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Kai K. Gutschow

Carnegie Mellon University

The Vernacular as an Aesthetic Category for Architecture

Session Chair: Elizabeth Hornbeck, [University of California, Santa Barbara]

Vernacular Architecture in the Age of Mass Media:
Publishing the Um 1800 Aesthetic around 1900

By promoting vernacular architecture through a modern mass media campaign around 1900, the
German architect and designer Paul Schultze-Naumburg and his colleagues elicited multiple
readings of their reform message that eventually led both to a progressive and a conservative
modem architecture. Their rhetoric stressed the values of ordinary, pragmatic building visible in
the vernacular buildings from around 1800 while lambasting the stylized, academic aesthetics of
the late nineteenth-century, and the more random forms of contemporaries. They pushed
objective design and construction processes over subjective image and glitz. However, the
barrage of persuasive photographs arranged for maximum propaganda value in family magazines,
inexpensive picture books, pamphlets, and slide-shows also focused attention on the sober image
and casual aesthetics of the older vemnacular architecture.

Architects were able to mine propaganda such as an informal photograph of an anonymous late
nineteenth-century, simple, sober, white stucco garden cottage, for disparate causes.
Conservatives clung to the romantic, nationalist spirit recalled by the early eighteenth-century, to
the well-crafted construction, and to the forms and organization of German vernacular traditions
such as the pitched roof. More progressive architects valued the emphasis on objective
construction and functional forms, but also vernacular architecture's tendency constantly to
update itself to accommodate present needs. For both, the vernacular architecture from around
1800 represented not just an aesthetically and symbolically appropriate past, but the basis for a
modem German architectural aesthetic.

This paper will argue that the modem media employed by Schultze-Naumburg and others around
1900 not only promoted the aesthetics and values of Biedermeier vernacular architecture to a
broad array of architects, but also helped instigate the ideological and architectural schism
between conservative and progressive architects in Germany after World War I. A careful
analysis of the form, content, and reception of the media campaign around 1900 that proselytized
vemacular architecture from around 1800, reveals that it projected a much more modern and
variable message than has heretofore been acknowledged.
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