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					The old Mies friends…they didn’t want to hear that the house had drawbacks, especially where it was such a milestone in architecture….Then they wound up for the counterpunch, “Do you know what the problem was? It was Edith! Edith wanted Mies. And only because she wanted him did he get the job. And then, later, when he would not marry her, she got mad and hit back.”

				

				
					—ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO ORAL INTERVIEW WITH WERNER BUCH, ARCHITECT AND STUDENT OF MIES VAN DER ROHE, JANUARY 25, 1989

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
				PROLOGUE

				
					“THIS IS MIES, DARLING.”

				

			

			Mies van der Rohe and Edith Farnsworth met at a small dinner party in Chicago during the winter of 1945. Gallery owner Georgia Lingafelt shared a downtown apartment in the Irving, an elegant low-rise on the North Side, with her friend Ruth Lee. Lingafelt invited three guests who lived nearby on Chicago’s affluent Gold Coast: Mies, his girlfriend Lora Marx, and Dr. Farnsworth, a physician, art collector, and poetry aficionado.

			While Edith slipped off her overcoat in the foyer, Lingafelt smiled graciously and introduced her to the guest of honor: “This is Mies, darling.”1

			The dinner conversation stumbled forward. Mies, who had immigrated to the United States from Germany seven years before, still hadn’t mastered English. (He never would.) Farnsworth later recalled that the women “chatted among ourselves around the granite form of Mies.”

			
			When Marx and the hostesses repaired to the kitchen to wash dishes, Farnsworth conversed with Mies. She knew he was a famous architect but knew nothing of his work. Recruited to revamp the architecture department of the Illinois Institute of Technology, Mies had yet to complete a building or residence in the United States.

			Mies had no idea who Edith might be, but she was the kind of woman he had been attracted to before: intelligent, stylish, and not a settle downer. The unmarried Farnsworth was forty-two years old and had abandoned a promising career as a violinist to study medicine. Mies, who lived alone, had sampled domesticity, and it didn’t agree with him. He’d abandoned his wife and three daughters in wartime Germany. “As a married man, he was a caricature,” according to a German friend. “There was something about him that thrived on freedom, required exemption from convention.”2

			Farnsworth told Mies that she had recently bought a parcel of land about an hour southwest of the city, in Plano, Illinois. It was a gorgeous meadow sloping down to the meandering Fox River. She was hoping to build a small weekend cottage there, to escape the demands of her research and clinical work as a kidney specialist at Passavant Memorial Hospital. She wanted to fill her “tired, dull Sundays,” as she described her off-call weekends in Chicago. She intended to spend $8,000 to $10,000, the equivalent of about $110,000 today.

			“I wonder if there might be some young man in your office who would be willing to design a small studio weekend-house worthy of that lovely shore,” she asked.

			
			“I would love to build any kind of house for you,” Mies replied. Coming from this taciturn “massive stranger,” as she described him later, “the effect was tremendous, like a storm, a flood or other act of God.”

			Mies had that effect on people. Sixty years old and already feeling the effects of the arthritis that would later cripple him, he still had an oracular presence that particularly appealed to women. Mies was “the epitome of old-fashioned masculinity,” according to Farnsworth’s contemporary, the curator Katharine Kuh. “His deep, slightly gravelly voice, his slow, accented speech, his elimination of small talk, and his quiet self-assurance all contributed to this image.”3

			Several years later, Mies struggled to recapture details of that fateful conversation. He remembered discussing an unusual, nonstandard project with his prospective client. “She knew that she would get a house that was not normal,” Mies said. “When we talked the first time about the house, at that dinner party, I told her I would not be interested in a normal house, but if it could be fine and interesting, then I would do it.”4

			Mies and Edith would soon make architectural history. The Farnsworth House was indeed fine, it wasn’t normal, and it was captivating. The house has found its place in the architectural canon, in the slide deck of almost every serious introductory architecture lecture in the world. Architect/critic David Holowka has called the Farnsworth the urtext of modern residential architecture: “Ernest Hemingway famously wrote, ‘All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.’ It might as accurately be said that all modern houses come from Mies van der Rohe’s Farnsworth House.”

			
			Holowka later elaborated: “Icons like Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye are equally famous, but it was Mies’s unerring grasp of the irreducible and universal that make his Farnsworth House concept primary and durable,” he said.
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			It plugs into ideas as old as the human impulse toward the primitive hut and as current as [anti-“stuff” crusader] Marie Kondo. It’s both groundbreaking and rooted in the fundamental psychological problem of the house: how to resolve our need for shelter with the contradictory human desire for space—to be outside in nature, our evolutionary place where in many ways we still feel most at home.

			

			The critic Paul Goldberger once remarked that “there seems at first to be almost nothing to [the Farnsworth House]—a house so light it might float away.” The phrase “nothing to it” invokes Mies’s famous dictum of beinahe nichts, “almost nothing,” his idea that architecture, at its best, should be almost invisible. The Farnsworth House “left other architects little to do except to try to make even more perfect that which was already perfected,” according to iconoclastic British architectural critic Reyner Banham.

			Invisible; irreproducible, and…uninhabitable?

			For complicated reasons involving money and a scarcity of materials, the Farnsworth House took forever to build. Conceived in 1945, it wasn’t completed until late 1951. For most of that time, Mies and Edith were close friends, intellectual soul mates, and, briefly, lovers, closely attuned to each other’s aspiration to create “the most important house in the world.”

			Then Edith moved in, and Mies moved on. Alienated by cost overruns—she eventually paid $74,000 for the house, almost ten times her original price tag—Farnsworth couldn’t abide the myriad problems of her one-of-a-kind architectural gem. The roof leaked. Heating oil smudged the windows. Mies eschewed air conditioning, so the house broiled in the hot Illinois summers.5

			
			“Less is more” is the most famous quotation attributed to Mies van der Rohe, a Delphic formula that has been adulated, debated, and inevitably mocked by his revisionist adversaries, e.g., “Less is a bore.” The Farnsworth House is, arguably, the least possible house, closer to a Platonic ideal of shelter than a relaxing second home. Perched in its “prairie riparian zone,” the house says: Here is a window on nature; what else do you need?

			Plenty, was Edith Farnsworth’s answer. She quickly decided that less was not enough, and attacked Mies in a lengthy court case intended to besmirch the man whom she once regarded as a genius. She also participated in a very public, and very national, propaganda campaign, eagerly stoked by Frank Lloyd Wright and others, that put modern architecture itself on trial.

			

			—

			AFTER SIX YEARS OF intense amity, the two former intimates ignored each other for the rest of their natural lives. Mies once spotted Edith on a windy Chicago street corner, and remarked that “she looked like a stick in a field—against the birds.” He meant she resembled a scarecrow.6 After immigrating to Italy, Edith spotted “the face of a man in the upper eighties, definite and fearful” in a London newspaper. It was Mies.

			This book is the story of their brilliant friendship, their vitriolic breakup, and of the architectural treasure they created along the banks of the Fox River.

		

	
		
		
			
				
				CHAPTER 1

				
					“I GIVE YOU MY MIES VAN DER ROHE.”

				

			

			Mies van der Rohe, who slammed like a gray-suited iceberg into Edith Farnsworth’s life on that chilly Chicago night, had traveled a sinuous and improbable path from Aachen, Germany, to the cozy intimacy of a Gold Coast dinner party.

			Maria Ludwig Michael Mies was born in 1886 and attended the Aachen Cathedral school, studying in the shadow of one of Europe’s most gorgeous cathedrals, a Carolingian-Gothic masterpiece built on the orders of Charlemagne himself. His father ran a masonry business. Mies spent two years in a trade school, then worked as a bricklayer and, ultimately, as a draftsman, after sending his drawings to a Berlin architectural firm that proved eager to hire him. No matter how far Mies traveled, the family business left its stamp. For all his life Mies admired his brother Ewald, a master stonemason who took over the business from their father, and Mies frequently quoted his father, invoking the stonemason’s obsession with detail. Why should we toil and sweat over artistic details at the top of a cathedral spire, one might ask, when literally no one can see the work up there? “God can see it” was the axiomatic response of the Aachen tradesmen. It was a lesson Mies never forgot.1

			
			Though he would go on to be an academic leader and a successful teacher and mentor to several generations of architects, Mies—like Frank Lloyd Wright and Charles-Édouard Jeanneret (Le Corbusier)—never spent a second in an architecture school.

			By age twenty-two, after working as an apprentice for the renowned furniture designer and architect Bruno Paul in Berlin, Mies landed a job as a draftsman in the office of Peter Behrens, one of the most progressive architects in Germany. (Both Le Corbusier and Bauhaus co-founder Walter Gropius cycled through the Behrens office during this time. Mies’s tenure overlapped with that of Gropius. Le Corbusier later said he “ran into [Mies] once in the doorway of the office. He was on his way out, I was on my way in.”) Mies clearly inspired confidence. Behrens assigned his young assistant to oversee construction of the German embassy in St. Petersburg, Russia.

			Like almost all young German men, Mies found his career upended by military service in World War I, as traumatic an experience for the young designer as for everyone around him. Mies never saw combat; an appendectomy put him in the hospital for two months. (“His nerves are in the worst shape,” a family member reported.) Assigned first to a headquarters job in Berlin and subsequently to an engineering detail in Romania, he reportedly clashed with a superior officer, had a love affair with a Gypsy, and was generally miserable. His closest friend in the army, the sculptor Wilhelm Lehmbruck, committed suicide shortly after their service.2

			
			Rebounding from what has been alternately described as a nervous breakdown or a crisis of professional confidence, Mies embarked on a career as a solo practitioner after the war. Initially, he designed homes for wealthy patrons he met as an up-and-coming young architect. According to his oldest daughter, Georgia, Mies cut a dashing swath through Berlin society:

			
				My father—tall, quite slender, with an imperial stride, his head always raised high—looked like a Spanish grandee or a Brazilian hacienda owner. An Arbiter Elegantiarum [judge of taste and etiquette], always dressed to the nines. He basically lived above his means his entire life.3

			

			In that milieu he met his future wife, Adele (Ada) Bruhn, the beautiful brown-haired daughter of a wealthy industrialist. The twenty-five-year-old Mies courted her passionately (“I want to love you with my hot young heart”),4 fathered three daughters in three years, and just as quickly demonstrated his impatience with domestic life.

			The dancer Mary Wigman, who shared a house with Adele before her marriage, testified to intense conflicts during the couple’s brief periods of cohabitation. Mies pursued numerous casual out-of-town liaisons, many of the assignations arranged at the couple’s weekend property west of Berlin. “He had one girl there,” Wigman recalled,

			
			who was known as “The Horse,” because she resembled one. “Yes, I know,” he would say to me, “she’s no beauty. But she’s a dancer, and we are fine together. And it is great fun.” He would go on for hours about his Horse.

				I could never bring myself to say, “Ludwig, how could you?!” There was something about him that thrived on freedom, required exemption from convention. It was his way, and he blossomed….I do know the whole thing didn’t work.5

			

			In one of the “Dear Ada” letters chronicling their breakup, Mies returned to the theme of freedom: “Don’t adapt your life to mine. Be strong enough that you no longer need me. Then we will belong to a shared freedom; then we will belong to each other.”6

			The marriage lasted barely five years in practice, though the couple never divorced, and Mies never remarried. Marianne Lohan, Mies and Ada’s second daughter, remained clear-eyed about her father’s life choices. “My mother never stopped being in love with my father,” she said. “She would have given Mies a divorce but a no-divorce was convenient for him. It gave him freedom.”7

			Mies launched himself on a life of unconventional relationships, with an emphasis on serial proto-monogamy, coupled with a cool, sometimes cold, indifference to family obligations. As his marriage wound down, Mies began an affair with the talented designer Lilly Reich that would last as long as he stayed in Germany, almost until the beginning of World War II. The self-effacing Reich co-designed the interiors of many of Mies’s European masterpieces and co-created much of the famous furniture attributed to him.

			
			Mies, whom we often see in pictures taken at the dawn of middle age, lumbering along in a dark overcoat underneath a nondescript homburg hat, was a handsome young man navigating the waters of the art and architecture avant-garde in Weimar Germany. Lora Marx, his companion in Chicago, recalled that “everything about him was attractive. He was very shy. He never engaged in small talk, except with people who would talk to him about architecture or art. He was innocent, he was not a worldly man.”8

			It was during this period of career advancement and personal change that Mies indulged in a personal reinvention. He abandoned the name Maria Ludwig Michael Mies and rechristened himself Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, tacking his mother’s surname Rohe onto the Dutch particles suggesting nobility. (To assume the name “von der Rohe” would have been unthinkable in title-conscious Germany.) He also added an umlaut to the “e” of his new surname, making Mies a two-syllable word. Minus the umlaut, the word meant “seedy,” “miserable,” or “awkward.” Mies’s first biographer, Franz Schulze, wrote that the Bruhn family’s only objection to the ambitious young man their daughter intended to marry was his last name, which may have prompted the change.9 Later in life he told his daughter Georgia that he was a “self-created” man.*
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					THE YOUNG MIES VAN DER ROHE

				
			
			During the 1920s, Mies primarily designed upper-class residences, although he was simultaneously publishing avant-garde designs in the progressive arts journal G: Materials for Elemental Form-Creation, which he supported financially and co-edited. In 1927, he was the chief architect of an ambitious workers’ housing complex in Stuttgart that united most of Europe’s best-known architects (Le Corbusier, Behrens, Gropius, J.J.P. Oud) to create affordable, attractive worker housing. Allied bombing razed almost half of the twenty-one buildings that comprised the Weissenhofsiedlung (Weissenhof Estate, or Settlement) during World War II, but Mies’s low-rise, modernist apartment building still stands. UNESCO added a two-family Weissenhof home designed by Le Corbusier and his cousin, Pierre Jeanneret, to its list of World Heritage sites in 2016.

			
			Also in 1927, despite a pronounced aversion to politics, Mies designed a controversial monument to the martyred German Spartacist revolutionaries Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. Mies cast the stark, gargantuan assemblage in dense, “clinker” brick, one of his favorite materials. The regime shot the Spartacist revolutionaries against a brick wall, he reasoned. That should be their memorial. (In fact, Luxemburg and Liebknecht died in more horrific, sordid circumstances. After torturing both of them, right-wing paramilitaries bludgeoned Luxemburg with a rifle butt, shot her in the head, and tossed her body into a canal. Liebknecht was executed and his unidentified corpse was consigned to a Berlin morgue.)

			Two years later Mies designed his first international masterpiece, the German pavilion for the 1929 International Exposition in Barcelona. It was, arguably, a building of no building, a gorgeous pavilion fashioned of the most beautiful materials available. It had almost no purpose whatsoever. Its aim was to display Germany’s pre-eminence in post–World War I architecture, and to provide a venue for the king and queen of Spain to sign a guest book to register their presence at the German exhibits. To that end, Mies designed his famous stainless-steel-and-leather “Barcelona chairs” (“monumental objects” he called them) for the monarchs to rest in during their brief visit.
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					MIES’S ALL-BRICK LIEBKNECHT-LUXEMBURG MONUMENT

				
			
			
			The Barcelona Pavilion was a one-story “open plan” structure slightly elevated from ground level and accessible by a low-slung, travertine marble stairway. There were no rooms, per se, just elegant space flowing from a tranquil outdoor pool through a series of discrete, undefined areas—a new kind of architecture on the world stage. Mies used sumptuous materials, for example, eight thin, electroplated, cruciform columns to support the roof, and a golden marble known as onyx doré as a screen to separate open spaces.

			“For the first time, Mies was able to build a structure unhampered by functional requirements or insufficient funds,” the architect and curator Philip Johnson commented in a famous 1947 monograph. The slender columns and the floating walls contributed to the perceptual sleight of hand: What’s holding up those walls? Mies designed glass doors for the pavilion but removed them during the day. Was this an outdoor or an indoor structure? Mies was “letting the outside in,” a phrase we will encounter again.

			The Barcelona Pavilion “will one day be considered the most beautiful building of the twentieth century,” said Mies’s mentor and former employer Behrens, who proved to be right. Fritz Neumeyer, a professor of architectural theory at Berlin’s Technical University, wrote of the pavilion that “space was no longer defined by limited segments, but rather appeared itself to be set in motion.”10 An austere and bedazzling creation, the pavilion entered the realm of myth when it was torn down along with the other exposition buildings just a year after it was built. Dismantled for shipment back to Germany, the building “was lost” in the chaotic Weimar-era transportation mess, Mies told Peter Blake in 1986. The luxurious marble components were valuable and may have been hijacked en route.
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					INTERIOR OF THE BARCELONA PAVILION, WITH THE FAMOUS CHAIRS

				
			
			
			“Did you look for it?” Blake asked.

			“We looked for it for years,” Mies replied. “No one has ever been able to find it.”

			For more than fifty years, until Spanish architects mobilized to rebuild it in the early 1980s, the pavilion existed only in Depression-era black-and-white photographs, and in the memories of visitors lucky enough to have ambled through its ethereal spaces.

			The very next year, in 1930, Mies designed the Tugendhat House, a spectacular mansion for a wealthy couple in Brno, Czechoslovakia. (Many modern readers have experienced the Tugendhat House in Simon Mawer’s novel The Glass Room, in which Fritz Tugendhat, a wealthy investor and factory owner, has become car manufacturer Viktor Landauer.)

			The Tugendhat had some traits in common with the famous Barcelona Pavilion: Narrow, chromed support columns and a freestanding onyx doré wall featured in the “open plan” design. The three-story luxury home flowed down a hillside, with a massive series of second-floor picture windows engineered to disappear into the floor, to open the living spaces to nature on sunny days. If the Barcelona Pavilion was a pure architectural abstraction, the Tugendhat House was abstraction with a purpose: a family of five lived there. The parents’ and children’s daily lives flowed up and down the three floors, and through the open plan, mostly devoid of corridors, halls, and doorways.

			For this project, too, Mies and Reich designed special furniture: the Tugendhat chair, essentially a cantilevered version of the comfortable Barcelona leather loungers, and the Brno, a variation on earlier tubular-steel dining room chairs designed by Mies and his Bauhaus colleague Marcel Breuer. The Tugendhat, Brno, and Barcelona chairs are still sold today.

			
			Mies had now been working as a builder and architect for more than two decades. Famous in Germany, he was suddenly, as his daughter Georgia explained, “in one stroke, world renowned.” Barcelona and Brno catapulted him to the top rank of international architects.

			It was the young Philip Johnson, after gadding around Europe during a Wanderjahr in 1930, who introduced these masterpieces to a broader, if elite, American public. Johnson was the sybaritic scion of a wealthy Midwestern family who savored the decadence of post–World War I Weimar Berlin. The reserved Mies was his antipodal opposite, and yet Johnson developed an admiration and affection for the older architect almost on first acquaintance. On a break from his studies at Harvard—Johnson took seven years to get his undergraduate degree—he was making the grand tour of European architects, and quickly adopted Mies as one of his favorites.

			“I was over in Europe with [Museum of Modern Art director] Alfred Barr, and Mrs. Barr and my mother and my sister,” Johnson recalled. (Mies called it “the American invasion.”)

			
				We descended on him as a guru, but he didn’t consider himself to be something like that, he was only in his early forties….Lilly Reich was his mistress at the time, hovering over him. She was able and practical and ran the whole studio. She had a definite hold over Mies, she was a very strong mother woman, and very able. Mies didn’t know from up, he didn’t know a steel beam from a silver watch.

				
				It turned out he was married the whole time, I never knew about the children. They existed, but they were in another part of Germany.

				We hit it off right away, because I spoke German and I had heard of Schinkel [Karl Friedrich Schinkel, the classical German imperial architect], one of Mies’s favorites. Also, I had a car, and nobody had a car. He liked being taken for rides and he liked good food, which I could afford.

				We would talk, talk, talk until late at night. We talked about [Johnson imitates a German accent] vat was important was proportion, vas dedication to the art of architecture.11

			

			Upon returning to the United States, Johnson and his friend Henry-Russell Hitchcock published The International Style, which introduced Americans to Le Corbusier, Gropius, Oud, Mies, and Richard Neutra, an Austrian who was starting to make a career in Southern California. The book accompanied the stripling Johnson’s first curated show, in 1932, at the spanking-new Museum of Modern Art in New York: Modern Architecture: International Exhibition. The exhibit featured a model of the Barcelona Pavilion and a photo of the Villa Tugendhat on the exhibit catalog cover.

			Mies, or the idea of Mies, had made its American landfall.

			

			—

			
			ADOLF HITLER CAME TO power in Germany in 1933. Mies didn’t oppose Hitlerism or Hitler, a former art student who fancied himself an expert on architecture. In 1933, Mies submitted a proposal for the high-profile Reichsbank competition, which he did not win. The next year, he offered a design for the German pavilion at the Brussels International Exposition, a blueprint that Hitler personally rejected, decorative swastika and all. Also in 1934, Mies signed a groveling letter of support for the Nazi regime and for “the young Führer of the land….We trust his work, which asks sacrifice beyond all carping sophistry. We place our hope in the man who, beyond man and things, believes in God’s providence.”

			When the Nazis sought to shut down the Bauhaus, where Mies had been director since 1930, he tried to negotiate with Alfred Rosenberg, one of several Third Reich officials who claimed to be Hitler’s culture czar. The conversation went badly. Rosenberg all but assured Mies that he had no future in Germany. (Rosenberg was sentenced to death and executed for crimes against humanity at the Nuremberg war crimes trials in 1946.)

			Later in life, Mies faced withering criticism for his accommodationist attitudes toward the Nazis. After Mies’s death, Johnson—a notorious, heil-fellow-well-met Nazi cheerleader during the 1930s—told an interviewer that “if the devil himself offered Mies a job, he would take it.” Later, Johnson went further: “Nazis schmatzis, Mies would have built for anyone.”12 This is quite rich, coming from a man who toured wartime Poland in his Ford Lincoln as a correspondent for the anti-Semitic newspaper Social Justice, and reported “the German green uniforms made the place look gay and happy. There were not many Jews to be seen. We saw Warsaw burn and Modlin being bombed. It was a stirring spectacle.”13
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					MIES’S DRAWING FOR GERMANY’S BRUSSELS PAVILION

				
			
			
			But as The New Republic’s architecture critic Martin Filler observed: “To see the photographs and the drawings of…the Liebknecht-Luxemburg Monument with its Red Star and its hammer and sickle, the Brussels Pavilion with its swastika—is to realize that the chillingly opportunistic Mies would change party symbols as insouciantly as switching boutonnieres.”14

			Mies’s defenders have always maintained that he was apolitical. Even the waspish Johnson allowed that Mies was fundamentally indifferent to politics. “[Mies] wasn’t anti-Semitic, he wasn’t anti-Nazi,” Johnson said in an interview with Peter Eisenman. “He wanted to stay [in Germany.]” That was true, although perhaps not an excuse for cozying up to the Nazis and their outriders. In 1968, his grandson, the architect Dirk Lohan, asked Mies about the left-wing political machinations at the Bauhaus. Mies replied:

			
			I was not interested in that. I am not someone who wants to improve the world, never have claimed to be that or wanted to be that. I am an architect. I am interested in building and in design in general, and you can interpret “building” in a wider sense.15

			

			Those who knew him best pointed to an out-of-worldliness that bordered on extreme naïveté.

			For instance, throughout his life he had only the faintest understanding of financial affairs. When informed that ordinary workers could never afford to live in his stylish Stuttgart housing complex, he replied, “Pay them more money!” He almost certainly would have remained in Germany had work been available. But it was not, and it was unlikely to materialize. For the new gauleiters of German culture, Mies’s dossier was tainted by his tangency to the great creative minds of his time: Gropius, Paul Klee, Kazimir Malevich, and many others who were left-wing anti-Nazis.

			Then, as if by magic, four job offers appeared simultaneously from America. Mies’s life was about to change.

			

			—

			THERE WAS AN EASY-TO-DISCERN East Coast establishment in 1930s America, and Philip Johnson’s friend Alfred Barr, the first director of the Museum of Modern Art, was at its center. Barr, an aesthete and an aristocrat, was looking for an architect to design MoMA’s new building on Forty-eighth Street. Barr approached Mies, who was very interested, although the Rockefellers who ran the board of trustees favored an American architect over a foreigner. In the end, they got two—Philip Goodwin and Edward Durell Stone. Barr quickly pivoted and pitched Mies to Joseph Hudnut, the dean of Harvard’s hidebound architecture school, which was looking to Europe for new leadership.

			
			Hudnut admired Mies. He’d spent time with him in Berlin, and spelled out some of his attractions in a memorandum for Harvard president James Conant:

			
				Mies is perhaps the most original architect among the modernists. He has arrived at his style by a long series of aesthetic experimentations rather than by a philosophical analysis. He is a sensitive artist with an extraordinary feeling for space and for the qualities of the planes which divide space. In his work, he is somewhat extravagant, since he refuses to use any cheap materials. He despises ornament, believing that decorative qualities in work should be achieved by the richness of materials used, and he is especially famous for his successful use of glass.16

			

			Because both Gropius and Mies had at different times directed the left-wing Bauhaus, Hudnut felt obliged to explain that “neither Gropius nor Mies have any sympathy with Communism.” In his eagerness to whitewash Mies, Hudnut explained he “is now a government architect”—hardly an accolade in Hitler’s Germany.

			
			Like the MoMA commission, the prospect of a Harvard architecture chair proved chimerical. Mies had assumed he was the sole candidate. When he learned that he would be competing with Gropius for the position, Mies immediately withdrew his candidacy. This was in part because he was fiercely proud, and also because he had never thought much of Gropius, whom he viewed as a bit of a hustler. There is some question about whether Harvard would have accepted Mies, regardless. Hudnut confided to Barr that Mies’s unconventional domestic arrangements might not find favor in cold-roast Boston: “I don’t know what to do about Fraulein [Lilly] Reich,” Hudnut confided to Barr, “but I suppose that problem, too, can be solved with a little tact—perhaps I should say with considerable tact.”17 What might have been more important was that Gropius spoke English, and Mies did not.

			But Barr wasn’t done promoting Mies. Barr knew that a fellow MoMA board member, advertising executive Helen Resor, had just fired Philip Goodwin as the architect for her family’s ranch home in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. He touted Mies as “the finest architect of the postwar period,” adding that if he came to America he could make as great a contribution here as Albert Einstein or the conductor Arturo Toscanini.18

			Mies seized the Resor commission, which, like so many of his projects of that decade, would never be built. But the Resors paid for him to come to America in 1937. To reach Wyoming, he had to pass through Chicago. There another klatch of would-be Mies suitors lay in wait: the trustees of the Armour Institute of Technology, who wanted to reinvigorate the architecture department at their little-known institution. Armour board chairman Henry Heald admitted to Chicago architect John Holabird, “I don’t know Mies van der Rohe, but the Barcelona Pavilion and one or two other things that he has done are outstanding. And after all, even if we don’t know too much about this fellow, he’s so much better than any of the other people you could get to head a school of architecture: why not take a chance?”19

			
			Armour made him an offer and Mies accepted it, with a proviso that he return to Germany to settle his affairs. Mies asked for “a completely free hand, and $10,000 a year.” (About $170,000 today.) Heald provided the free hand, and after several years, raised Mies’s salary to the desired level.20

			Even after signing the contract, Mies wasn’t certain that he wanted to leave Germany to take the job. By his late forties he was already entropic, reluctant to change, and slow even to face the day. According to Elaine Hochman, who wrote an account of Mies’s German years, he rose only after noon on many days and didn’t dress until two P.M. “Essentially a solitary man who preferred the lonely certainties of introspection to the capriciousness of daily life” was Hochman’s assessment.21 His daughter Marianne Lohan remembered her father saying, “If I had a dog, that would be a perfect companion! The dog is always here, but never asking questions and making no demands on me!” It was the practical-minded Reich, arguing against her interests as the lawyers say, who browbeat Mies into accepting the Armour offer. More clearly than Mies, she saw that there was no future for him in Hitler’s Germany.

			
			One highlight of Mies’s first trip to America was an impromptu visit to Taliesin, Frank Lloyd Wright’s design headquarters and architectural colony, in Spring Green, Wisconsin. Mies asked for an afternoon with the Master, but stayed for four euphoric days. Wright’s hospitality was all the more startling because he was famously prickly. He resented the great European modernists, who he felt (absent much evidence) had pirated many of his ideas and founded reputations on them. Wright had previously rebuffed both Gropius and Le Corbusier when they asked to visit the king in his self-styled castle. But Wright admired Mies’s portfolio, paying it the ultimate compliment: He thought Mies’s use of open-plan interiors, without doors and walls, was an homage to Wright’s own work. The visit may have helped convince Mies that he could find a home in America.

			From Mies’s perspective, Wright enjoyed a hard-earned privilege available to few people on earth: “Freedom!” he cried when he walked out on Wright’s fieldstone terrace overlooking the Wisconsin hillscape. “This is a kingdom!”

			Mies left Germany in 1938 under a cloud. The gestapo had seized his passport in an unannounced raid and interrogation at his apartment, so he used his brother’s document to slip across the border from Aachen into Holland. Mies’s departure had severe consequences for his wife and daughters, whom the regime now considered relations of an “enemy emigrant.” The German government froze their bank accounts;22 and it was Lilly Reich’s formidable organizational skills that helped them survive the war years.

			
			“He did not plan to take one of us along or to have us join him later,” his daughter Georgia reported. “Except for a postcard from New York, we did not hear from him for seven years. He was not the type of a caring and providing husband and father.”23

			Mies treated Reich as coolly as if she were family. She traveled to America in the summer of 1939 and spent a few bucolic months working with Mies and some of his colleagues, ensconced at a lakeside resort in the Wisconsin woods. World War II was imminent. “Reich wanted to stay with Mies,” Schulze wrote, “here, far from the bleak haunts she had left. It is presumed by most of his friends that he did little to persuade her to remain, chiefly because he felt the need to be free of her and her commanding personality.” By the time Reich departed for Berlin, German troops had invaded Poland. She and Mies would never meet again.24

			Allied bombing destroyed Reich’s studio in Berlin, and she spent much of the war in Saxony. But not before securing several boxes of Mies’s professional effects and safeguarding them in a house in Thuringia. Decades later, these valuable files found their way to MoMA’s Mies van der Rohe archive. After the war, Mies sent Reich art supplies to help relaunch her design practice, which did not last long.25 She died in December 1947.

			According to Philip Johnson, Mies told him: “I have only one regret. That I didn’t help Lily Reich get out of Germany.” Schulze likened his subject to a nautilus that emerges to survey the world and then retreats back into its shell. “[Mies] was not so much lacking in long-standing affection as he was in the ability, even the will, to express it” was the biographer’s judgment.26

			
			“Immer noch bin ein stille Deutsche” was Mies’s famous self-assessment relayed again by Philip Johnson, who liked to drink and speak German, two activities that drew Mies out of his shell. Translation: “I am forever the silent German.”

			

			—

			IN NOVEMBER 1938, ARMOUR hosted a banquet at the Palmer House’s Red Lacquer Room to present the institute’s new architecture director to the world. Mies had asked Frank Lloyd Wright to introduce him to the audience of four hundred architecture mavens and Midwestern grandees, and the Master responded, in imitable Wright fashion. “It was all superficial blah and labored lip service,” Wright wrote in his 1943 autobiography, that is, until I—meaning Wright—stepped up to the podium.

			
				I put my arm across Mies’ shoulders…and simply said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Mies van der Rohe. But for me there would have been no Mies—certainly none here tonight. I admire him as an architect and respect and love him as a man. Armour Institute, I give you my Mies van der Rohe. You treat him well and love him as I do.”

			

			Wright’s idiosyncratic account of Mies’s remarks, delivered in German, recounted only the moments dedicated to him, again meaning Wright: “For some five minutes he went into the origin of his discipleship and his reverence for me. He told me how much he was indebted to me, frankly and to the point.” Wright remembered the talk as “an affectionate tribute such as is rare in the history of the world, the architect’s world at least.”27

			
			Mies’s address to the Armour grandees in fact hardly dwelt on Wright, who bolted early from the auditorium. The bulk of Mies’s remarks indulged his almost irrepressible urge to philosophize about architecture, a subject on which he quickly became the not-so-silent German. His penchant for “Miesticism” enthralled many and alienated some. Mies appeared to devour—or at least talked about reading—philosophy texts both past and present. In Germany, he had befriended the Jesuit philosopher Romano Guardini and the famous Catholic architect and theologian Rudolf Schwarz, a provocative and successful designer of modern churches. Mies, reared in the Carolingian monumentalism of fin de siècle Aachen, liked to say that architecture represented “the will of the epoch,” or Zeitwille in German. What did he mean? “Whoever asks the name of the first building master of a medieval cathedral or the name of an Egyptian architect?” he once asked. “And also the cathedrals of the Middle Ages were not the work of individual personalities but the creations of entire epochs.”28

			Alternately explained:

			
				Architecture should only stand in contact with the most significant elements of civilization. Only a relationship that touches on the innermost nature of the epoch is authentic. I call this relationship a truth relationship. Truth in the sense of Thomas Aquinas: as adaequatio intellectus et rei, as congruence of thought and thing.29

			

			
			Mies was certainly willing to state incongruent views. He once called Albert Kahn’s sprawling assembly plants built for Ford Motor Company and others in Detroit “the cathedrals of the twentieth century.”30 He insisted that his favorite building in New York City was the George Washington Bridge, a manifestation of the “will of an epoch,” to be sure. His student and colleague Myron Goldsmith recalled Mies rhapsodizing about a visit to a sprawling plywood storage facility outside of Chicago. “He loved this big, empty warehouse,” Goldsmith said. “What a wonderful house it would make, this space where you could just live. How all the problems are solved.”31

			While watching his first skyscraper masterpiece, the twin towers at 860/880 Lake Shore Drive, rise over Lake Michigan, Mies ventured the opinion that they looked better half built. This dovetailed with his view that “Skyscrapers reveal their bold structural pattern during construction. Only then does the gigantic steel web seem impressive. When the outer walls are put in place, the structural system which is the basis for all artistic design is
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