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In the political and social histories of Europe’s 20th century 

architects do not feature prominently. Moreover, in these 

histories the two most noteworthy exceptions to this 

observation, Le Corbusier and Albert Speer, are rarely 

included as representatives of a specific profession. Instead, 

they appear as extreme examples of the rise of planning, and 

more specifically the surge of the ideology of “high 

modernism” as termed by James Scott in Le Corbusier’s case and 

for Speer the ascent of National Socialism and its subsequent 

war crimes.1 

This special issue employs a different perspective. We argue 

that studying architects as a group– and especially those of 

the ‘modernist’ strand – offers insights on crucial aspects of 

the dynamics that shaped Europe’s 20th century. In particular, 

we seek to complicate and newly narrate the role of architects 

by exploring their professional discourse and dynamics against 

 
1 J. C. Scott, Seeing Like a State. How Certain Schemes to 

Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, New Haven, CT 1998; 

M. Brechtken, Albert Speer. Eine deutsche Karriere, München 

2017. 



the background of rapid social and political change as well as 

the different modalities of architects’ engagement with the 

state in the Age of Extremes. We do not – like Scott or a 

simplistic reading of Michel Foucault would suggest – see 

architects simply as enforcing the ends of state. We 

acknowledge, however, that their respective agendas often 

overlapped.2 We assume a self-empowerment of modernist 

architects, which was possible against a very specific 

historical context following World War I. Yet, we do not write 

this self-empowerment off as simply strategic or even cynical. 

Rather, we argue that the self-perception of modernist 

architects and their beliefs and knowledge-systems must be 

taken seriously. 

The starting point of this theme issue is the observation that 

the dynamics of modernist architects as a group group are 

strikingly absent in architectural history and related 

disciplines. This absence is all the more astonishing as 

studying architects within their group dynamics may 

significantly add to our understanding of what is unique about 

modernist architecture beyond matters of style. Additionally, 

it will serve to better understand the social and political 

impact of modernism in the first half of the 20th century, 

 
2 D. Kuchenbuch, Geordnete Gemeinschaft. Architekten als 

Sozialingenieure - Deutschland und Schweden im 20. 

Jahrhundert, Bielefeld 2010. 



beyond the narrower confines of architecture. In particular, 

the selected articles propose to revisit the perceived rupture 

between avant-garde interwar experiments and post-war 

reconstruction under state socialism, highlighting a series of 

continuities in professional architectural discourses and 

practices across the region of East Central Europe from the 

1920s into the 1950s. This focus on often underestimated 

continuities allows us to underline the importance of 

political convictions in the “world-making project” of 

modernism and to foreground the specificity of East Central 

European modernism within a global context.3 

 

1. From avant-gardes to the world-making project of post-war 

modernism 

Within approximately the last 20 years we have seen a wealth 

of studies on the role of avant-gardes in Central and Eastern 

Europe—their exchanges, their combining different arts and the 

stunning achievements also beyond the well-known examples from 

the early Soviet scene.4 What this research also shows, but is 

 
3 H. Heynen, Architecture and Modernity. A Critique, Cambridge, 

MA 1999. 

4 As one example, T. O. Benson (ed.), Central European Avant-

gardes. Exchange and Transformation. 1910-1930, Cambridge, MA 

2002. On East-West exchanges, M. Wenderski, Cultural Mobility 

in the Interwar Avant-Garde Art Network. Poland, Belgium and 



not sufficiently understood, is the late 1920s transformation 

of parts of the early 1920s avant-gardes into rather concrete, 

issue-based and matter-of-fact groups of modernist architects.5 

For architects, new systematic welfare schemes, often in an 

urban framework, offered fields of action never before seen – 

and largely inaccessible to other artists. What has hardly 

been asked, though, is where the legacy of the avant-gardes 

beyond aesthetics is to be found – is it in personal, ‘modern’ 

lifestyles’, in new ways of visual communications, in new ways 

to organize work collectively?6 The Congrès internationaux 

d'architecture moderne (CIAM), founded in 1928, both in its 

 
the Netherlands, New York, London, 2019. The Soviet Avant-

garde has been recently revisited by a cohort of young 

scholars, including Anna Bokov, Christina E. Crawford, 

Alexandra Selivanova and Alla Vronskaya. As one example, see 

A. Bokov. Avant-garde as Method: Vkhutemas and the Pedagogy of 

Space 1920-1930, Zürich 2020.  

5 See for a similar development in the German Novembergruppe: 

R. Burmeister / T. Köhler / J. Nentwig (eds.), Freiheit. Die 

Kunst der Novembergruppe 1918-1935, München et al. 2018, and 

generally, M. Kohlrausch, Brokers of Modernity. East Central 

Europe and the Rise of Modernist Architects, 1910-1950, Leuven 

(Belgium), 2019 135–141. 

6 P. Kurc-Maj / A. Saciuk-Gąsowska (eds.), Organizers of Life. 

De Stijl, the Polish Avant-Garde, and Design, Łódź 2017. 



personal set-up as well as in the way they acted as an 

organization, may be seen as an extension of the avant-gardes 

of the early 1920s, at least in parts.7 The CIAM, fashioning 

itself as an organization of a new kind and stressing 

collective forms of work and with the far-reaching goal of 

social change via urbanism, is a key actor in all five 

articles forming this special issue. 

In the last two decades, historians of art and of architecture 

have established the striking scope and quality of modernist 

building east of those countries long regarded as the core of 

the modern movement. Modernism, these studies argued, attained 

a deeper meaning in Poland or the Baltic states. It comprised 

high hopes for social transformation in countries that 

perceived themselves as backward and in need of political 

legitimation.8 Again, these findings have rarely focussed on 

 
7 E. Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928-1960, 

Cambridge, MA 2000; K. Somer, The Functional City. CIAM and 

the Legacy of Van Eesteren, Rotterdam 2007; E. Van Es, et al. 

(ed.), Atlas of the Functional City. CIAM 4 and Comparative 

Urban Analysis, Bussum 2014. 

8 D. Monkiewicz (ed.), Avant-garde and the State, Łódź 2018; A. 

Bartetzky / T. Fichtner (eds.), Neue Staaten - neue Bilder? 

Visuelle Kultur im Dienst staatlicher Selbstdarstellung in 

Zentral- und Osteuropa seit 1918, Cologne 2005; V. Akmenytė et 



architects as actors and as members of a group, which shared 

certain beliefs and visions of the collective good and 

desirable futures. 

This literature has also often sealed avant-gardes off from 

its many afterlives in post-war Europe, including East Central 

Europe. The main ambition of this issue is to explore the 

continuities between early avant-garde experiments and post-

1945 modernism as a consolidated project of world-making.9 In 

tracing these connections, we seek to bring together research 

on interwar avant-gardes with a rich but separate field of 

what Lukasz Stanek called “a Cold War architectural history 

beyond the Cold War discourse”.10 The novelty of our approach 

is to focus on the architects’ power to engage with the state 

and mould its policies by defining urban modernity and shaping 

 
al., Architecture of Optimism. The Kaunas Phenomenon, 1918-

1940, Vilnius 2018. 

9 See also: Daria Bocharnikova, “Inventing Socialist Modern: A 

History of the Architectural Profession in the Soviet Union 

(1932-1971)”, PhD Dissertation, European University Institute, 

2014. 

10 H. Heynen / S. Loosen, “Cold War History beyond the Cold War 

Discourse: A Conversation with Łukasz Stanek”, in: 

Architectural Histories 7 (2019) 1, 19.  



new institutions.11 This close attention to the agency and 

networks of production of urban spaces reveals complex 

genealogies of post-war architecture in East Central Europe 

that combined home-grown and international influences together 

with various readings of Marxist theory.12 This in turn allows 

us also to tap into the debate on the various “ins and outs of 

socialism” across the region and the role of World War II 

ruptures.13 Instead of taking the caesurae of 1938-1948 for 

granted, we propose a closer look into how architects made 

 
11 V. Molnár, Building the State: Architecture, Politics, and 

State Formation in Post-war Central Europe, New York 2013; J. 

Maxim, The Socialist Life of Modern Architecture: Bucharest, 

1947–1965, London 2018, K. Zarecor, Manufacturing a Socialist 

Modernity: Housing in Czechoslovakia, 1945–1960, Pittsburgh, 

PA 2011. 

12 More specifically on different readings of Marxist theory, 

see H. Heynen / S. Loosen, “Marxism and Architectural Theory 

across the East-West Divide”, in: Architectural Histories 7 

(2019)1, 21.  

13 See recently organised conferences on the topic, such as 

Second World Urbanity Conference “Ins and Outs of Socialism 

(https://www.lvivcenter.org/en/conferences/conferences/2250-

17-08-26-the-ins-and-outs-of-socialism/) or the Conference 

“Post-war Urban Reconstruction in the Socialist World” in 

Leicester 2020. 



sense of these transformations, what influence they had on 

their professional practice, and how they shaped the new 

states’ planning institutions and building industries.          

 In short, this issue proposes shifting the focus from 

architecture to architects, and re-examining the continuity 

between interwar avant-gardes and post-war modernism. By 

centring the group visions and agency of architects, we seek 

to re-politicise modernism as a project of world-making in the 

context of competing ideologies and sociotechnical 

imaginaries, and to highlight the role of experts in building 

new states and new social orders.14 By questioning the ruptures 

of the World War II, we also seek to unmake the Cold War 

fiction of an interrupted avant-garde and also rehabilitate 

the entangled vernacular origins of post-war modernism in East 

Central Europe. 

 
14 This understanding of the role of architects is in line with 

Sheila Jasanoff’s understanding of the power of human agents 

to perform and produce various visions of social order and 

desirable futures, summarised in her concept of 

“sociotechnical imaginary”. See S. Jasanoff / K. Sang-Hyun 

(eds.), Dreamscapes of Modernity. Sociotechnical Imaginaries 

and the Fabrication of Power, Chicago, London 2015, 1-33 It 

also intersects with the definition of modernism as world-

making project formulated by Lukasz Stanek, see Heynen / 

Loosen, “Cold War History”, 19.  



 

2. Racing to modernity in post-imperial Eastern Europe 

This theme issue focusses on East Central Europe, specifically 

the area east of Germany and Austria and west of the Soviet 

Union from 1920-1950. It assumes that crucial characteristics 

of modernist architects are uniquely expressed in the region. 

Specifically, five characteristics of this region are relevant 

to this issue’s overarching question: 

First, all of the new or newly constituted states of the 

region were heavily affected by the breakdown of the great 

landed Empires in 1917/18. The fall of empires led to new 

borders and newly established capitals. The latter turned into 

focal points of what could be called post-imperial states, 

that is states which had to prove their legitimacy but also 

problem-solving capacity vis-à-vis their predecessors and in 

comparison to other states.15 Second, in many respects World 

War I had a more severe impact in Eastern than in Western 

Europe, especially because the war did not end in November 

1918 in the east. This is also true for the high percentage of 

casualties and the extreme number of destroyed buildings. 

Against this background reconstruction in the wider sense of 

 
15 S. Seegel, Map Men. Transnational Lives and Deaths of 

Geographers in the Making of East Central Europe, Chicago 

2018. 



the word attained particular urgency.16 Third, all these new 

states were heavily impacted by the rise of the two great 

ideologies of socialism and fascism/national socialism without 

themselves turning into socialist or fascist states before 

World War II. The Soviet Union turned into a potential role 

model but also a threat, a source of inspiration and – often 

deep – disillusion.17 Fourth, in all of the states of the 

region the political and ensuing social ruptures of 1938-

1941,1944/45 and 1948 left extreme marks. Generally speaking, 

they impacted the respective societies much more deeply than 

those in Western or northern Europe. These ruptures also had a 

major impact on architects, not least due to the extreme forms 

of war against cities, Warsaw being the most prominent 

example. Fifth, with notable exceptions, the region was 

characterized by a certain lag in urbanization processes, 

which, did not, however, necessarily translate in technical or 

economic backwardness. Metropolitan cities in Eastern Europe 

were in many respects “enclaves” of technological progress, 

often introducing streetcars, electric grids etc., earlier 

than cities in Western Europe. It must be noted, however, that 

the notion of enclaves, that is a particularly pronounced gap 

 
16 M. Górny, Science Embattled. Eastern European intellectuals 

and the Great War, Paderborn 2019. 

 



between metropolis and countryside, might be regarded as a 

characteristic feature.18 

All these characteristics had a deep impact on architects in 

states as different as Poland, Hungary or Yugoslavia. They 

were present in structurally different forms in the Soviet 

Union, which is why we did not include the latter in our 

sample.19 Most important to us is the contemporary notion, 

justified or not, of an imperative of modernization that was 

particularly pronounced in the region and translated into 

chances of influence for modernist architects, especially 

given the strong role of the state in the region. What could 

be called an informal modernizing alliance of the state and 

architects existed in an aesthetic sense, with architects 

being commissioned to deliver the buildings, which in turn 

 
18 For the notion of island of modernization, A. Szczerski, 

Modernizacje. Sztuka i architektura w nowych państwach Europy 

Środkowo-Wschodniej 1918-1939, Łódź 2010, 7. Generally, J. C. 

Behrends / M. Kohlrausch, “Races to Modernity: Metropolitan 

Aspirations in Eastern Europe, 1890-1940: An Introduction”, 

in: ideu (eds.), Races to Modernity. Metropolitan Aspirations 

in Eastern Europe, 1890-1940, Budapest 2014, 1–20. 

19 For the differences between these cases, see Ł. Galusek 

(ed.), Architecture of Independence in Central Europe. Kraków 

2018; K. Srp / Le. Byžovská (eds.), Years of Disarray 1908–

1928. Avant-Gardes in Central Europe, Praha,Olomouc 2019. 



rendered the claims of modern states credible. But this 

alliance also existed in the sense of architects underpinning 

the new states’ planning and social welfare schemes, and thus 

being rewarded with new types of commissions. In short, we see 

broader and deeper forms of entanglement between the state, 

society and architects.20 

The modernist architects investigated here were taking part in 

the grand project of forging modern subjectivities and 

collectivities as well as finding a spatial and social 

arrangement of a new modern life. Indeed, the pioneering 

architectural forms and  social orders envisioned for the new 

quarters of Warsaw, the housing projects of Zlín, Litvínov and 

Prague in Czechoslovakia, model estates in the Hungarian 

countryside, the ‘Ersatz-capital’ of Kaunas or the planned 

towers-in-the-park for the linear Zagreb were all highly 

disputed alternatives to the imperial cities with their social 

and housing problems. They all evoked opposition and tensions, 

and at times endangered the architects involved in the 

respective projects. Architects’ demands for far-reaching 

schemes of social improvement could clash with the 

authoritarian agendas of governments as, for example, András 

 
20 K. Cupers, The Social Project: Housing Postwar France, 

Place, 2014; Generally, M. Kohlrausch / H. Trischler, Building 

Europe on Expertise. Innovators, Organizers, Networkers, New 

York 2014. 



Ferkai shows for the situation of rural Hungary. They could 

also be opposed by regimes, which were in many respects 

ideologically close to modernist architects. This was the case 

with the Regulation Plan for Zagreb by Vladimir Antolić that 

was rejected in 1952 by the Tito regime, and is discussed in 

Tamara Bjažić Klarin’s contribution to the issue. Yet these 

controversies profoundly changed the architect’s profession in 

the first half of the 20th century and cemented its role as 

engaged brokers of modernity and social change.21 

 

3. The significance of modernist architects in the age of 

extremes 

The articles in this theme issue conceive of modernist 

architects as actors in a time when their role as experts of 

the social dramatically changed – and widened. Modernist 

architects turned into key players in the groundbreaking 

trends of planning and what has been ambivalently called 

social engineering. This was due to their claim and ability to 

command the latest knowledge and insights in statistics, 

urbanism, demography etc. and being able to apply new 

technologies (foremost concrete, glass and steel). The 

articles in this volume, however, do not describe these 

respective changes in terms of supply and demand, as in the 

rise of modernism simply as an instrumental and functional 

 
21 Kohlrausch, Brokers, 89-96. 



answer to specific social and political needs. Instead, we 

understand modernism as a unique belief system and 

sociotechnical imaginary that brought about specific group 

dynamics and thus was an enabling factor to address these 

needs. 

Architects, in contrast to other professional groups, stand 

out in their specific position of both shaping and 

experiencing modernity. This included their continuous self 

reflection on the dynamics of modernity and modernization and 

their own position therein. More so than other professional 

groups, architects understood these dynamics as mouldable. At 

the same time, the self-conception as modern was a key aspect 

of the professional identity of modernist architects – and 

here the legacy of the avant-gardes shines through. Against 

this background we must understand the intense group 

identifications following us/them perceptions in a world 

divided between traditionalists and modernists. Aligning 

oneself with the modern movement per se entailed a higher 

degree of reflection about one’s own position and status than 

with traditional architects. It is against this background 

that the self-positioning in the CIAM Ost should be considered 

in order to understand that it was not opportunistic but in 

parts strategic. This eastern arm of the CIAM reflected the 

assumption of a peripheral position – rightly or not assumed – 

which was turned into a lever for attention and potential 

opportunities. To summarize, the CIAM Ost highlights why the 



modern project was so attractive for architects in East 

Central Europe. 

All five contributions to this issue demonstrate how the 

reaching out of architects into new domains was understood as 

ideologically charged by the state and other groups. In 

comparison to other technical experts or scientists, modernist 

architects were disproportionally exposed to the dynamics and 

impact of what Eric Hobsbawm has famously branded “the Age of 

Extremes”.22 In particular, Marija Dremaite’s article 

demonstrates how massive the effect of the ensuing ruptures 

was in Lithuania on specifically professional biographies, and 

how closely the fate of architects and their identity was 

linked with the deep ruptures in the country. For this reason 

we must also look into the specific dynamics in each country, 

for example, the very different cases of Czechoslovakia and 

Hungary. Furthermore, it is essential to be equally careful 

about the different character of caesura such as the start of 

World War II and ensuing occupations, and the establishment of 

socialism after the war. 

All articles will, by explicitly addressing the historical 

ruptures of World War II and the establishment of Communist 

regimes, also deal with the price that came with the belief in 

modernism. This only comes to the fore when focus is placed on 

 
22 E. Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes. The Short Twentieth 

Century, 1914–1991, London 1994. 



the biographical level. The flip-side of a much extended 

architectural engagement with the state was a higher 

dependency on the state. As the articles by András Ferkai and 

Martin Kohlrausch show, the negative effects that came with 

the rise of authoritarian regimes in the 1930s became evident 

in Poland or Hungary with the anti-Semitic measures taken in 

the respective professional organizations of architects. 

The post-war communist regimes pose even further reaching 

questions. To what extent does the engagement of architects in 

the new, far-reaching urbanist schemes and projects of 

industrialized housing reflect continuities with the 

pronounced pre-war, regional trend for planning? Especially 

important for the authors in this issue is the question of the 

extent of the impact of the war experience for architects, and 

whether it led to a specific, more collective conception of 

architecture. Kimberly Zarecor makes a strong case for taking 

seriously the political convictions of the Czech and Slovak 

architects responsible for a radical revision of the 

professional practice in post-1945 Czechoslovakia. Zarecor 

argues that it was prepared and nurtured in the interwar 

experiments with Marxist concepts and visions for a more 

desirable future. 

Stressing the effect of the political and social ruptures on 

the professional selves of modernist architects also implies 

the question of the moral position of these architects. Though 

it exceeds the scope of this volume, this question 



particularly regards the moral price for the coercive 

tendencies inherent in the project of modernism.23 The question 

of the positioning of architects in a political setting after 

1945, which was often close to their political convictions, 

will feature in all of the articles. The new period seemed to 

offer the promise for work in the collective form and provided 

sweeping mandates while at the same time curtailing autonomy. 

We see this issue not only as an invitation for further 

exploration but also conceptualisation of the underlying 

broader questions on the powers of architects to imagine and 

enact social change. 

 

 
23 The problems at stake are of a different nature than the 

influential polemic denunciation of modernism in: D. Watkin, 

Morality and Architecture Revisited, London 2001. 


