
The Development of Modernist Architecture 

 Modernist architecture emerged as a response to the changing social, economic, and 

technological conditions of the 20th century. It was a radical departure from the ornate and 

decorative styles that characterized architecture in the preceding centuries. The movement 

emphasized the use of modern materials, simple forms, and functionality, in contrast to the 

traditional decorative styles of the past. This essay will examine the development of modernist 

architecture, with a focus on the Bauhaus movement and Frank Lloyd Wright's Fallingwater. 

The Bauhaus, founded in 1919 by Walter Gropius in Weimar, Germany, was a school of design 

that sought to combine art and technology to create functional and aesthetically pleasing objects. 

The Bauhaus had a profound impact on the development of modernist architecture, as it 

emphasized the use of modern materials, such as steel, glass, and concrete, and rejected the 

traditional decorative styles of the past. One of the most notable architects associated with the 

Bauhaus was Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, who is considered one of the pioneers of modernist 

architecture. 

Mies van der Rohe was responsible for designing some of the most iconic buildings of the 

modernist era, including the Barcelona Pavilion and the Farnsworth House. The Barcelona 

Pavilion, designed for the 1929 International Exposition in Barcelona, was a minimalist 

masterpiece that emphasized the use of modern materials, such as glass, steel, and marble. The 

pavilion was designed as a series of interlocking spaces that flowed seamlessly from one to the 

other, creating a sense of openness and fluidity that was unprecedented at the time. The 

Farnsworth House, completed in 1951, was a minimalist masterpiece that was designed to blend 

seamlessly with its natural surroundings. The house was constructed almost entirely of glass and 



steel, with the intention of creating a sense of openness and transparency that was unheard of in 

residential architecture. 

The International Style, which emerged in the 1920s and 1930s, was a direct offshoot of the 

modernist movement, and was characterized by the use of modern materials, simple forms, and 

functionality. The International Style emphasized the use of steel and glass, and rejected 

traditional decorative styles in favor of simplicity and functionality. One of the most notable 

examples of the International Style is the Seagram Building in New York City, designed by Mies 

van der Rohe and completed in 1958. The Seagram Building was a towering minimalist 

masterpiece that emphasized the use of modern materials, such as steel and glass, and rejected 

traditional decorative styles in favor of simplicity and functionality. 

Frank Lloyd Wright, another pioneer of modernist architecture, is best known for his organic 

architecture style, which sought to create buildings that blended seamlessly with their natural 

surroundings. Wright believed that architecture should be in harmony with nature, and his 

designs reflected this belief. Fallingwater, completed in 1939, is perhaps Wright's most famous 

work, and is a testament to his belief in organic architecture. The house was built over a 

waterfall, and was designed to blend seamlessly with its natural surroundings. The use of natural 

materials, such as stone and wood, along with the open design of the house, created a sense of 

harmony with the natural environment that was unprecedented at the time. 

In conclusion, modernist architecture emerged as a response to the changing social, economic, 

and technological conditions of the 20th century. The movement emphasized the use of modern 

materials, simple forms, and functionality, in contrast to the traditional decorative styles of the 

past. The Bauhaus, founded in 1919 by Walter Gropius in Weimar, Germany, was a school of 

design that sought to combine art and technology to create functional and aesthetically pleasing 



objects. The International Style, which emerged in the 1920s and 1930s, was a direct offshoot of 

the modernist movement and emphasized the use of steel and glass, and simplicity and 

functionality. Frank Lloyd Wright, another pioneer of modernist architecture, is best known for 

his organic architecture style, which sought to create buildings that blended seamlessly with their 

natural surroundings. 

The impact of modernist architecture can still be seen in the design of buildings today, and many 

architects continue to draw inspiration from the movement. The use of modern materials, such as 

glass, steel, and concrete, has become commonplace in contemporary architecture, and the 

emphasis on simplicity and functionality remains a defining feature of modern design. 

In addition to its impact on architecture, the modernist movement had a broader cultural impact, 

influencing art, design, and literature. The minimalist aesthetic that characterized modernist 

architecture can be seen in the work of artists such as Piet Mondrian and Kazimir Malevich, 

while the emphasis on functionality and simplicity had a profound influence on the design of 

everyday objects such as furniture and appliances. 

Overall, the development of modernist architecture represented a radical departure from the 

ornate and decorative styles that had characterized architecture in the past. The movement 

emphasized the use of modern materials, simple forms, and functionality, and rejected traditional 

decorative styles in favor of simplicity and functionality. The Bauhaus and Frank Lloyd Wright 

are two of the most notable figures associated with the modernist movement, and their designs 

continue to inspire architects and designers today. The legacy of modernist architecture can be 

seen in the design of buildings and objects around the world, and its influence continues to be 

felt in contemporary design. 
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