GREY  ARCHITECTURE: THE  ARCHITECTURE OF
PIECEMEAL RECONSTRUCTION

During the Second World War, many of Europe’s cities
were severely destroyed by aerial bombing, sieges, and
other acts of war. Germany, the aggressor, was strong-
ly affected; between 1939 and 1945, almost every large
German city was bombed. The "second destruction”" of
the post-war years added to this. Many still intact pre-
war buildings were torn down, allegedly clearing cities
for reconstruction.! Andreas Tonnesmann described
the reconstruction phase as “probably the greatest
collective building effort of the 20th century’? Hous-
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ing stock was severely depleted during the war, while
the population of the country grew because of refugees
from Eastern Europe.

The reconstruction of Germany’s cities between 1945
and the middle of the 1960s was conducted in a multi-
tude of ways and styles, ranging from tabula rasa solu-
tions over reconstructions of historical ensembles to
solutions in which different approaches were mixed.
Outside of the cities, buildings and building complexes
were developed and planned on a larger scale, while
existing city structures were usually reconstructed in
a piecemeal way. Corresponding to the socialistic, cen-
tralistic governance system of the German Democratic
Republic, Eastern Germany’s housing stock was main-
ly reconstructed in the former way. While large-scale
reconstruction could be organized industrially and with
large planning groups, there was little incentive for in-
dividual owners to begin reconstruction. In contrast, a
large proportion of the reconstruction in the capitalis-
tic, market-oriented Federal Republic of Germany was
undertaken incrementally, as it encouraged owners
of individual parcels to reconstruct in expectation of
financial gains. As a result, the fragmented, pre-war
ownership structures were often redeveloped parcel
by parcel by private investors, also supported through
state loans and subsidies.?

The differences in how these urban structures were
produced are also mirrored in the architectural expres-
sion of the buildings. At first glance, many similarities
can be observed, such as the facade materials—usual-
ly plaster or tiles—or standardized windows. While the
larger building complexes more often accord to clear
architectural principles, the piecemeal reconstruction
is more often unclear in its architectural expression.

In these individually reconstructed buildings, an archi-

tectural mix referring to both the modernist and the
neo-classicist vocabulary is employed. The windows
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are usually arranged in a conventional way and com-
bined with other elements such as shallow pitched
roofs or projecting bays. Many of these buildings look
as if separate ideas had been aggregated. Elements
such as entry doors and shop windows are arranged
in an additive fashion, and not in accordance with other
elements or an overarching concept. Architectonically
and urbanistically, this additive fashion characterizes
today’s West German streetscapes. (z 1)

In the current discourse on post-war architecture, this
production largely stays in the background. While ex-
ceptional examples are increasingly discussed,* and
large-scale developments are gaining attention as
well,>  the incremental post-war building activity is
regarded as unremarkable and architecturally un-
interesting. A discussion of these buildings has only
recently and reluctantly begun.® The main reason for
this distaste seems to be their un-architecturalness;
because these buildings were not designed according
to principles that can be described by established ar-

of architectural criticism.

It is because of this difficulty of description and the
indeterminacy in many aspects of their design that |
chose to describe this form of building as “Grey Archi-
tecture!”” Stylistically, this architecture is located in a
grey area between avant-garde modernism and an or-
namentally reduced form of neo-classicism. It was ex-
plicitly meant to form the quiet, inconspicuous “grey”
background of post-war West German cities. And fi-
nally, it has a clear tendency towards grey tones in its
outer appearance.

Once noticed, it is hard to ignore it - Grey Architecture
is omnipresent in West German cities. But these build-
ings are relevant not only because of their sheer mass
and the present need for renovation; their formal ex-
pression and urban integration also promise to add to
our understanding of how modernity entered everyday
practice, and to hold useful conclusions for the present
discussion.

Figure 1: A typical street in the city of Essen in Western Germany. Photocredit: Benedikt Redmann.
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Figure 2: House No. 28 today. Photocredit: Benedikt Redmann.

CASE STUDY VEIHOFER STRASSE 28

Because the development of West Germany’s Grey Ar-
chitecture took place incrementally, the emergence of
this form of building must be observed on the basis of
singular case studies. In this section, one building—
Viehofer Strasse No. 28 in Essen—will be presented as
a case study. The building and the block surrounding
it were chosen because of the variation they present
in a comparably small stretch of urban fabric. Each
building was developed by another architect for an-
other client. By studying these buildings, patterns can
be derived that are representative of the grey building
production as a whole.

The city of Essen lies in the Ruhr area, which repre-
sents an apt environment for studying Grey Architec-
ture. The area was severely destroyed during the war

Figure 3: House No. 28 in the late 1980s. Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer
Strasse 28.

and then rebuilt very quickly, as the steel and coal min-
ing industries were important for the so-called eco-
nomic miracle of post-war Western Germany. With the
structural decline of coal mining and the steel indus-
try, economic development was basically halted in the
1960s, keeping much of the Grey Architecture intact.
Also, the almost complete absence of a grown build-
ing culture in the Ruhr area gave it a predisposition for
the development of a “pure” form of Grey Architecture.

The most striking observation on the building history
of No. 28 is the constant adaptation that characterizes
all stages of its development. Building experts played
a more or less serving role. Aside from a lot of small
changes made by the frequently changing shop own-
ers, a facade renovation in 1990 actually made this
building the “grey” building it is today (Figure 2). The
original facade had been covered by tiles, a typical ar-
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chitectural motif of that time (Figure 3). Building files
show that this version was the final step in a series of
iterations drawn by the architect Walter Ehrecke (1906-
1964). While the first version is dominated by a mod-
ernistic strip window (Figure 4), this window is reduced
in the following iteration (Figure 5) to finally make way
for a symmetrical, more conservative version (Figure
6), which is very similar to the final version (Figure 7).
These architectural decisions were probably based on
economic necessity; the owner of the house, an inn-
keeper, first planned a radical expansion of his bar to
four stories and a demolition of the existing building.
(Figure 8) When he passed away and his widow took
over the project, it became more modest. Much of the
existing structure was used in the final design, making
the building a transformation®

For Walter Ehrecke, his flexible role in the building pro-
cess was probably not problematic. He was a typical
representative of the architects who were responsible
for much of the piecemeal reconstruction of the West
German cities. Most were builders rather than aca-
demically educated architects. After an education in a
specific craft, they usually went through a brief higher
education as architects or engineers before starting
to work. Due to the war and a high demand for archi-
tects in the reconstruction period, some even took on
the task of self-taught reconstruction. An example of
this is Hans Engels (1918-1980), who built a substan-
tial part of Essen’s inner city. Engels entered the war
when he was 21, and never had a higher education. He
started his business in 1946, mainly building Grey Ar-
chitecture in the first years. Later he went on to build
for large insurance and petroleum companies all over
Germany.

On the other side of these mainly pragmatic and often
slightly anarchic builders were understaffed and over-
whelmed building authorities. Planning documents
had often been destroyed during the war and staff was
diminished. In this situation, the number of building

applications rose substantially as reconstruction took
on speed. As a result, builders like Ehrecke and Engels
were able to push ahead with their work quite undis-
turbed. Breaches of regulations or instructions were
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often not (or only softl)é) sanctloned
Figure 4: Design submittéd to the building authorities on March 6th, 1957.

Photocredit: building files Viehofer Strasse 28.

Figure 5: Design submitted to the building authorities on March 25th,
1957. Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer Strasse 28.
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Figure 6: Design submitted to the building authorities on March 25th,
1957. Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer Strasse 28.

Figure 7: Design submitted to the building authorities on March 25th,
1957. Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer Strasse 28



A study of No. 28, its neighboring buildings in the Vie-
hofer Strasse, and a number of other cases in Essen
indicate that the builders of Grey Architecture em-
ployed three distinctive design methodologies, prag-
matically adapted to the conditions at hand and de-
rived from their specific education. The first method
was direct contextuality, meaning that the builders, for
instance, integrated the authority’s requirements such
as eaves and forms (if they were enforced) almost di-
rectly into the design. The second method was referen-
tiality, which involved an often very direct adoption of
solutions from contemporary buildings in the same city
or region, as well as from buildings published in widely
distributed books of the time such as Hans Volkart's
Schweizer Architektur (1951). Especially the Swiss and
Scandinavian modernism of the inter- and post-war
period were taken up as references, as they came from
neutral countries without any ideological ballast® The
third method was addition, by which contradictory and
disparate requirements were added to an overall piC-
ture without aiming towards an absolute integration.
For instance, an analysis of the facades of Number 28
and its neighboring buildings shows how they were
each designed in the commonly accepted degree of
modernistic expression, the window formats gradually
shifting from vertical to horizontal. The resulting street
elevation clearly shows this additive method (Figure 9).

From what can be gathered by reconstructing the de-
sign process, and from talking to contemporary wit-

Figure 8: The building in 1950, equipped with a provisionary roof..
Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer Strasse 28.
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Figure 9: Boucsein.jpg The facades of Viehofer Strasse No. 2-28 ordered by the date of completion, from 1956 (left) to 1963 (right). Photocredit: Building Files Viehofer Strasse 28.
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nesses, the builders worked according to a conscious
choice. They followed an evolutionary, as opposed to
revolutionary, understanding of what it meant to be
modern as an architect. They viewed modern build-
ing technology as an enhancement, but not as a tool
to change society.” In this, they worked very much in
accordance with their clients, but also with a gener-
al sentiment present in the large majority of society,
which has been described as “no experiments” for the
West German post-war period."

GREY ARCHITECTURE AS MODERN VERNACULAR

This close connection to society leads to the question
of whether Grey Architecture is a form of vernacular
architecture, as suggested by the term “Grey Archi-
tecture,” derived from a colloquial expression. As ver-
nacular, architecture is only marginally treated in the
German-speaking discourse because it was contami-
nated by the national socialist abuse of traditional ar-
chitecture, so we have to turn to definitions from the
Anglo-Saxon discourse. Here, Paul Oliver is one of the
most prominent advocates of vernacular architecture.
He describes it as “buildings of the people,” “built
to meet specific needs, accommodating the values,
economies and ways of living of the cultures that pro-
duce them!”? Grey Architecture accorded to what the
majority of the people deemed appropriate for recon-
struction at the time, favoring a reconstruction without
major innovations. And although this did not apply to
formal aspects—the Wilhelminian style of building was
despised as a reminder of the pre-war era® —the re-
sults were not supposed to be so revolutionary as to
put everything in question that had been there before.
It was the aim of Grey Architecture to communicate
conventionality and prosaicness in a time of insecurity.

Other definitions point towards a positive answer as
well. For instance, Neasa Hourigan states that vernac-
ular architecture is “not built for import or to impress
a cultural elite,” that “the design and construction in
question has been undertaken on the basis of utility,
that it “does not rely on its original creator as a defin-
ing characteristic” and “is other than Architecture with
a capital A"

However, both Hourigan and Oliver mention the ab-
sence of the architect in the building process as a de-
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fining characteristic of the vernacular. Clearly, Grey
Architecture was created by a division of labor be-
tween architects, structural engineers, and a number
of craftsmen - and, unlike the vernacular architecture
that is normally described as such, was not anony-
mous. However, the builders who were mainly respon-
sible for Grey Architecture had a clear preference to-
wards such notions as convention and tradition, while
such issues as authorship were not important to them.
Rather, they saw it as their main task to provide a form
of background architecture that did not put itself into
the foreground in any way.

Also, the people active in the building process were
few, compared to later years. The builders were proba-
bly the last generalists of the German building culture.
Like Walter Ehrecke, they had usually first been edu-
cated in a craft connected to the building industry and
had then spent a few semesters at a technical college
(the “Hohere Technische Lehranstalt”, HTL). Some of
the younger builders, such as Hans Engels, were even
autodidacts, as the war had interrupted their educa-
tion. This clearly set them apart from the architects
educated at universities, who were allowed to enter
the BDA (the “Bund Deutscher Architekten” or German
Association of Architects). The importance of this dis-
tinction between “high” and “low” architects was even
mirrored in the telephone directories of the time.”®

By defining vernacular architecture as “related to their
environmental contexts and available resources,®
Paul Oliver also touches on the issue of context. Grey
Architecture did relate directly to external factors, al-
though they were mostly human-made, such as build-
ing laws, economic circumstances, interventions by
authorities, norms, and time pressure. Grey Architec-
ture is a direct expression of these laws. It is also this
direct relation to external circumstances that provides
a clue to how to frame Grey Architecture through theo-
ry, or any other form of modern vernacular or everyday
architecture.

THE CONCEPT OF MODE

As it is based on non-academic, additive principles, it
is hard to describe Grey Architecture through theoreti-
cal reflection. One of the possibilities to cover this gap
is the concept of mode. Mode is sometimes implicitly



mentioned in the discourse, but definitions of the term
are lacking. One of the few instances where mode is
referred to in the discourse on planning is an article
from 2007 by Kimmo Lapintie. In order to theorize ur-
ban space from a practical perspective, Lapintie turns
to the philosophical field of modal logic, arriving at a
viewpoint of planning as the design and planning of
possibilities.”

Mode can also be used as a way to describe the ac-
tivities of architects such as Walter Ehrecke and Hans
Engels. Modal notions include possibility, necessity,
knowledge, belief, and the obligatory and permitted,'®
and it is clear that each of these notions is a strong
influence in an architect’s practical work. Possibilities
are as strong as any other notion, and in fact, even the
possibilities differ from task to task.

In this line of thought, mode can be defined a way of
working (modus operandi) that is determined by task,
type, theme and, subject matter. From a practical per-
spective, it is clear that modes cannot be freely chosen
by an architect. Instead, most tasks strongly limit the
architecture that can be realized. This was clearly the
case for Grey Architecture in Western Germany, which
can be designated as a heteronomous mode, meaning
that it was strongly influenced by external factors - al-
though there were clearly also possibilities for varia-
tions, albeit in a comparatively limited frame.

In return, this means that there are also autonomous
modes, where the architect is confronted with com-
pletely different conditions. The emergence of high
architecture is as much dependent on favorable con-
ditions as on the individual architect’s talent. Also,
there is a large spectrum in between the two extremes
of heteronomy and autonomy in which many building
tasks are conducted.

In view of this, the question of mode becomes an es-
sentially modern one, if modernity is seen as a social
project and if it is differentiated from the architectural
ideas that emerged as “modernism” at the beginning
of the 20th century. Modernity as a historical epoch was
at least as much a change of modalities as a matter of
architectural design. And up to today, the question of
how to deal with modal possibilities in the broad mass
of building production exists only in a marginal way in

a discourse that is strongly oriented on autonomous
modes, which represent a small fraction of the built
environment. In this discussion, the concept of mode
could provide room for de-mystifications in a discourse
that often ignores the fact that modal possibilities are
a decisive force in how our built environment is pro-
duced.

MODERNITY SEEN THROUGH THE VERNACULAR
LENS

Although it is usually not valued as such, Grey Architec-
ture is a fundamental part of modernity. It was through
Grey Architecture that modern ideals were gradually
but surely introduced and made acceptable in German
cities. Light and rationally designed buildings were
now affordable for everyone, formerly narrow streets
were widened, sanitation was implemented throughout
the urban structure, and standardized building tech-
niques took hold. Looking at this modernist, everyday
architecture of average quality today, one could rightly
ask whether it realized “the big dream of the architects
of the 1920s," although it reacted to different modal
conditions than the “high” architecture of the time.

German cities were rebuilt in a modernist spirit, but in
most cases not in the spirit of a revolutionary highbrow
modernism that wanted to get rid of the existing cities
and their aesthetic expression and replace them with
aesthetic and functional city fabrics. Instead, the re-
construction was conducted in a spirit that prioritized
solid craftsmanship and the relation to the existing city
structure.

By the end of the 1950s, however, the line of thought
and practice of Grey Architects was terminated in
Western Germany. The moderate modernism that
those builders followed was increasingly marginal-
ized. The technical colleges that had educated archi-
tects such as Walter Ehrecke did not fit the increas-
ingly specialized building discipline, and were closed
down. In the discourse, modes other than the “high”
ones were marginalized because they were not in ac-
cordance with categories of architectural criticism.
Journals ceased to report on the tasks that most Grey
Architects were working on.?® Also, a radical turn to-
wards rational planning and the erasure of all traces
of arbitrariness took place. The “high” architects could
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adapt to this new direction, but it became fatal for the
traditional builders who could not adapt their way of
working.® And later, with Postmodernism, it became
ultimately impossible to continue building in a prag-
matic modernist way.

These radical seizures still affect Germany’s building
culture today. The quiet way of building represented
by Grey Architecture is almost nonexistent in Western
Germany today. And although the processes that fol-
lowed after the 1960s are complex, it can be assumed
that the rise of pre-fabricated houses would perhaps
not have had such a strong impact on the German
building culture if the moderate modernism of the
Grey Architects had been continued consistently, pro-
viding an alternative for clients who were not oriented
towards “high” architecture.

But most importantly, in Western Germany as well as
in most other western building cultures, while new
approaches developed and dogmas changed, the pro-
portion of “high” to “low” tasks and the difficulty of
theoretically and practically addressing the latter re-
mained the same. Although new theories were con-
stantly formed in relation to the themes of the respec-
tive time, modal notions remained the most dominant
force in architectural production. And although heter-
onomy did become an important theme in “high” archi-
tectural production starting with postmodernism, this
heteronomy usually appears more or less as a quota-
tion. While the postmodern use of traditional elements
combines them in an intellectual, often-ironic manner,
Grey Architecture takes this mix of elements seriously
and treats them as a part of a tradition and a context.

This means that while a reception of Grey Architecture
took and takes place through quotations, the produc-
tion mechanisms and thus the core generating factors
of the quoted architecture are often ignored, as is the
knowledge about the architects factually dealing with
heteronomy in a practical and everyday way. Modern
vernacular production such as Grey Architecture was
and is mainly used as a theme to transfer a certain
practice’s work into a field of art, using subversive
techniques® - but it is almost never acknowledged that
these transformations can only take place in very few
cases and do not carry any relevance for the bulk of the
building production. Perhaps this step is also difficult
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to take because it would require “high” architecture to
accept the influence of external factors and the limits
of architectural design.

Seen in this light, if there is a “failure of modern ar-
chitecture,” it seems not to have been a failure to de-
vise “high” theories or solutions, nor to produce iconic
works that symbolize them. Rather, it seems to have
been a failure to be seriously interested in compro-
mise, or more precisely, with the architecture that nec-
essarily has to make compromises. Typically, Grey Ar-
chitecture is described by attributes such as banality,
compromise, and inconsequence, as a poor solution
to challenges that could have been solved better. This
perspective, however, overestimates the control archi-
tects have over their designs. Often, compromises can
only be avoided at the cost of losing a project, which is
not an option for those who depend on their contracts,
and does not change what is being built in the end. The
modal conditions are strongly determined by what is
fostered by society, by which principles are put forward
and which are not. It is an illusion to think that coherent
design can fundamentally change this. Design works
inside the systems of social conventions, professional
disciplines, and the market, but it has minimal influ-
ence on the systems themselves.

Maybe those creators of Grey Architecture knew that
the builders of post-war Germany disregarded the rev-
olutionary avant-garde, and did not feel obliged to its
values. They expressed this implicitly through the way
they built, and in interviews, an explicit refusal can also
be felt. In 1957, Rudolf Pfister, who led one of the most
important architectural journals after the war, Der Bau-
meister, said that it was more important that “averagely
gifted” architects built many “decent” buildings than
that a few “highly gifted” architects built a few excel-
lent buildings.?

Looking at the emergence of Grey Architecture after the
Second World War, it seems worthwhile to pursue the
thought experiment that being socially engaged does
not mean being uncompromising. This line of think-
ing is encouraged by the Brazilian case, one of the few
building cultures where the vernacular took up mod-
ernism in a consistent and productive way.?* Although
there is a rich history of the vernacular influencing
“pedigree” modern architecture,®® the reverse process



has not been analyzed as frequently. Though Grey
Architecture shows how the pedigree modernism
of the interwar years slowly became part of the ev-
eryday in West German cities, my research is the
first step to an analysis of this process.

If we want to continue the modern project and stop
our discipline from being marginalized, we must
learn to incorporate and affirm other forms of
building into our vision of architecture much more
forcefully.?® We must talk about and teach how this
can be done—how we can develop new architec-
tural methodologies to broadly deal with the mod-
ern vernacular. We can look at how it was done
by architects such as Walter Ehrecke and Hans
Engels, without reservations, and speak to the ac-
tors producing “grey” architectures today (where
one of the first steps would be to identify today’s
grey architects). We will need to dedicate more
resources to this, instead of mainly researching
“high” modes, which often represent a dead end
(respectively an end in themselves). Certain ta-
boos in architectural theory and history have to be
overcome.

The most important conclusion, however, seems
to be that we have to engage in society to change
modal conditions. Notions such as possibility, ne-
cessity, knowledge, belief, the obligatory and per-
mitted are given by society and form the field in
which architecture takes place. Changing these
notions can take place by changing the built envi-
ronment within the limits of the modal possibilities
given to us-which are flexible to a certain extent—
and establishing new ways of building within these
limits. But it may also be worthwhile to search for
ways to influence these notions before the actual
commissions are given, before the modal condi-
tions take effect. In the end, this could also mean
working in a more vernacular way, closer to soci-
ety, and less oriented toward professional conven-
tions and codes.
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