In an age when schools all too often look like
prisons, and suburban houses aspire to the mon-
umentality of palaces, such advice seems all the -
more timely.
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Reviewed by Alina Payne

Pioneers of the
Modern Movement
from William Morris
to Walter Gropius

by Nikolaus Pevsner
London: Faber and Faber, 1936. ]
2d ed., New York. Museum of Modern Art, 1949.

1942: A historian’s position in times of acute
crisis is unenviable. He is apt to be thought don-
nish, escapist, a straggler from the ranks of
progress Dr. Giedion gives me the impression of
being acutely conscious of this and of having feit
obliged to write his history with one hand and beat
the philosophic drum with the other. The drum,

| confess, bores me. But Dr. Giedion’s history is
the real thing.

—John Summerson, review of Space, Time

and Architecture

1958: The disappearance of the idea that Modern
architecture is going to redeem the world is what
most strikingly differentiates Hitchcock’s book from
earlier treatments of the same period. Obviously
Modern architecture is not going to redeem the
world. But how important this proposition was.
—<Colin Rowe, review of H.R. Hitchcock’s
Architecture: Nineteenth and Twentieth Century

1977: Pevsner’s outlook is historicist in precisely
the Popperian sense. It 1s holistic and preoccupied
with the future. He believes that art 1s and should
be a product of the economic, social, and political
conditions under which it is created; he believes that
there is such a thing as the essence of an age, and
that the common essence is more important than
its individual manifestations; he has accordingly dis-
cerned the political and social norms of the twenti-
eth century, and insists that art and architecture
must be subordinated to them. Consequently he can
and does insist that he knows what will and must be
the architectural expression of the age.

—David Watkin, Morality and Architecture

1978: He [Pevsner] was clearly fortunate to be set
on a course by Gropius almost before he knew that
such a thing as a “Modern Movement” might exist;
he certainly was influential in shaping the ideas of
two if not three generations of architects, historians
and critics, so that all were inclined to make his
prophecies come true And at least one of the rea-
sons he was so influential was that his historical
generalizations looked true at the time, and in many
cases still look good. The relative blackness of
pots and kettles is not at issue here: Pevsner’s
performance is. He got it right. He got it more right
than Giedion or Henry-Russell Hitchcock. It behooves
any of us to recognize that he produced a pic-
ture of the architecture of his own time which was
useful, applicable, and has had demonstrable predic-
tive power. If it was Whiggish historicism, or the kind
of moralizing that comes naturally to a selfmade
Lutheran, that made it possible to do that, then so
much the worse for Butterfield and Popper.
—~Reyner Banham, review of Morality

and Architecture :

2001: Morality and Architecture was thus an
attempt to explain why it is unnecessary to accept
the vacuous philosophy which lies behind mod-
ernism Taking on the establishment, the book
caused a considerable stir at the time, receiving
passionate praise and passionate criticism. Why
bring it out again twenty-four years later? The reason
is simply that, though the general public is as hos-
tile now as it was then to the damaging effects of
modernist architecture in historic settings, the pro-
fessional architectural establishment is still dominat
ed by the same beliefs. Then as now, the practice
of traditional and classical architecture is taught

in no British school of architecture.

—David Watkin, Morality and Architecture,

2001 edition

ARCHITECTURE AND OBIJECTS:

THE POWER OF PEVSENER

Théophile Gautier is said to have died of a bro-
ken heart over the destruction of Paris perpetrat-
ed by Baron Haussmann. Although not
associated with loss of life, the roughly contem-
porary Battle of Styles in England was equally
heated and personality-driven. In its turn, the
polemic surrounding modernist architecture and
1ts advocates reached no less of an emotional and
intellectual pitch both between the wars and
smce. Each century has its architectural canse
célebre.

Yet, as controversies go, the one focused on
modernism has lasted longer than anyone could
have predicted. If the first crinques of mod-
ermism can be traced back to the 1950s (in
England and Italy), and if its tenets and vocabu-
lary seemed to receive death blow after death
blow in the ’60s, *70s and "80s, in the past fif-
teen years it has once agamn drawn the attention
of both scholars and practicing architects. At the
remove of more than a generation, modermust
architecture sdll poses important questions.
Nevertheless, despite and perhaps because of
this renewed 1nterest, it contnues to be per-
ceived as problematic.!

Recent studies of the early accounts of mod-
ernism are a case in point. Treated with suspicion
in the past decades, these accounts, like the archi-
tecture they present, have become once more the
objects of reassessment and debate? On the face
of it, these histories of the birth, rise, and victory
of the “modern movement” differ little in their
broad strokes. All follow a trajectory that leads
from the Industrial Revolution, through the
American skyscraper, the British turn to the Arts
and Crafts, the cleansing if ultimately stillborn
intermezzo of Art Nouveau, the development of
new technologies and materials, the creation of
the Werkbund and demise of Expressionism, to
the mature work of Gropius, Mies, and Le Cor-
buster. Depending on the author, the straight line
rising to this climax may include additional
names and movements (such as the Dutch, the
Futurists, or the Russians), but the similarities in
the stories they tell are striking.

Thus historiographic template—based on
progress as fundamental ordering principle—is a
familiar one. In their own way these narratives
perpetuate a tradition first consecrated by Gior-
gio Vasari, the begetter of art history, who in his
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Gropious and Meyer: Model factory, Werkbund Exhibition, Cologne, 1914

slow awakening, the first glimmers, the early
successes, and the race to the finish of the
Renaissance. Yet unlike his modern colleagues,
Vasari did wonder about the future and felt
some qualms. Where the epigoni would go or
what there was left for them to do once the col-
lectively sought aesthetic norm was attained, he
did not know; nor did he know (although he
feared) if art, as he knew it, would come to an
end and be reborn once again, but differently, in
the cyclical way of all living things. '
For all his biases and natural failings, Vasari
remains a useful, indeed a unique source for
scholars working on the Renaissance today. Yet,
unlike him in this respect, the early apologists
of modernism—the heroic trinity of Pevsner,
Sigfried Giedion, and Henry-Russell Hitchcock
that strangely paralleled the trinity of Mies,
Gropius, and Le Corbusier—have not ail met
with the same fate in the revisionist literature.
Of the three, Hitchcock has had the easiest time
of it. Publishing his magnum opus Architecture:
Nineteenth and Twentieth Century in the late
1950s, he had far fewer barricades to scale than
his two colleagues in arms. Less polemical and
proselytizing, he has also been more readily
accepted as a historians’ historian.’ This is not
to diminish the seminal importance of his 1929
Modern Architecture: Rowmanticism and Reintegra-
tion.* Yet this work was (rightly or wrongly)
eclipsed by Pevsner’s Pioneers of the Modern
Movement (1936), Giedion’s Space, Time and
Avrchitecture (1941), and by Hitchcock’s own
revised, much enlarged, and toned-down ver-
sion of 1958. Likewise his 1932 MoMA Interna-
tional Style exhibition catalogue, co-authored
with Philip Johnson and Alfred Barr, although
influential to be sure, did not enjoy the critical
fortune and the same phenomenal classroom
exposure and readership over the years. As
result Hitcheock did not become a bone of con-
tention in the redefinition of modernism, and it
was Pevsner and Giedion who bore the brunt of

the postwar critique,

Of the two, Pevsner has kept the polemical
fires burning the longest. His Pioneers, pub-
lished in 1936, with new editions in 1949 and
1968, was reviewed, attacked, and defended at
all these critical moments in the reception of
modern architecture. So was Giedion’s Space,
Time and Architecture (reedited even more often
and printed undl 1980). Yet while the reevalua-
tion of Giedion at the hands of Spiro Kostof,
Sokratis Georgiadis, and others in the past fif-
teen years has recovered the intellectual dimen-
sion of his achievement, Pevsner continues to be
called to task and presented as an adversary. In
his Morality and Architecture, reedited in 2001,
David Watkin points to Pioneers as to some form
of original sin when he attacks the resistance to
classicism in contemporary British architecture.’
If indeed Pevsner has sinned, if he has “led,
guided, deluded and deceived us,” as Timothy
Mowl also argues, is there anything to be gained

Book Reviews

“thinly disguised combative stance with this ref-

erence to “battle,” it also announced the
methodological underpinnings of his argument.
For him “the profound artistic dishonesty that
made this comedy possible” was a “dishonesty”

_ that masked the true stylistic identity of the

19th century. That he should choose this style-
based frame for his argument is perhaps not
surprising: like his fellow combatants, he was
trained as an art historian, and the pre-eminent
frame for all inquiries in the field at the time
(and for a good while to come)—one that he
could not escape, try as he might—was style.
Of course the notion of period style is closely
allied to the Hegelian idea of Zeitgeist, being,
as it were, the index of its operation in the visu-
al domain. Both are invoked by Pevsner, though
perhaps more directly in his contemporary

An Enguiry into Industrial Avt in England (1937):

Why are Renaissance ink-stands with a naked fig-
ure of Justice, why are eighteenth-century plates
with Chinese temples satisfactory? Not because
there are any laws demanding or forbidding a cer-
tain amount or a certain type of decoration, but
because every period creates its own style accord-
ing to intrinsic laws of vitality. I had to emphasize
more than once that most modern architects feel
at sea as soon as they are asked to create for deco-
ration, for adornment only (artistic metalwork,
elaborate electric chandeliers, jewellery). Now

we can give a reason for that, though one which
T'm afraid will not sadsfy everybody. It is the
“Zeirgeist” of our age, the age of steel, of speed, of
work, or whatever one may call it, that does not
allow for much play and carefree enjoyment. One
may regret living in such an age, but one cannot
alter it certainly not by imitating the outward
forms of other periods.®

Indeed, this premise and the role of the indus-
trial arts in the development of a modern style
are the real starting points of Pioneers. And this
is precisely where Pevsner also begins to part
company from his colleagues and to reveal the
unique value of his text. If style led him to
endorse a determinist conception of history
(whether Hegelian or Geistesgeschichte in origin)

Pevsner has kept the polemical fires burning the longest. His Pioneers,
published in 1936, with new editions in 1949 and 1968, was reviewed,
attacked, and defended at all these critical moments in the reception of

modern architecture.

from reading Pevsner today?6 And if, as this pre-
sent polemic testifies, his book functions like a
perpetually smoldering, never quite extinct vol-
cano on the verge of eruption, why does it?
What was and what is the power of Pevsner?

Mouch has been imputed to Pevsner for his
all-too-persuasive presentation of a reciprocal
relationship between period style and Zeitgeist.
Indeed, style is Pevsner’ starting point—inciden-
tally, it is Hitchcock’s and Giedion’s too—and

his endorsement of a spirit of the age is made
clear from the very first lines of the book, which
opens with an account of the then distant Battle
of Styles.” Elliptically ushering in Pevsner’s own

complete with its fallacies and shortcomings, it
also led him to identify aspects of modernism
that would have passed otherwise unnoticed.
Unlike Hitchcock and Giedion, who address
somme of the arts, it is Pevsner who, methodologi-
cally, embarks on the most systematic art
historical analysis of modern style. Each of his
chapters is more or less neatly devoted to a dif-
ferent class of objects: the decorative arts (chap-
ter 2 and most of 4 and 6)%; paintng (chapter 3);
engineering and new materials-based edifices
(chapter 5); and architecture (chapter 7). All
together they display (or must display in order
to be perceived by Pevsner as progressive) the
common features that give visible form to the
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Zeitgeist of modernity. How things look—
defining their formal qualities in a powerful
vocabulary that applies equally to all media—is
essential to Pevsner’s argument and allows him
to move swiftly across the arts.1% Thus visual
approach also allows the reader easy access to
the argument: pictures and words are mtegrated
into a persuasive narrative.

Although Pevsner gives all aspects of artistic
production equal space m tracing the birth of
a modern architectural style, it is his emphasis
on the decorative arts that sets his use of style
apart.!! Even the book’ utle conveys this
approéch. As it shifts from Pioneers of the Modern
Movement (1936) to Pioneers of Modern Deszgn in
the 1949 MoMA edition, and despite the refer-
ence to Walter Gropuus, it is a statement of dif-

established by the Werkbund. The ultimate
synthesis, however, comes in the work of
Gropius—and this 1s true not only of his build-
ings but also (and especially) of his Bauhaus cur-
riculum, which embodied the unity of the arts
and confirmed the presence of a Zeitgeist. “For
more than a decade [the Bauhaus was] a para-
mount center of creative energy in Europe. It
was at the same time a laboratory for handicraft
and for standardization, a school and a work-
shop.”16 Urbanism (a principal issue for Giedion
and not addressed by Hitchcock at all m 1929)
is hardly mentioned by Pevsner, who 1s con-
cerned with the formal qualities of single build-
ings and single objects, not with their
metropolitan agglomeraton.” If the mod-
ernists’ battle cry “vom Sofakissen zum Stitde-

Unlike Hitchcock and Giedion, who address some of the arts, it is
Pevsner who, methodologically, embarks on the most systematic art

historical analysis of modern style.

ference (from the points of view of Giedion,
Hitcheock, Gustav Adolf Platz, and others) sug-
gesting an explorauon of more arts than one.
The so=called Kunstmndustrie (Morris’s reforms)
iie at the beginning of Pevsner’s narrative and
become the red thread weaving through the rest
of the book. After the wake-up call to the low
quality of the decorative arts provided by the
1851 Exhibiton and the much needed ensuing
reforms in arts education, he argues, the indus-
trial objects (the “small things of everyday use”)
in England in the period 1890-1914 displayed
“cleanness, gracefulness, refreshing simplicity,
lightness, plain surfaces. . The close atmos-
phere of medievalism has vanished. Living
among such objects, we breathe a healthier

air.  Of particular importance for the coming
Modern Movement was the expression of this
new spirit in cabinet-making.”!? This achieve-
ment literally reifies a shift until then only
pérceivable in painting: “[O]ne recognizes the
tendency towards large, unbroken surfaces,
strong colours, bold patterns—a parallel to
Cézanne or Gaugin in painting.” Indeed,
Cézanne shows that “the abstract scheme of
construction . . . is the real subject of the pic-
ture; constructing his pictures with cylinder,
sphere and cone.”’? For Pevsner, “the leaders of
European painting m 1890 fought for some-
thing that had never existed before. .. On the
whole the new style was free from tradition,
unencumbered and uncompromising. . . . [T]he
break was achieved by the painters earlier than
by the architects.”!*

Thereafter the narrative unfolds along now
familiar lines, powerful because simple. Pevs-
ner’s leading heroes, Henry van de Velde, Otro
Wagner, Adolf Loos, and the Frank Lloyd
Wright of Art and Craft of the Machme (1901)
“were decisively snmulated in their thoughts by
England.”?> But their achievements were 1solat-
ed. “To have achieved a wide movement pro-
moting these new 1deas 1s undeniably the merit
of German architects and writers.” Sachlichkeit
(obyectivity, simplicity), standardization, and
machine art are the distinguishing features of
the “universally recognized style” subsequently
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bau” (“from the sofa cushion to city design”)
described a spectrum wider sdll than Pevsner’,
he nonetheless was the one to give the Sofakissen
its due in the rise of an architectural vocabulary.
Although Pevsner’s dependence on the
Vienna school’s turn to Geistesgeschuchte filtered
through German art historians August Schmar-
sow and Wilhelm Pinder has been acknowl-
edged, his dependence on another Vienna
school theme has remained in the shadows.!®
Pevsner’s move to credit the decorative arts
with a central role 1 the development of a
modern vocabulary of the arts was not new, for
although he never names him, he clearly owes
much to 2 tradition consecrated by the Vien-
nese art historian Alois Riegl. In the same way
that his Swiss contemporary Heinrich Wel{flin
can be sensed behind Giedion’s work or Har-
vard art historian A. Kingsley Porter behind
Hitchcock’s, and though much has been made
of Pinder in Pevsner’s case, Riegl is the real
force behind his approach. There is certamnly
no question that he knew Riegl’s work. As a
German-trained art historian, Pevsner literally
could not have avoided a thorough acquain-
tance with his oeuvre, which was not only con-
siderable but also seminal. As far as method is
concerned, Riegl’s chef-d’oeuvre was and
remains Spétriwische Kunstindustrie of 1901, in
which he fully develops and establishes the con-
cept of Kunstwollern (a basic will-toward-art that
characterizes every historical period). However,
1t is not the Kunstwollen that Pevsner picks up
from Riegl, but his expanded field of objects
pertaining to art. Indeed, though Riegl covers
all late Roman art, the decorative arts are the
book’s center of gravity (he also privileges them
in the title). For Riegl, the Kunstindustrie is the
truest sensor of style (a positon already evident
in his Stilfragen of 1893) and the repository or
essence of the Kunstwollen of a period in its
most naked and raw, and therefore most gen-
wine state. The idea was already present if not
fully developed in Wolfflin’s 1888 Renaissance
und Barock, in which the author not only talks
about the Formgefiibl (feeling for form) of an
epoch but also locates its first signs in the

objects of daily consumption.!? To be sure,
Herbert Read’s 1934 Art m Industry, promotes a
similar aesthetic to Pevsner’s—pro Bauhaus and
Gropius, pro abstraction and modernism—and
is moreover an acknowledged source for Pro-
neers in 1ts attention to the decorative arts. Yet
his voice rang a familiar note to an art historian
of Pevsner’s background: Read’s own source
also seems to lie in the Riegl tradition, in this
case through the agency of German art histori-
an Wilhelm Worringer (Riegl’s most famous
follower) whose Form in Gothic is one of the
very few works that he cites.?? Yet even despite
this similarity, Read’s book remains an mvest-
gation mto the decorative arts in the 19th-cen-
tury British tradition initiated by such works as,
Richard Redgrave’s or Henry Cole’s (whose
joint brainchild was the 1851 Great Exhibi-
tion). Unlike Riegl and Pevsner, Read does not
claim to see a causal relationship between the
arts, and he posits no link between Knnstindus-
trie and architecture.

Instead, an even more important source for
Pevsner was Riegl’s own predecessor, Gottfried
Semper. Writing his magnum opus Der Stil -
(1860-1863) as both architect and art historian,
he had set out the lines of inquiry upon which
much of Riegl’s work was to evolve, particularly
the strong case for Kunstindustrie as the DNA
of any culture. Despite its impact this work
remained on the periphery of art history as
Kunstwissenschaft (for not being sufficiently hs-
torical) and had long since been removed from
the canon upon which Pevsner’s educaton had
been based. Yet, for Pevsner, he offered one
fundamental insight: the mass-produced object
of daily use is the point of contact between art
and society. And, m a revolutionary move for
the time, Semper claimed that the quality of
the “high” and “monumental” arts depends on
the health of that relationship. It is thus Sem-
per’s admontion and education-based solution
to hus own mud-19th-century crisis (he devel-
oped both an education curriculum and a phi-
losophy of museum display which was seminal
in Britain and Austria) that Pevsner literally
lifts without acknowledgment for Pioneers
(there is only one fleeting reference to Semper’s
seminal essay, “Industry, Science, and Art” of
1852 n the 1968 edition) and for Ar Enquzry
into Industrial Art in England (1937).

Having appropriated a particular notion of
style from the Semper-cum-Rieg] tradition,
Pevsner identified the pertod texts that
addressed the industrial arts and developed his
argument against this documentary back-
ground. Thus he drew heavily on the writings
of Herman Muthesius (by contrast Hitchcock
has only two passing mentions of Das englische
Hgws) and van de Velde (particularly Die Renais-
sance im moderne Kunstgewerbe of 1903). That
these texts also allowed him to anoint his new
fatherland with a leadership role in begetting a
new modern vocabulary was not an insignifi-
cant detail. Of course he simplifies matters and
obscures some of his sources. For example, 1n
his Moderne Baukunst of 1908, Karl Scheffler
had argued that objects and interior design lay
at the origin of the modern architectural vocab-
ulary and had elevated Morris and van de Velde



ulary and had elevated Morris and van de Velde
as exemplary agents.?! It is hard to believe that,
with his education and nterests, Pevsner had
not read this book. Yet, intriguing though such
lapses may be for today’s reader, the persuasive
power of his book lies precisely in its ability

to tell a powerful story with a few well-delin-
eated characters who carry a linear plot swiftly
to its climax.

Perhaps even more disturbingly for some of
his readers and unlike Hitchcock and Giedion,
Pevsner also had a strong leftist social message
to deliver. Although Morris is again the paradig-
matic figure who identified the “one essential
problem, the indissoluble unity of the art of one
age and its social system,” it is in Germany that
a socially conscious architecture was ultimately
conceived. Despite his paean for his adoptive
country, Pevsner did not pull his punches, and
he berates the English for resisting the social
agenda of modernism: “One reason was [that]
the levelling tendency of the coming mass
movement—and a true architectural style is a
mass movement—was too much against the
grain of English character. A similar antipathy
prevented the ruthless scrapping of traditions
whuch was essential to the achievement of a style
fitdng our century.”??

This concern to preserve the social taproot
of modernism is even more evident in Pevsner’s
lesser-known contemporary, and I would argue,
companion volume, the 1937 An Enqury into
Industrial Avt i England. Again his source was
Semper, whose own work was deeply informed
by that other revolutionary moment, 1848.
Unlike Herbert Read, whose mterest in the
decorative arts never lead him to posit a social
role for the arts, Pevsner almost quotes from
Semper when he develops a whole education
program to raise the level of taste in his society
and blames the deplorable state of the decora-
tive arts on a capitalism run riot: “the shape
and appearance of all products were left to the

o~ wuneducated manufacturer. . . . [TThe consumer

had no tradition, no education, and no leisure,
and was, like the producer, a victim of this
vicious circle.”??

This leftist position m Pevsner’s work was
not unrelated to his conception of a period
style revealed in the objects of daily use.
Indeed, if his advocacy of a nonaestheticized,
mass-oriented modernism sets his history of the
movement apart, his focus on the industrial arts
is a methodological counterpart to his social
concerns, as 1t was for Semper, the political
émugré to England following the 1848 revolu-
tion. Raising the status of the modest objects of
daily consumption, of the objects that reached
the masses, to that of cultural icons, he also
promoted a nonhierarchical, democratic con-
ception of the arts. The tradition endured
through Riegl and the association of the Vienna
School of art history with the Museum fiir
Kunst und Industrie. But ultimately the study
of the decorauve arts became separated from
the trunk of art history, as high art, once again,
took center stage for most inquiries. Both
Giedion and Hitchcock followed this trend,
and it is not until 1948 that Giedion seriously
(of differently) addressed the issue of objects as

Behrens: Street Lamps for the AEG, 1907-1208

instruments in his Mechanization Takes Com-
mand.2* Indeed, art historical work on the deco-
rative arts remained a tributary to the
mainstream of the discipline well into our own
day, not dignified with the prestige accorded
the other arts and their genius artists.

Pevsner’s commitment to the original, politi-
cal impulse behind modernism made dating
another very important issue for him. Aware
that modernist forms were beginning to be
appropriated devoid of their content, he made 1t
his object to combat this trend. That his per-
ception was correct was boine out by Colin
Rowe forty years later: “It [modern European
architecture] was introduced |m the United
States] largely purged of its 1deological and soci-
etal content; and it became available, not as an
evident manifestation or cause of socialism, but
rather as a décor de vie for Greenwich, Connecti-
cut, or as a suitable veneer for the corporate
activities of enlightened capitalism.”?’ It is for
this reason that Pevsner places great emphasis
on the invention of modernism, on the original
modernist project and its political (rather than
aesthetic) roots. For him the representative of
this unadulterated modernism is Walter
Gropius in 1914 and, more broadly, the Ger-
mans {particularly Peter Behrens). What comes
later is development—brilliant to be sure—but
emptied of content. This 1s why Pioneers ends
with the Werkbund show of 1914, whereas
Hitchcock and Johnson extend their books to
1932 (the full title of their 1932 exhibition is
The International Style: Architecture Since 1922),
and Hitchcock’s 1929 Modern Architecture
includes Le Corbusier, J.J.P. Oud, Robert Mal-
let Stevens, and Mies, and charts modernism
into his very own present. Likewise, mn his 1941
Space, Time and Avchitecture, Giedion extends his
inquiry to the late 1930s, and, although Gropius
is the climax of a development he traces from
the Industrial Revolution onward, so is Le
Corbusier, who gets equal billing.

For Pevsner’ project to be successful, how-
ever, he had to identify the “real” pioneers,
and these are Wright, Loos, to a lesser extent
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Charles Voysey and van de Velde, but especially
early Gropius. In fact, Pioneers is really an
answer to Le Corbusier’s claims in his then
recent Oeuvre compléte,?S which gave Pevsner a
feeling of urgency to set the record straight and
probably also congibuted to his polemical tone:
“The historian must emphasize this point,
because Le Corbusier, partly owing to his mag-
nificent artstic imagination and partly to a cer-
tain showmanship, has been taken for one of
the creators of the Modern Movement. It is
surprising how after so short a time of twenty
or thirty years historical facts already tend to
become dim and legends to grow up.”?” This
position Pevsner first made clear in his 1931
review (written in the summer of 1930) of

the Oenvre compléte in Gottingische gelebrte
Anzergen, where the basic framework of
Pioneers—protagonists, arguments, and style-
based methodology—is already fully formed.?8
"This anti-Corbusier and anti-aestheticism atd-
tude may also be the answer to the question of
why Pevsner (surprisingly) never mentions
Cubism (which figures heavily in Hitchcock
and Giedion). Is it because he does not want to
credit the Cubists with inventing the trans-
parency he credits Gropius with? Is it because
he perceived Le Corbusier’s Purism to have
picked up where Cubism left off (at least 1n his
own telling of the story in Aprés le cubisme of
1918)? Is it because Cubism is French from
1907 to 1914, when he wants the threads of
modernism to be all in German hands?

Given his biases, all these answers are possible.
Indeed, Pevsner’s negative view of Le Cor-
busier and post-WWI modernism never
changed. In the 1968 edition of Pioneers,
Pevsner ends on a rousing critique of Corb’s
neo-Expressionist manner (presumably at
Ronchamp) and subjectivism, which he sees in
stark opposition to the socially driven aesthetics
he documents and advocates.

Clearly in the 1930s historicizing modern
architecture is a common project that unites
Hitcheock, Pevsner, and Giedion. Yet all three
are essentially moving in uncharted territory.
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“To be sure they are synthesizers and analysts,
since the literature documenting modernism in
architecture (Scheffler, Platz, Gropius, Le Cor-
busier, and early Giedion) was already in place,
but they faced the same dilemma: How can one
locate modernism when it does not yet reveal
any clear patterns? In a historical contmuum
(Hitchcock)??® In an “eternal present” that
abolishes history (Giedion)? As a moment of
fracture within history (Pevsner)? Ultimately
their collective contribution is that they, m their
different ways, participated in the larger yet still
fragile project to open up art history to the pre-
sent. There were precedents in the work of art
historians-at the turn of the century such as
Wolfflin, Josef Strzygowski, August Schmarsow,
Julins Meier-Graefe, Cornelius Gurlitt, and oth-
ers.30 But this work was either conceived by its
authors as art criticism or was produced by art
critics, and thus was not perceived as a legiti-
mate component of the art historical academic
discipline. Thus the systematic approach Pevs-
ner, Giedion, and Hitchcock adopt, as well as
their common desire to embed the investgation
of modernity in a historical context, is pioneer-
ing. That Pevsner’s book—with all its faults and
omissions—was 2 more manageable, readable
account with a strong and convincing message
that survived the ebb and flow of popularity is a
testament to its value. That Pevsner also turned
the spotlight on an aspect of modern visual cul-
ture—the decorative arts—which was left virtu-
ally untouched by Giedion and Hitchcock is an
even more lasting contribution.

Notes

1. See for example Witold Rybezynski, Home: A Short
History of an Idea (New York Viking, 1986); David
Watkin, Morality and Architecture Revisited (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2001) and, at the grassroots
level, the recent “developer’s neo-vernacular” that is
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Style (Milan: Francoangeli, 2001).

3. “He will not settle for preconceived ‘constituent facts,’
as his great rival, Sigfried Giedion was to do many years
later. He loves his present and would like to justify it, but
he will not write propaganda or polemic.” Vincent Scully,
1993 ed. of Modern Architecture: Romanticism and Reinte-
gration (New York: Da Capo), vi. Colin Rowe quoted
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are required of a study -of fourteenth-century ivories or
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