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The Search for Identity and Modernity:
Motion in Czech Cubist Architecture

Prolound changes began to stir European society as the
twentieth century edged to the horizon. The Industrial Age
continued to advance modern technology, and socio-political
revolutions were gaining strength in ltaly. Germany, Hungary,
and elsewhere. It is during this time that Nietzsche declared
God is dead. and Einstein worked toward developing a theory
that would overturn all former beliets of the relationship
between space and time. Into this stimulating — but fearful -
climate, a Czech national identity began to emerge.!

For almost 300 years, the Czech lands of Boheniia and Moravia
had revolved as a satellite around the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. It was a period called “darkness™ by the Czechs, as they
were denied political, religious, and social freedoms. They were
also isolated from the beginnings of the Modernist trends of the
early 1800s, which imensified their alienation from the
Furopean community.? But, as nationalistic drives spread
through LEurope, flamed by the new dynamies of modernism
and the diverse new social structures formed by capitalist
progress, the Czechs made a move for sovereignty. Their
modern search for an ethnic identity. an individual expression.
and a part in the formation of the European culture thus
“prompted radical political and artistic stances that envisioned
the end of the old world and the beginning of a new one.™ By
the tine the Crechs hnally emerged free in 1918. the nation
was already amidst a rapid succession of such artistic stances.
Spreading and developing over three generations, there were
Art Nouveau (pre-1905). Cubism (1911-1914), and finally
Funectionalism (1920-1938).

The history of modern Czech architecture is one of a briel. but
intense, desire to {ind a balance between two opposing forces.
The first was a desperate and prideful search for a Czech
national identity. After being denied self-rule for three centu-
ries. it was difficult to determine what actually defined the
Czech people. The second force was the international push
toward modernism. Czech society was suddenly cast into a
world of rapidly changing technology and mnovation. The
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resultant of these dual forces was a constant struggle to unite
the search for a specitic cultural identity with the race of global
technological progress.

These opposing forces can be described as subjective and
objective, respectively. The subjective force (search for identity)
is characterized by personal. psychological. and emotional
concerns of individuals or societies of individuals. In contrast.
the objective force (push towards modernism) is driven by
mathematical logic and machine technology.

In Czech architecture. the struggle between these forees
expressed itsell” in the development and manipulation of both
phenomenal and real motion. As a common denominator
between the subjective and objective. motion symbolized and
attempted to unite both forces. As a subjective force, motion
represented the dynamism of the inner spirit and unconscions
psyche as the Czech people struggled to hind their place in a
completely new world. As an objective force. motion represent-
ed industrial progress. mass production. space efficiency. and
time economy. In Czech philosophy and building, efforts to
resolve this conllict resulted in a constant oscillation between
history and modernity. plasticity and structure. poetics and
construction. romance and technology. and realisin and abstrae-
Lion.

Few other nations. it any, experienced this kind of struggle. In
Germany. great changes also occurred due to the modern
movement. but these changes had a previously defined relation-
ship to elements that were already uniquely German —the
German language, the German economy. and German history.
[ contrast. the Czechs emerged into the 20th century with little
except the notion that to be “Czech™ must mean something.
They only had to discover what that something was. This paper
focuses on the pursuit of a Czech architectural identity during
the cubist period.
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BACKGROUND

In the period of Art Nouveau. the struggle between subjective
and objective forces was just beginning to emerge, and much
more in theory than in built artifacts. The Czechs were looking
for anything disassociated with the Austro-Hungarian Empire
as a first step in defining who they were by defining instead who

they were not. The classically inspired imperial style of

architecture prominent during the reign of the Habsburgs was
not based on modern principles and technologies. Becanse
modernism was free from Austro-llungarian associations, the
Czechs adopted it as something that had the potential to be
Czech. But soon, the youngest generation of architects would
view this new architecture as overly rational and excessively
objective. The scene was set for cubism.

By 1900, the Empire had been considerably weakened by wars
and nationalistic revolts. So. as political constraints loosened
and their own national strength grew. the Czechs turned away
from Vienna. the political center of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, and looked instead to other parts of Europe for
inspiration, Paris was especially influential. As explained by F.
X. Salda, a leading Czech eritic of the day, it was “a time when
all that was great and rooted in the past [was| dead.™

The years following the 1905 Edvard Munch exhibition in
Prague were characterized by a flurry of activity by young Czech
artists. Although the look was still impressionistic, the focus
shifted from primarily external perceptions of a subject. typical
ol Art Nouveau. to a style that better expressed internal
emotional states.” Pavel Janak. a student of Otto Wagner and an
apprentice of Jan Kotéra (leader of the Czech secessionists),
hecame the leading voiee of the new architectural movement.
Helping to spread the movement's influence through volumes
of theoretical writings, Janik called for a new manifesto with
less emphasis on structure and more on intellectual theory and
individual passion. ~Artistiec thought and abstraction,” Janak
proclaimed, “will take over leadership from practicality. which
cedes its place.™ He and his collaborators began to separate
themselves from Art Nouveau. which they considered (o he
trapped by stylistic conventions and  historical models. As
architect Josel Chochol later wrote. “standing at the threshold
of the newly developing world of artistic forms. we replace the
former decorative detailing with the luller and maore concentra-
ted expression of the three-dimensional evolving matter.™

The Czech cubists were growing strong. The functionalist

theories of Semper and Wagner, which had previously guided

modern design through the union of “function. construetion

and poetry,” now drew a strong negative reaction from the
I o tad Lol

young architects.® Modern architecture. Janak believed. should

focus on the poetic aspect of Wagner's theory”  Division

between the two generations linally occurred in 1911 over a

ted B

disagreement about the validity of an article by Emil Filla, a
= ) : .

young cubist painter and critic. entitled *On the Virtues ol Neo-

Primitivism™ and illustrated by Picasso. Janak. with Josef Goéar
and Josef Chochol. became <o disillusioned with the rationalism
of the current milieu that they proclaimed a new program of
Czeel architectire dedicated to cubism. Brought together by
their common passion and the search for their own “total work
of ar.” young painters, writers, composers. and architects
banned 1ogether and produced a jowrnal, The cArtistic Monthly.
that quickly became a primary outlet for radical artistic views.!

INFLUENCES

In wrning away from Viennese culture. the Czech cubist
movement wax influenced by many sources including French
cubist painting, Gernan writings on aesthetics, and Gaothic and
Baroque architecturs.”

Initially, inspiration came from cubist painters working in
France, particularly Picasso and Braque. whose work exhibited
a vitality and dynamism previously unseen. By editing out all
inessential details. they simplified the focus of their paintings
and altered the geometries of both object and place in order to
more deeply understand the composition of space. As the work
filtered into Prague via publications, exhibitions. and informa-
tion from expatriates living in Paris, the Czech architects
attempted to interpret the psychological origins of the paintings.
as well as those of their Czech counterparts.’® The two groups

Fig. 1. Pablo Picasso, The Poet, 1911,
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of painters did difler somewhat significantly, however. In ~The
Poet™ (1011). for instance, Picasso uses variations of brightness
o create diggonal lines that manipulate and explore the
physical form of the subject through all three typical dimen-
sions-plus the added cubist idea of time. (Fig. 1) Czech cubist
paiuters. in contrast to their French counterparts, were more
interested in human psvehological states as a focus of their
work." In Kubista’s “Hypnotist™ painted just one year later. the
human subeonscious, rather than the subject itsell, is explored.

Here. the values of light and dark and the prismatic forms of
color on the hands and faces serve to accentuate the intensity of

the moment. (Fig. 2) The presence of this psychological
element in architecture was unique to Bohemian cubism. In
architecture, oblique lines and erystalline shapes began to
appear prominently as painting and architecture hecame closely
united. Yet. beecause a painter’s canvas lacks physical depth and
because cubist architecture was a phenomenon that oceurred
only in Bohemia, Moravia. and to a lesser extent in France. the
architects had no direct role model for “cubist architecture.”
Consequently. they went in a direction entirely their own.

Germnan aestheties also had a crucial fmpact on the Czechs.
by Theodor Lipps and Wilhelm

Worringer seemed 1o give a resounding vote of approval for the
& £ s Pt

Theories on “empathy™
cubist program. As Lipps writes:

Empathy means to objectify our sensations. to project
ourselves into the insides of objects. An apperceptive
mation, which creates a line. is “empathic” into it. The act
of creation of something spatial is in fact a motion. This
motion is not only in our mind, but is directly experienced.

It is firstly a motion of my inner operations, it is my
activity "

Fig. 2. Bohumil Kubista. Hypuotst. 1912,

Worringer combined these ideas of empathetic expression with
his own belief that the use ol abstraction in art leads to a higher
5 For the Czechs, these theories evolved
into the beliel that what was truthful and natural in ant and
architeeture was not the organic forms of nature or the

level of expression.

mechanical logie of modernism. but the inner explorations of
the human soul. It is this subjective. personal. psvehological
energy that inspired the young Czeel architeets 1o experiment
in new dynamic forms, giving inner motion an  exterior
I)r(fﬁe“(f(‘.

Apart from modern developments in art and criticism. however.
the architects also looked to their own architectural history for
a justification for the cubist movement. They turned away from
the Classical forms often used by the Habsburgs and toward the
late Gothic and late Baroque periods, which were known for
their powerful emotive inspiration and a fluidity of form. The
prominence of Bohemian churches, palaces. and institutions in
these styles gave their influence a nationalistic quality. which
thus fit well into the subjective view the architects chose to
explore.

According to Janak, Czech architecture was influenced by both
southern and northern European architecture. Classie Greek
and Roman architecture (and their later Renaissance re-birth)
were in the southern style and were based on simple clements
stacked together into perfect geometries according to the
natural, carthly laws of gravity. Northern architecture, on the
other hand. was not concerned with the earth and its laws but
with the heavens and with the spirit!® It was exemplified by the
Gothic that “overcomes the tranquility and material quality of
matter by delving into it. and by reducing matter in the
direction of the third oblique planc.™ Certain decorative
elements, such as diamond vaulting. were adopted into eubist
warks, Design in the imperially ruled Bohemia and Moravia
had focused solely on the southern style: now. the north drew
the architects" attention. But since the southern style was also a
part of Czech historv. its influence was sought through the
Baroque. Baroque architecture. Janak felt. had intensitied the
expression of the Classical by “the rotation and movement of
entire forms from their original, calm, antique position into
planes stunding obliquely and dramatically against the heart of

i i

the building.

Jandk and his contemporaries used these influences in the
creation of new subjectively motivated forms. They helieved
that since orthogonal forms, elemental huilding techniques. and
gravity together produced inherently stable constructions, then
an “oblique™ form must be the result of more dramatic lorees as
“the oblique fall of rain is caused by the additional element of

J]

wind.™™ The third diagonal plane thus became a tool to

represent motion,
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THEORY

Fach of these influences pushed the Czech cubists toward an
exploration of motion as a representation of their search for
“Motion.” Viclav Vilém Stech wrote.
a spiritual activity which transformed  matter: it was the
In this

identity. “was pereeived as
assertion of the creative will against mere existence.”™™
way. the cubist architects rebelled against the machine age, but
not against the p~\chu|umca| and emotive feelings it caused.
\\hl]c modernist trends in European architecture began to
assert that “forin follows function,” the Czechs argued instead
that the objective functionality of
creation of form. Unlike the

architeeture  should be
regulated by a more subjective
mass-produced objects now becoming commonplace in Europe.
the Czechs helieved architecture iuvolved the search for
individual expression. Consequently. they turned away from
atilitarian notions of inodernism to a more personal search for a
sense of place in a rapidly changing world. They strove towards
a truly free subject = one that followed a spiritual logic rather
than a scientific one. It was a subject that was fearful, complex.
and confused but strong and full of national and ethnic pride.

The key term of cubisim was synthesis = often described as the
union of art and life. The dynamic new theories in art and
architecture mirrored ml\anmm the Czechs were waking in re-
establishing their own cultural heritage and national ldonmv In
1905, for instance. the Czech Progressive Party was formed and
campaigned lor universal voting rights. Meanwhile, growing
industries simulated the Czech economy and seunse ol self-
The era’s

reliance, “dynamic and dramatic movement of [. . .|

form™ became inspired not by the rational mechanics of the
s (as would happen later with Function-
was “artistically
These new forms, imbued

moadern machine proces
alism), but by an inner movement that
empowered” o conquer matter.”!
with the power of an awakening ethnic and national con-
sciousness, could accurately portray the spirit of the times.
Cubism was thus concerned solely with the spiritual value of
form and was not dependent on material, color, or decoration.
Applied ornament was discarded in the architects” work as the
structure itsell was molded to ereate movement™ This move-
ment was often phenomenal, rather than physical. and relied on
a viewer’s perception and the manipulation of that perception
through the imagination. It was an inner motion born out of the
psychological vestlessness of the industrial revolution and the

nationalistic movement.

WORK

The inner dynamics that fascinated the Czech eubists finds two
of its hest examples in the sanatorimn at the Bohdanee spa
(1911) by Josef Gocar and a villa below Vysehrad in Prague
(1913) by Josel Chochol.

The basic elements of the cubist program can already be seen
in Gotdr's 1911 sanatorium at the Bohdaned spa. The elevation
shows the beginnings of u breakdown in mass 1o snaller
volumes and a play of light and shadow that gives dynami=m to
the tacade. (INig. 3) In terms of real movement, however. the
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Fig. 3. Josef Goicar. Principal fucude. Bohdanet sanatorium. 1911-1912,
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building cannot fulfill the cubist dream of empathetic motion.
The plan is traditional: the front door is on center, and the
rooms lay symmetrically and quite rationally to cach side of the
entry down linear hallways that show no sigus of the influence
of the third oblique plane. Its basic form is still rectangular,
though this is masked by the addition of balconies. an
abundance of glass. and the “decorative™ manipulation of the
facades. Lvery detail on the exterior edge of the huilding is just
a little bent. rotated. or angled in a dilferent direction. The
railings on the baleony. for instance. push outward from the
building. while the diagonal moetif on the windows slant
downward from their centers. But. these details do more than
simply decorate. On the exterior, they produce a rhythin that
undulates across the face of the building. From the intertor, the
lines create a sense of perspective — a false one —and the view
to the outside appears distorted, as if the viewer is looking
through a prisim to see a faceted world. (Fig. 4) Fven the
wallpaper zupports this way of seeing. Through its wavering
pattern. adjacent to the window motif, it introduces a dynamie,
phenomenal motion between interior and exterior that s
entirely dependent on the subjective eye. The villa thus
promotes a changing perception of space that does not rely on
the viewer's physical motion, but on his ability to sense the
dynamies of the building within himsell.

Juset Chochol’s villa below Vysehrad in Prague (1913) brings
the cubist dream closer to reality. Like Goéar's sanatorium, the
building is very traditional in plan: a central entrance leads into
a foyer that contains a stair, and rooms are placed on a
Palladian-like nine-square grid. (Fig. 5) The elements of the
facade, however. are varied and new. The diagonal lines
radiating from the corners of each window initiate a perspective
that gives the massive wall an even greater sense of depth. As
light passes over these oblique forms during the course of the
day. the facade. with its deep recesses, changes dramatically.

Fig. 4. Josef Godir, Interior hall. Bohdanet sanatorium. 1911-1912.

Fig. 5. Jusef Chochol, Ground floor plan, Villa belowe 1¥3chrad, 1911-
1912,

The variations of light and darkness produce a motion within
the surface that seems, like the human eve, to retleet changes in
the soul. The depth of the facade pulls the viewer in to
experience these changes. As in the Czech cubist paintings,
human emotion begins to be given form. (Fig. 0)

The strong use of two-dimensional paintings as a resource,
however, did have two unfortunate effects on the architects’
work. First. their intellectual experiments with light and
shadow. diagonal planes. and prismatic fors left the work — for
the most part — uninhabitable.®* For this reason. much of the
cubists” projeets remained unbuilt. Second. if the projects were
te be built, they were forced to follow a traditional program.
which in emphasizing a functional — rather than psychologi-
cal — purpose. seems antithetical 10 the cubist ideal. The
restrictions of function, while leading the cubists to foeus on the
facade (because it had mass for ereative ego to mold without
practical encumbrances). also lead o a deadlock in the further
development ol cubist architecture.
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Fig 0. Josef Chochol. Elevation. Villa below Iviehrad. 1911-1912.

Inideed. no built cubist works of this time reached the goals of
external and internal spatial fluidity and movement ol mass that
the cubists had hoped o achieve. In Chochol’s villa. lor
instance. the cubist diagonal has spread from the facade into
the garden and fencing, surrounding the villa in a distorted
horizontal ground plan. While these forms definitely fit into the
language of cubism, their flatness does not reveal the deep
mental and emotional forees present in the facade. In their
intuitive sketches and competition designs, however, the Czech
architects were much more free from the practical consider-
ations of function. In a 1913 competition design by Janak for
the Zizka Monument in Prague, for example, three-dimensional
erystalline forms come together in an impassioned and unregu-
lated way, (Fig. 7) In addition, Janak’s earlier sketches for a
columned and vaulted space begin o bring the cubist agenda to
the interior. In these projects, the plasiic and  dynamic
manipulations of the cubist exterior facades are finally explored
in wore fully three-dimensional forms. (Fig. 8)

By the mil-1910s, Prague would lead the cubist movenment in
central Europe. Sinee their split with the Austrian Seeession,
they had pained conlidence, recognition. and some influence of
their own. For the 1914 Werkbund Exhibition in Cologne, they
strave to have Czech work represented separately from that
which was Austrian. and by creating the “Association of Czech
Accomplishiment”™ (in opposition o the Austrian Werkbund),
they succceded. Though the four distinet rooms they received
within the Austrian pavilion drew considerable attention. the
Czech experiment in cubism would. for the most part, end here.
When the First World War began in Europe. the Exhibition
closed early and littde news of the Czech success spread either
tv howe or abroad.®

FOREGROUND

With the defeat of Austria lour years later, the Czechs finally
gained independence. The Slovaks had earlier decided 10 unite

- /ﬁ‘adﬁl'

Unianta architekhy

Fig. 7. Pavel Janak., Monument 1o Jan Zizka, 1913.

politically with them, and on October 28. 1918, the Czechoslo-
vak Republic was formed. The period between the wars
brought. perhaps predictably. another dramatic shift in Czech
architecture. The new younger generation abandoned  the
further development of former paths to strike an original course
of their own. The influx of artistic styles and the continuing
struggles to find a Czech national identity based in traditional

Fig. 8. Pavel Jundk, Monumental inerior, 1912,
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Bohemian styles and to stay abreast of modern technological
society set a polarity in the themes of the new age. The
opposing forces came together in Czech Funetionalist architec-
ture that strove, at its
objectiveness and poetic subjectivity.

best, to encompass both utilitarian

While cubist architecture grew out of a psychological rest-
lessness that was intensified by the simultaneous newness of
modern society, the Functionalists. born into this thne. directed
some of their attention away lrom the individual subject and
toward society as a whole. It is liere that the seemingly disparate
goals could best be united, especially in the arena of social
housing.

By the mid-1930s, however. the political climate in Europe was
again changing, and suggestions of war clouded relations once
again. Despite the gains made in Czech strength, they were no
match for the Illlllldl'\' powers of their es tal)hsh( d neighbors. A
last opportunity for the Czechs to view their dcwmphshlnenb
as a nation came at a Prague exhibition entitled “For New
Architecture™: an architecture that — for the time being — would
he plme(l on hold. The dizzying pace of the Czech av. ant-rraule.
born in the late 1890°s. would not see its 40th bmhday. In
September of 1938, on the eve of World War II, the Munich
Agreement divided the young Republic, and six months later
the Nazi occupation of Crechoslovakia began. Art and architec-
ture that reminded the Czechs of hoth tJ]elr ethnie traditions
and their partin the modern movement rejuvenated feelings of
national pride but were seen as decadent by the German
Empire. The Czechs™ theoretic and artistic fervor would Dbe
squelched by the Germans (and then the Russians) lor another
30 years. The Prague Spring of 1968 gave the world a glimpse
of Czech potential, but the door was once again closed until
1989 when the Czech people, again allowing their art to run
into their politics, finally lemmmzed the quest for national
identity and re-initiated the leap into modern society that began
a century earlier,

CONCLUSION

Despite the rigorousness of their theories and the depth of their
passion. none ol movements that
consumed Czech architects in the early 20th century solved
their struggle between identity and moderml\. Ant Nouveau
could not mmpletel\ make the leap away from past styles:
Cubism failed in penetrating the interior. and Funetionalism

the three architectural

hecame mare of an expression of use than a methodology that
could better human life. Thus, the resolution of subjective and
and the stahility the

objective forces was never achieved.

Crechs sought was never found.

The abrupt halt of artistie freedom in 1938 provided. if nothing
else, an opportunity to tinally pause and reflect on the
advancements of the previous decades. After this [rantic time

had ended. what was it that the
it was a notion of movement: the idea that to create motion.

Czechs™ took with them? Mayhe

cither phenomenally or physically, was a chance to express
thoughts and ideas. Or maybe it was simply the knowledge that.
in a few decades of freedom, they had caught up with the world.
In some cases. the Czechs even outdid

Perhaps if this 40-year window of artistic and political freedom
were open longer, or il an extensive study on new Czech
architecture since the 1989 revolution was undertaken. more
conerete conclusions might be drawn. Perhaps. at that time, it
would be determined that the qualites that are considered
“Czech™

are not found in a style, but in the dynamism and

vitality of motion itsell.
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