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Abstract 
 
Many theorists acknowledge that Modern architecture denied the architect’s crafty gesture for the sake of pure formal and compositional status 
of a building. As well, modern technology in construction has been prevailing as the sole support for modern architecture. But there exists 
architects who proposed a dialectic development of traditional and modern techniques. This thought was prominent in Germanic circle where 
technological development was in advance. Throughout 20th century, the works of Adolf Loos, Mies Van der Rohe, and Peter Zumthor are 
representatives in each period. A common point begins from their apprenticeships as craftsmen: Loos and Mies as stonemasons, Zumthor as 
a cabinetmaker. More than this fact, their craftsmanship is embedded in their works and express creativity of architects. While mass produc-
tion system raises non-participatory practice that merely require assemblage of products, the adjusted techniques with craftsmanship brings 
forth a participatory practice that does not limit the creativity of architects.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

In this paper, I will thematize alternative judgment crite-
ria of the creativity in modern and contemporary architec-
ture. As mass production culture becomes common, tech-
nology was also regarded as a replaceable item. However, 
in the beginning of modern architecture, there exist archi-
tects who incorporated learning from their craftsman 
training into modern architecture in order to compensate 
for the incomplete modern technology. Their works were 
not against mass production or minimalist aesthetics, and 
yet added precision to modern construction with the help 
of craftsmanship. At present, this compensation leads to 
the adjustment of modern technology and material, and 
makes us envision a different kind of creativity in archi-
tecture.  

 
(1) NON-PARTICIPATORY PRACTICE PRESUMED IN 
JOHN RUSKIN’S REVOLUTIONARY ORNAMENT  

 
John Ruskin divided the systems of architectural orna-

ment into three types :(1) servile ornament, in which the 
execution or power of the inferior workman is entirely 
subjected to the higher intellect of the architect; (2) consti-
tutional ornament, in which the inferior labor power is, to a 
certain point, emancipated and independent, having a will 
of its own, yet confessing its inferiority and rendering ob-
edience to higher powers; and (3) revolutionary ornaments, 
in which no laborer inferiority is admitted at all.1 Though 

                                                           
* This research was supported by the Chung-Ang University 
Research Grants in 2010. 

this categorization is written for the ‘savageness’ of Gothic 
architecture, it addresses a general relationship between 
architect and builder or craftsman. Especially, revolutio-
nary ornament assumes a modern condition where archi-
tects and builders maintain own specialty in design and 
construction. It is quite similar to the current condition 
where design and manufacturing have separate specialty. 
Often, this leads to non-participatory practices that do not 
cooperate in detail design and construction.  
 
(2) PURPOSE OF RESEARCH 

 
Against Ruskin’s predict on independent expertise on 

design and construction, there are architects who intermin-
gle intellectual abilities of architect and technique of 
craftsman into the participatory design that enhances both 
expertise. I will select architects who were not regarded as 
obvious examples of practicing as craftsman. Instead, arc-
hitects who were faithful in architectural design will be 
introduced. This approach has dual purposes; one is to 
thematize alternative criteria of creativity, and the other is 
to reinterpret commonly known examples in a new pers-
pective. Throughout modern and contemporary architec-
ture, three architects merit attention in this regard; Adolf 
Loos, Mies van der Rohe, and Peter Zumthor were trained 
as craftsman and educated as architect. They did not fol-
low orthodox modern technology, but adjusted modern 
technique with learning from craftsmanship.   

 

                                                                                                
1 John Ruskin, “The Nature of Gothic”, The Stones of Venice, 
Vol. 2, 1853 (London : Little, Brown & Co., 1981), p.58. 
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2. ADOLF LOOS: A STONEMASON WHO CAN 
SPEAK LATIN 
 
(1) LOOS’ EVALUATION OF CRAFTMANSHIP 

 
Trained as a stonemason, Loos posited an executive 

equality between architect and builder. Richard Neutra, 
who is a disciple of Loos in Vienna, recalls Loos’ talk: 
 

“If I(Adolf Loos) want a wood paneling or wainscot to be 
of a certain height, I stand there, hold my hand at that certain 
height, and the carpenter makes his pencil mark. Then I step 
back and look at it from one point and from another, visualiz-
ing the finished result with all my powers. This is the only 
human way to decide the wainscot, or the width of a window.” 
Loos was inclined to use a minimum of paper plans; he car-
ried in his head all the details of even the most complex de-
signs, and prided himself on being an architect without a 
pencil.2 

 
Loos kept his design intention open throughout the 

process of construction. This practice resembles that of a 
Gothic master-builder who designs and constructs at the 
site. In the turning period of modern technique, Loos in a 
way transgressed modern equality between architect and 
builder. However, he maintained a difference from an au-
thoritative architect who designs and orchestrates tech-
niques in construction, as follows: 
 

I was secretly delighted to hear recently the complaint of a 
colleague of mine that a potter to whom he had given a draw-
ing had refused outright to follow it. He did not even want to 
make the attempt…..”The man[potter] was right,” I told the 
architect.3 

 
Loos assumed that the architect in the above is a 

“Ringstrasse architect”, whom was called by Loos as a 
representative of designer without the insight of culture 
and technique. A design developed by such an architect 
does not enhance the sense of authenticity sustained by old 
method. Loos, instead, respected local craftsman who has 
a better sense of design and manufacturing artifacts. He 
applied local and imported craftsmanship to the construc-
tion of his buildings.  
 
(2) LOOS’ BUILDINGS 

Each construction specialty was employed in Loos’ 
buildings following the process of construction. Michae-
lerhaus’ entrance marble works, steel works, stucco works 
were the results of separate craftsmanship. As we notice in 
the cladding, these combinations were abruptly changed 
from one work to the other work. Local and English 
craftsmen participated in the cladding construction. This 

                                                           
2 Richard Neutra, Survival through Design, (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1964),p.300. 
3 Adolf Loos, “Glass and Clay”, Spoken into The Void, (Cam-
bridge: MIT Press, 1982),p.36. 

attitude comes from Loos’ principle of cladding that wrote 
workers should not imitate other works by substituting 
materials to minimize the labor time and costs. Loos as-
sembled diverse works without undermining the builder’s 
authority and independence. The unity is not so much sus-
taining a formal and material likeness which gives a sense 
of continuity of surfaces, as addressing a viewer’s cogni-
tive sense through distinctively refined works: the assem-
blage of marble cladding, stucco cladding, iron work. Loos 
avoided the ornamental works of molding, since the build-
er did not need to work on the transitional points of mate-
rials. In this context, Michaelerhaus’ façade can be unders-
tood as a collection of “good” production skills and well-
produced materials, although the overall shape is anony-
mously abstract.  

In Karrtner Bar, Italian stonemasons were employed in 
the ceiling work, while other parts of the bar were built by 
local craftsmen.4 Thus, we can assume that Loos gave 
importance to the quality of construction that emulates old 
construction in modern buildings. Loos harmonized and 
united diverse construction processes in the construction of 
modern buildings. However, Loos’ concept of the collec-
tion of various processes is different from traditional sense 
of harmonizing. In wood cladding in house designs, the 
ornamentation was minimized such that the molding shape 
was rectilinear, which was not a profile of traditional re-
dundancy. Thus, rather than the presence or absence of 
ornament, we see that the choice of ornament was impor-
tant to Loos; cladding with proper materials and technique 
was his primary concern. It was enough for Loos that 
builders did their own specialized works without negotiat-
ing with architects. Then, where is his role in façade de-
sign? Rather than working as a form designer, he provided 
façade parti and orchestrated façade construction, abiding 
by builder’s logic. He described himself as “a mason who 
has studied Latin.” This comment illustrates the intermin-

                                                           
4 David Leatherbarrow, The roots of Architectural Invention: Site, 
Enclosures, Materials, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), p.208. 

Figure 1. Michaelerhaus, Adolf Loos, 1909-11
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5. CONCLUSION 
 
This research on the adjustment of technique focused on 

the inclusion of craftsmanship in the construction of mod-
ern and contemporary works. The above-mentioned archi-
tects did not prefer organic shapes that often associate with 
craftsmanship. Instead, they used abstract lines and vo-
lumes, while incorporating learning from craftsman train-
ing. Unlike modern architects who claimed for new ration-
al methods of construction, they were ambivalent about the 
rationality and adjusted technology in a creative way. Loos, 
Mies, and Zumthor are representative architects of one’s 
own period in response to the development of technology.   

 
Loos gave the builder the freedom to follow their own 

faithful logic in the belief that the maker of a usable arti-
fact knows better about the product than an architect who 
designs the shape only. As a result, his buildings display 
the assemblage of various craftsmanship in stone, cladding, 
and ceiling works. He assembled various old techniques 
with modern technology. Mies usurped a dictatorial control 
of builders and presented himself as a Baukunstler, who is 
proficient at both design and construction. He applied 
handwork to the assembly of machine produced materials. 
His aim was to make the construction look like a perfect 
condition, achieving an aura of architectural object. Zum-
thor works through multiple logics of architect, builder and 
craftsman in design process by himself. His buildings ex-
press new materiality with mass produced materials. In 
order to achieve new materiality, he borrows construction 
technique of other materials. As a result, he leaves room 
for the viewer to participate in the imaginary construction.  

 

Period Architect 
Craftmanship 

Training 
Adjustment of 

Techniques 

1900’s Adolf Loos Stonemason 

Adjusted modern 
technique with 
authentic craftsman-
ship 

1900~ 
1960’s 

Mies van der 
Rohe 

Stonemason 
Adjusted modern 
technique to achieve 
blemish surface 

1990~ 
2000’s 

Peter Zumthor Cabinet Maker 
Adjusted materiality 
with existing mate-
rials 

 
This research can further be expanded to elucidate cur-

rent adjustment of given architectural technology to the 
expression of architect’s creativity. While mainstream 
technology gears toward better performance, this practice 
that transform current technology operates toward the par-
ticipatory practice that illicit the creativity of architects, 
builders, and furthermore building users.    
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