Its continuing influence is visible in houses such as Cobwebs, where an open living floor, a lightweight cantilevered upper storey and an honestly expressed structure show that Mies's central idea, that walls need not carry buildings, and space need not be divided into rooms, remains a living idea in contemporary domestic architecture.
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