VICTORIA UNIVERSITY

MELBOURNE AUSTRALIA

Irreqular no. 17; Dec. 1968

This is the Unpublished version of the following publication

UNSPECIFIED (1968) Irregular no. 17; Dec. 1968. Irregular (17). pp. 1-5.
(Unpublished)

The publisher’s official version can be found at

Note that access to this version may require subscription.

Downloaded from VU Research Repository https://vuir.vu.edu.au/16337/



- 79
IRREGULAR NO ,17 17/8
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An irregular publication for memiuers of the Fown Planning Research
Group (not for general publication or republication),

AMAS IL5UR

YAS Grcpius a Socialist %
(oy Alpha)

No;we don't mean:does he hold @ ticket in some socialist
Party or other ? We don’t even mean: doss he think of himself
as a socialist ? We mean: does his thinking on his own subject
correspond in essentials with the best thinking of the best
gocialists ¢

We say:yes.

ngter Gropius,acknowledged one of the world®s great
architects,approaches a number of fundamenizl problems in a
series of essays published when he was over 70 ("Scope of Total
Architecture" by Walter Gropius., George Allen & Unwin 1956)

1/t7/8 Acceptance of Modern Industry

His geniug,in the writers opinrion,lay in kxzis hieg attitude
t0 modern industry and to the nature of work in a medern
industrial sociepy.

-=-="inen we accuse technology and science of having deranged
our previous concepts of beauty and 'the good life',we would
do well to remember that it is not the bewildering-profusion
of technical mass-production machlnery that is dictating the

courge ofl events,but the inerti® of the alertness of our
brains that gzvea or neglects to give,direction to this devel=-

opment ., For example,onr generation has been guilty of producing
horrors of repltltious housing developmants all done on &
handicraft basis,which can easily compete in deadly uniformity
with those 111-adv1sed pre=-fabrication systems which multiply
the whole house instesd of only its component parts "{pp 15-16)

This approach,like that of socidlists,rejects backward-
looking nostalgia for the crafts of 3 by-gone age to prettify
today § industrial reality which has a character all of its
ria, Like socialists,whilst appreciating the arts and crafts of
the past ,Gropius welcomes the new technology and science as a
challenge to be mastered:;the material basis,if you like, for ths
mental "superstructure” which can give form and quality to the
essential character of modern materials and methods,

It could be objected perhaps that some socialist countries,
for example the Soviet Union, have "perpetuated multiplication
of the whole houge instead of only ite components", That seems

true.But it is not 2 process essential to socialism:perhaps it
may be difficult to avoid for a socialist government saddled

aayxkexdiffientk with what was essentially the historic task of
capitalism i,e rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of a
gsemi~feudal country. Wwith desperate shortages of technical and
artisitic skills and traditions the emphasis in the Soviet Union
had to be,quite inevitably until only a few years ago,on qunntity

This meant standardisation,even of the whole apartment house.
However the standardised,small,but relatively-to-the-past
comfortable and heated apartment homs-unit was a vehicle of

humane housing treatment not even remotely contemplated in the
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equivalent periods of shocking industrial slums in which Inglang
“0or example :icused,or ragher "stabled" its uprooted peasantry.

Now,however,in the European sccialist countries, the
Pressure of sheer desperation to solve quite primitive needs on
5 mAgs acale has begun to recede,and they are surely on the
threshold of developing the type of "polytechnically-trained®
worker in housing,as in other spheres,who should gradually
become more capable,c.upleiwith more productivity,of meeting
the challenge of fine design based on standardiced component .
A few outstanding examples have a2lready come to the surface,

2/87/8 "Polytechnic® and "Bauhaua" Training.

Gropius, ahead of this,in a mors affluent strata of a more
advanced country establiehed the fully-fledged "Bauhaus"
training school at Demsau,Germany,which had its first beginnings
whaen h; took over the former ducal Art School at 'eimer as early
as 1919, .

In the words of Gropius,the object was to train "a new
type of worker who 1s able to combine the qualitfies of an
2¢Yist,a technician and 2 businessman",thus te "regain contact
with production and to train young students both for handwork
amd machine work;and for design at the same time." (p.27.)

Socialistg® have always emphasised co-ordinated teamvork
in production to creatively re-integrate the division of labor
necessarily created by modern industry. Gropius understands
this, He says:-

"If he"(the architect) "will build up 2 clocely co-operating
team together with the engineer,the scientist and the builder,
then design,construction 2and economy may asain become an
entity-~-a fusior of art,science and busineas" (p.UYy, )

Even if men have a “polytechnic® or “B-uhaus' typek
training,they must perforce later nlso specialise,and Gropius
degcribes the peculiar and uplifting character of "collaborative
work"

"The most essmntial factor of the Bauhaus work was the
fact that,with the pascing of time,a certain homogensity was
evolved in all producis:this came about as the result of the
congciously developed spirit of collaborative work;and slso,in
spite oT the co-operation of the most divergent personalities
and individualities, It was not baced on external stylistio
features,but rather on the effort to design things simply and
truthfully in accordance with their intrinsic lawge-=", "e-a
--the individual alone cannot attain this goal:only the
collaboration of many can succeed in finding sclutions which
transcend the individual zspect--which will retain their
validity for many years to come," (p.32.)

Gropius® concept of the relationship between the creativity
of the individual and his work-team is 2lso a socialist one. He
says: "It is true that the creative gpark originates always with
the individual ,but by working in cluse collaboration with others
towards a common aim,he will attain greater heighte of achieve=
ment through the stimulatimg ion and challenging critique of

his teame-mates,thon by living in an ivory tower " (p.90.)
3/17/8 standardisation Does Not Banish Design

However , even the problem of "multiplication of the whole
house" which Gropius condemns above is (or seems,at any rate, to
the writer) a tricky one, One finds in Gropius an Zpyparent
contradiction becausce elsewhere he says that our future housse
will be standardised but not necessarily regimented,

There is nothing inhcrently unsatisfactory,it Seems to us w
with the uniformity of #¥ standardication,despite the emotions =t
of some primitives,idealists and fadistes. Wo one complains that

well-designed refrigerators,cars,T.V's kitchen sinks or lavatory
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bowls "all look alike" or "have no indiviuality".

The writer is fascinated with Robin Boyd's concept that
large "glass-housex" type modern buildings are all structurally
alike,and the desperate effort to give each a distinctive
design is false and gimmicky and bound to be & pascing fashion..
He talks instead of plain,well-designed unpretentious big
buildinge which could serve as & backedrop againet which could
be displayed with advantage the smalier and historic and
pleasantly architect-designed smaller buildings.

This problem,however,of & "good standard form",Ka
successful crocs between good design and modern machine=-produced
buildings is one that Gropius strug les with, He says:-

"The desire to repeat a good standard form seems to be 2
function of society,and that was true long before the impact of
industirialisation, The designation 'standard' as such has nothing
to do with the means of producing it-~~the hand tocl or the
machine, Qur future houses will not necessarily be xkxmixxdize
regimented because of standardisation and prefabrication" (p.83)

"--~not necessarily Ye recimented--" is being rather
cagey,and the distinction between "regimented: and "standardised"
ie being rather subtly politic, But one hatc to be,

At one extreme,it seemc to us ic the “"regimented” house,
always sited in relatiomn to other similar gtandardi.ed houses in
an identical way. Australian suburbs come near to this because,
although the houses are often at least slightly different,they
are about a standard size,often with a standard or similar roof,
and cited in 2 standard fashion om & standard-size black,

it the other extreme is the dogma of some modern architects
that every single house has to be completely different from its
neighbour, Reston,in America, for example,for 2all its advances,
seems to the writef to suffer somewhat from this fad,especially
at the hands of one of its architects, Jennings in Australia,
in some parts is trying with incidental variations to distinguish
one point block of flats from its neighbour with superficialitiecg,
which is R as irritating as a moderate degree of repetition can
be pleasing.

How to avoid the two extremes? How to combine the advantages
of standardisation inseparable from the machine age,with the
levels of good degipgn and taste inseparable from a humanised way
of life ? ,

Standardised mags-produced building components are here to
stay, Indeed their advent is belated. Man's habitat has succumbed
nearly last on the 1ong,1ist of industries to be revolutionised
by the machine,

The way we see it: though such components may be themselves
wedl-depigned,thia is still no substitute for good desipn of the
arrangement of the components to form individual home-units angd

this
equally/xk is no eubstitute for good design of the arrangement of
houses or flats (whether identical or not) in relation to each
other and the site and the landscape,

Appalled by the desecration of nature to build suburbs “--
filled up by 2 developer with hundeeds of insipid little housex
units that will never grow into a community”",Gropius seeks
alternatives,

"The human landscape which surrounds us 1% a broad composition
in space organised from voids and volumes, The volumes may be
buildings or bridges or trees or hills, Every visible feature in
existence natural or man-made,counts in the visual effect of
that great composition, Even the most utilitarian building
vroblems,like the location of a highway,or the typse of & bridge
are important for the integrated balance of that misible entity
that surrounds us~--this is what we might call 'total architecturst®

| (Pp16G=170)

(Incidentally,this concept of "total" ,egard for both
countryside and urban areas is very much akin to the ideag of
Theodore Osmundsen,imxiugk Fresident of the American Society of
Iandscape architects now numbering some §,000 as z2gainst 27,50
U,.S architects, Osmundsen in Australia for the recent Australian
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L osnowla e duded thi b af Lhe Suarat Loti o, Spooo 5.
Camedien the Goneeut 57 ™ 2FALAA YT would But L. onf e 2

yne tbove quote 1o the vistu Ll-~=althougt  of \ou:ue wusld be
lﬂ]l)OI‘t"Lﬂt- 31".‘{_,08[-;1 cart of it--~-but would embrace - g.uU oo
ecologictl and most certainly the sucicloriczl &g our nest
quotes from Gropius wilil muke clear) B

4/12/8 Meagnre Society By the “Jomen

Tuzning to Grogius® gresp of history,socislists woull find
many {ami.liar ideus

The essay "Sociologicnl Premices for ithe Finimuir Dwell o
oi Urtan Industr.nl Jopuldtiong" accordingto Guropius, is based
2 G”fﬁﬂﬂ gociodopris: Mulser-Tver 1472, who seems t3 Live Lasen

ewnazl shemelfaced wnuinlish because many 1dezz »f Marx ang
'Lnbels “re there Lurked away in cumoflaged languazge.

The revoluticrnising ef “ort 0f mejor changes in the means
31 procucilon ars spewi, dut ondy a4t pointe,vither thun systenais
1%ally . The majior class relationshi.s to the maans of nggd~ 1,197
are grasped, tul fhe word gocialism, or commumisk is nod vsed,ony
more thin the word prim:;tive oommunaa‘ ,8lavery. teudali.am o
capitaxivasm Vi Rut maow of the coneepts are the?G in g 1 eel terma
if not alwnys in cuch a thoioughgoing scientific way

In terms uf the imract of different forms o0 cociety on the
domestic householid we are ‘0ld by Gropius: -

"Thus the concep of the tribe and the patri.rchal family
evolves anto the 10edl oV aur independant individoas and ficwally
info ti;at of a iulure comivi: wunisn which transcends the
individual”

;H,e home huc ceares to be ghroductive unit its functionsg
giving away to socinlised ingdu:try (food) and the sfote
(education'! and now cccording to Gropius:-

"the confined dwelling 28 also losing its cuataviliiy Teor
gsocial intercourse, -vd intellectual inspiration is sought vutside
the family civele" (p 108)

30, "the family is losing itg home, just «s the Lribe lusg*
its territory«~-"

28 " - -Pug* develorment thus shows steadily urosressing
eialistamicion of forwer fumily funetions of logsl pedagogi:?
and domestic nature 2nd vhus we perceive the fircst beginninge of
a communal erd whiah ropht gomeday replace the era of individualy
rights " (p 109)

The zewki recult cor Gropius,of delving into the past with &y

ttempt at a scientific approach is an inevita¥le foreshudowin.s
of far future Jevelu meni: and (his particular concern) their
impact o the famiiy home,

“iis the fimily transfera numerous domestic chores to the
machinery of gocizlist production,woman's sphere of domestic
activity shrinks and she looks beyond the family for au ocutlet
for her natural neecd for occupation, :she enters the world of
business and industry. In turn,industry,rejuvencted on basically
newv foundations by the machine, showa woman the impractical nature
of her domestic hard labor,"

"Recognition of the shertcomings of the individual house-
hold awakens thoughts 2bout new forms of centrafised master
households which particlly relieWe the individual woman of her
domestic tasks by means of an improved centralised organisation
which is capable of perfozming them better and more economically

than she can perform them herself even when she applies 3ll her
efforts.” (p.109)

5/17/8 Houges Walk-ups oT High-Rise Apariment Ploclks ?

Inevitably then,on cuch a theoretical-hictc. iczl pacis,
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Gropiug, in addition {0 eramining the far past and fureshaduowing
the diastant future grapples with the immediate Jrecent under
the above title, a work, incidentally penned as loag ago as 191,
but terribly relevant for Ausiralia today

He starte with elementals: "The =gssentiuls for wholescms
lit'e are in addition to adequate food and wormth lizht air and
elbow room " (p I1I19)

He traces the historicul causge of the strong public desice

for a one-family nouse in 2 garden to the revolt against earlv
¢rowded tenements “"Hcwever" ne says, "ifhe cause for the missry
of these undignified dwellings is not the dwelling form of the
Kxkt multi-astorey apartment house as such but the shortsighted
legislation which permitted the construction of this class of
low-cost dwelling tc fall into the hands of unscrupulous
speculatots without adequate social eafeguards.” (p.119)

"The zpacd&IxmhiaxXxirkex special characHter of metropolitan
housing developments for settling large numbers of working people
around 2 concentrated city core makes for short travelling
distances which implies the use of multi-storey constructicn
to reduce horizontal distances. The single family house®
Grozius points out, “is contradictory to thigc basic trend of the
city" (p.120) _

Gropius explores quite carefully the muthematics of the
problcm of apartment blocks of different heights, and comee to
the conclusion that "condii<ons as to air,sun,view and distance
from neighbour block are improved with the increased height of
the bukkdimwg block---the higher the building the lsxs land is
needed for the same umcunt of living space" (Illus‘rations
after p 7129)

He regards it ae"sentimentsl sclf-deceipt to assert that
a 4th . floor apariment without elevators is in more intimate
contact with 'nature’ than on the I0th. floor-==" to him,6 the
economice of the sifuation is one key factor:x "the limits of
economic expediency as defined by the height beyond which the
increase in construction cost is no longer compenscted by
savings in site and road requirements" (p.I124)

However, the high-rise apartment he considers “a biologically
motivated type of dwelling,a genuime by-product of our age"(PI23)

"The individual’s need for seclusion,which frequently »mmk=s
eirixExkitex enters the argument agtinst the high-rise buildings
should not be over~estimated. It is best satisfied by Fulfillment
of the requirements that each adult shall have his own room,small
though it may be,to which he can retire, Very much is made of
mutual co-operation ameng families,which is,of course,much more E=®
readily possible in a high-rise apartment building than in an
individual home, And only high-rise apartment blocke can relieve
the individual occupant of & large fraction of the most tedious
and time-consuming chores by means of its centralised service
ingtallations;these are also of importance from the viewpoint of
national economy because of their ovwerall sovings in material
and time. Is it of no importance that thc overburidened housewife
in the modern industrial worker's family no longer needs to carry
the coals upstairs and tend to the furnace for heat and hot
water? "(Don't laugh, there,you 1968=brand pampered Australian
house-husband and house=wife:this was written in 1931, remember,
and for cold countries--=and anyway,you have more to read !)
"That the service centre handles her laundry more efficiently
than she could herself? That the &dvent of electric refrigerators,
renktxxdxxed vacuum cleaners,mechanical ventilators,centralised
kitchen installations,and finally,even communal recreation rooms,
srorts facilities and kindergartens is 2pproaching ? The costs of
such conveniences con be distributed economically over a large
number of families in & high-rise apartment block,costs whose
purpose Ix it is to transform saved time into the most valuable
commodity of all:icreative leisure ! " (p,I28)

Of course,cocialists must be democrats. If people want
cottages and long distances and drudgery,they will have to be
gsupplied even if it coste them more. But socialists,like Gropius,

should surely embrace the new 9



