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ank (Osterreichische Postsparkasse; or PSK)
Vienna as an example, Patrizia Grzonka
escribes architectural abstraction. She relates

Vagner’s geometric style to the lelementary
prmal vacabulary of the|revolutionary

rchitecture of the Enlightenment, linking it to

n economy of shapes and materials as well

s the |channeling of light. Transparency|and

ight play|decisive roles herg, just as they do in

Vagner’s Landerbank, Grzonka also references

phn Soanels desigh for the Bank of England

and|the impact it had on the paradigm shift in
bank architecture, in whichtransparency impﬁes
ajcomprehensjve spatjaljorder thatsuggests
parattel-awareness of varying tocations andiof
contintal-activity

Patrigia Grzonka|studied art history in Zurich

all\d Rome. She lives|as an art and archjtecture
hi mﬁemﬁardt%m%ﬁeljna—and : Hs—4

lecturer at the University of |Applied Arts Vjenna.

She wrote her daoctorate at the Vienna Universjty

of Technology, Faculty of Anchitecture and[Spatial
Planning,/ with research pn the Viennese archi-

tectural histarian Emil Kaufmann and the concept

of autonamous architecture|




The tran nopy of the main|entrance of Otto/ Wagner’s Aus-

Hasler and trian Postal Savings Bank (C')sterreichischq Postsparkasse, or BSK

eSS in Vienna —|built for the Imperial [Royal Rostal Savin gs Bank from 1904

he construdtion

anel ¢ladding used in

he Stadtbahn Pavil- ings. The fegendary cashier's hall hous

ions on Karlsplatz| the

n unitsi(also made

T
t
evolutipn of the marble| {0 1906 - is|supponted by slender aluminum icolumns with surrounding
P
t
1

:

iFehe|am Sreinhar, of aJ]umimum) whose functjonal;-al ime sculptural, ¢
and the Postal Sayings | actelr js| unique. In| additian, the facade boasts| 17,230 bolts or “nails”

ank, inctuding =

asing|Hasler and

omaselli 2018, 96 qhey are not lying. In the building, Wagner not only employed aluminum

analysis of the nails with| a wrought-iron core and|cap designed by Wagner himself. For
their casings. The |de- long time, it was thought that| these iron|bolts were merely decorative
tailed | r led

that the prefabricated an they were referred tojas Fdummy nails™| Hasler and Tomaselli 2018, 96. How-
PR sian oalls ver; through meticutous materiat| lysis-it was di 1eSs€e
have an iron|core with

a head|and shank, bolts were, in fact,) ns bylwhich the thin D ge-
covered with a lead | )

cap and an aluminiim cured over a bed of mortar.' The nails are there eve,
Cj

T

as an ultradnovel building| material, but also included other structura

Innovatipons; gray linoleum| for{the floor in the entrance area and in the

H L) A H /| H
cashier’ L-which-also featuresglassb ocrjs,—aﬁekﬂe.nf rced-concrete

]
r_structural purpose Ijach of these elements is| employed |in ways
h erial;

atjare true to the mat ; nothing is concealed or kept unknown. [fig-1.2

Nagner biographer Josef August Lux (1871-1947) was| among the first tg

regard these materials|as milestones|of technical and aesthetic innova-

tion] when he pointed out that this new development unfoided in onty a |

short period-of time,—spanring from-the draft of Wagner’s Landerbank
al S

0

Questions concerning material come|to the fore. Reinforced concrete,

[la)

jlass, marble, aluminum, hard|rubber, etc. make jup the [Postal Savings

ank]. All of these|are|new words! No architect wodld have thought o

one wha discovered them. Even if i he did notlinvent these materials. he

gave them thein present meanjng;|it was he who disgcovered|their utility

in architecture.|Lux1914, 70

Ottog Wagner is considered a protomodern architect|in the |lineage

of Karl Friedric

T Otto Wagner, Postal Savings|Bank| main entrgnce dn Z 1Otto Wagnler, Pdstal Savingls
Gegrg-Coch-Platz, 1010 Vienna Bapnk, linoleum floo
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ineteenth to the twentieth century|- the Austri inderbank,| th
Postal Savings Bank, and the Kirche St. Leopold am Steinhof (St. Leo-

bold Church at| Steinhof, l#ereafter Kjrche am SteirJhof) - F\Iso exhibit

ome enigmatic o

Iy

ures that, from today’s perspective,
e_‘pWLiy tititarian styt ive

n-by WA i If.\Onthelon

ppear difficult/tor

y—vVv oHe

y-cont oraries e
1and, these|include the facade nails of the Postal Savings Bank|and the

Kirche am Steinhof, but also the monumental angels (known as acrote-

ia) on the roof of the Postal Savings Bank and the wreaths of the Kirche

am Steinhof. All of|these ele:Ients seem to contradict the|doctrine o
rchitecturatabstraction; b otely onconstructionprinciptesanda

ic” style that eliminaf igurative el ,-as rintro-
luced into the modernist canan by Walter Grppius at the Bauhaus ar by

e Corbusier in|the form of pillars in the reductive building styILe of the

is text|aims t¢ examine various aspects off Wagner's [Postal Savings

HPS FPH P H™Y
mo uruTiTy

e described as abstract? In d to a late

onception |of abstraction? An ween its ab

tract elements within the context of jits timd?

[72]

e

<

of-modernism-suggests-that everything-it encompas
is new and different, and that it sought to present |itself in a nadicall

lifferent way by completely breaking with history. Bruno Latour —|and

1e was |not alone |- provocatively challenged this| paradigm |shift in

1is book We Have| Never Been Modern (1993), by demonsitrating [that
nodernity was never truly achieved. Ott er hims pted-ar

ivalent position between tradition and modernity, and was only/par-
ially the innovator|for| which he is predgminantly known. However, as

rchitecture}l histonian Werner| Oechslin recently 20, 21 noted, there was

1ardly anytﬂ\ing “that the later discusFior of '‘Bauhaus Modernism’|and
‘Internatjonal Style’laddressed [...] that was not already present in Ottq
Vagneris-work:"Vienna’s Postal SavingsBan n-therefore beseen-tg
- j ?
o | | =
0
U -
o 0
\
0 Q o)

!

3 Ottto Wdgner, [Postdl Savings Bank, facade (detail) Ottd Wagher, Ppstal Savings

Bank, aluminum-clad supports,

cdshier(s hall

00




reflect some aspects of this hybrid status: for example, the strictly sy

N

metrical and axjally aligned facade with a|centrallavant-corps as well as

Lux|writes that

up"‘;asz:a“;:':g’ew the massive masonry construction and the resulfingmonumentality are
Rt ik clearly committed to tradition, whjle the modern main entrance made of
ITi:: Ii?;-;:‘;nsbeyni atuminum, steel, and glass belies the fact that, for altits sir:nrpii sity, [this
Yixe‘;r,"‘z?-_PeMing Hp is-a repres ivebuilding.-Wagnher th-aimaster-buijlder deeply

rooted in tjﬁiion and a sophist catmvator of architecture wha

a
operated fiercely close to the pulse of his times.

On the one hand, Otto Wagner avant-garde” ideas were born out of

his immediate Viennese envitonment, where t:r romantic, historjcist
worksof TheophitrHansen?andtudwig Forsterin—the—“Moorish™ o
R i nce round-arch style were lampngl the new Viennese buil

ings|that characterized the period. Wagner’s early buildings in| Vienna,

such as thq apartment building gn Stadjongasse and the Landerbank

on Hohenstaufengasse, exhibit a clear influence of these

agner owed much td

and where lhe becam
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Moderne Architektur Wagner 1902, originally|started

| . )
out @as a course book|Wwagnperi8?s. Wagner’s ibid., 8| visjon of yrban archi

tecture,| which called for Haussmann-like “tébu a rasa’l cuts, was|pro

pelled by the economic dynamics jof the Griinderzeit|(1848-1873), driven

book. The architect understood this/to notlonly include “motor vehi

and “aircraft,” but also military|technology such as cannons that

could be mobilized by “armies of| millions™ Wagner 1875, 8. He turned away

from thT imitatjon of architectural styles, as|was typical in jhistoricism

toward a deliberate reorlentaltlon of jarchitecture that would draw orn

HP S nal~ ineor nva{-inn +tha Ial—ne
1C1GCaty;, Meorporatmyg me 1ates

evelopments in canstruction techmnl]ogy Thus, the image of the Pg
Savipngs|Bank became| Wagner’s real q

derstanding of |architecture, one which sought to cF\pture the mo¢

)sta
f ajnew un
dern
etai

to every d
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ECONOMY AND ABSTRACTION
The yision af this new architecture sought out new building tasks that 3 it|has proved
accompanied industrialization, c%pit?lisrp, and the| great mass move- m‘;is:‘rb\',::;’n‘f’f:e“
ments of the nineteenth century: train stations (.;ucI as|Otto Wagner’s of Sgane’s bank; There

are, however, a number

infrastructur roject);world exhibition pavilions of references to|the
Anglophilia amopg

i
&pivm n for the 1873 Vienng Worldis Fair); as wel turmof-the=cantury
ns and stock exchanges (Wagner participated in the | Vienpese notables,

suchras Arthurvon

> Amsterdam Stock Exchange, which was ultimately Scala, director of the

A Art oad
nof-Art-and

etrus Berlage); and museums (a|design| by Wagner Industry, Felician von
Myrbach of the Schoagl
or the Wien Museum| remained |unrealized). These building projects A st e, @
around1900-atso-inctuded-banks; whichthad-become-increasingty im=——riosef Hofimann' en-

thusiasm for Charles

portant las a distinct type of build ing/since the foundations of modern Renrnjie Mackintosh,
whom he tried t

~

states in the eighteenth and nineteenth [centuries. Initially, banks stil include in the Vienna
. by . . S i hibiti

favored classical Greek matifs| including porticoes, pediment canopies, inef,f:f:,)."sff;oc,::,or

and [colonnaded hallls that|suggested| stability. However, by the turn of j:':m;’l" [rat fas

the century, they began to/embrace ajnew zejtgeist that|increasingly re- | Boeqkl 2020-1tys
4 . - B difficult to|imagine that
i ses—T} ndd

GS Wagner, as a highly

no

A
opo

Lect me
CInie

informed contempo-

e
taken note of these
tendencies

vs, and the|subtle elegance o
dejl

ish architect| John Soane (1753+
pe for bank architecture that
id Bank of Engtand thatjopene

. com for the second oldest centra
bank in the \world was cha“:‘::gerized by its generous proportions, light
] wells, domed halls, and numerous offices. Due to |space [constraints,
this |structure was demolished in 30s|and replaced by a
new| building. Soane’s glass-cov| vaults of |the side-arms
— 1 brought{tight-into prevjousty dimty ti mpjarah‘t.rto%agr er's
design for the Po Savings B ’¢ hall, which features a
generous glass roj:a:nd, above aTInkﬂ t flgor that|also serves
as the glass cejling of the basement.|fi9-5 The intricate lighting [desjgns
that/Soane employed can still be appreciated in his private residence in
London, which how houses Sir John Sjoane’s Museum.?
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> [Otto Wagnkr, Polstal Slavings Bank, flodr of 6 [Otto|Wagrler, Pdstal Savings Bank, caghier’s hall 7" Oftto Whgner| Postal
cashier’s hall from below Savings Bank, cashien’s
hall (detai




W r’'s Postal|Savings Bank stands out amptune_:rxampje of the |ne
architectural spirit of its era, gombinihg innoyative apprpaches|to inter-

nal r‘novem%nt and| workflow optimiz?tio n, efficient |floor plan arrange-
logical |advancements. Although

rnenrs, anj state-

it maintai ome co i he grandi nd formal style jtha
1omi ted official -k i i f itc ar lagner’s-design-for-th
on ted official ding pr fitsera, gner's-designfor-the

Q
Postal Savings |Ban gnificant departure from the icon-

\entionql appraaches of his contqmporaries. “His” classical repertoire

was based less|on Greek classicis‘m than|on a broader, “universal” clas-

sicism. According to Wagner 3iog1rap er|Lux|, the previous Landerbank
k ov he | tyard, rcounters builtbe-
i\ of th nd _the cour d’honneur

ier’s| hall. Instead of the nowrimpossible

the business-minded public| crowded into |the| centra

n 0 e
=
Q
3
[
0
(<]
3
~
[
Q
L

pace.” |And, “[I]t is only a small step, relatively speaking, from here tg

e Postal Savings|Bank. [The| historical| fades away and gives way ta

ract-ideaof this novelflogr plan;, which-is-condensed-outwardly
into lnew monumental forms by the technicallaids of|the|time. The guid-

ing notion of functionality has|triumphed? Lux19w,73, fig.6,7

- RTERALLY AND SYRBOWICALLY

s own time, Lux 194, s49;emphasized the clarified, self-ex-
riplan-as-the mostimportant element of his new archi-

clared it to be| “abstract’: “The most sjgnificant thing

chitecture could produce|was [...] the floor plan. It |\was

y, etc., but|the|floor plan. This alignss with the most im-

d of|all modern| architecture, which utimately sought td

enrender comprehensible rather thanobscure,; the true—

ilding’s purpose through its appearance. |From here, the
veragity| of construction became the paradigm of modern architecture

from Adplf Loos to Mies van der Rohe.

What|distinguishes Wagner’s concept for the|Postal Savings Bank from

his later designs i1s/both the symbolic and literal rolé that light pla)Ls n

3
3
3
2

orial-bujlding-material;The-cashi HsHll

y n al daylight that enters/through the glass ceiling of the spacious

4

courtyard. Additionally, innovative glass blocks allow light to penetrate

qhe hidden interior spaces|of the basement, somethjng that represents

?n absolute| architectural first, Another visionary idea, still relevant to-

tay, mmanifests itself intherside wingsradjacent to the cashier’s halifan
that| offer-the

eir use of non-load-bearing w
1elr us I non-ioga earin

-

1dapted to new uses. This type of flexible floor plan was truly|gro

E
breaking. W heq‘n considering this tendency to dissolve physical bound-

aries between areas and to arganhize spaces into freetflowing spatia

Patricia Grzpnka | 17,000 Iron Boltg Don’t Lie: On Eqonomy, Abstractjon, and Truth in Otto Wagner’s Pgstsparkasse ]O«B




onlj[ienujities,w can see aconceptual anticipation of ideas that did no
to

com full fruition until the height of the avant-garde movement. fig-8 4 The metaphotical

sensg of the term
the Aufkldarung, known in

idea| of |transparency and| openness,| as| materialized here. The myth English as|the Enlight

enment or|the Age of
forms the axis of th i ity and enfightenment of Reason, implies|light
. . as a symbolic medium)
Tav; s:nzzwnmiz, ntt Colin Rowe and Robert forilfaminting
concepts. Viennese
architecturat-histo=
uré rian Emil Kaufmann

For aflong time, the myth of madernism owed|its enduring appe&l to

in an|/essay that| was hatly debEted in [the|196

(
ermingling|of transparency and space as| the actual conceptual feaLt

B

+ ot ot
traced-thertwentieth

t
of modern architecture: “Transparency, however, implies more than an centyry’s modern ar-
d

chitecture 1

yptical characteristic, it implies a broader spatial order. Transparency from the Enlighten-
T ueanvarir;zzfn? usrperception-of different-spatiat-focations. Space —men-era qichitectur
bt

of the eighteenth and
t fluctuates in a continuous activi y” Rowe and Slutzky 1964 nineteenth centuries

not only|r
in his posthumoysly

Nith reference|to Luc |Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s The New Spirit of | published book Kaut-
glas Spencer 20,5 interpreted the phantasms of e

\
Capitali:

5

~ Rpwe ahd Slytzky’s

“smooth elegant| forms wrapped around its structural an- :
concept is|based on
matuires™ as of an "architecture ofneqgliberalism.!” Spencer’s an analysig of certain
. i . i . works of Qubism, par:
2018, 9Pt Heswith-ZahaHadid’s BMW Central-Building-in ticutarty those of Jua
. . B a nrn . Gris, which emphasize¢
B eiprig, ew, exemplifies the ways in which contemparar Hatnbss tolanextrem
architedture has been driven by the mechanisms of neoliberal egonomig | 4e9'pe: Ageording to

paridig ms énd the|prioritization of prec&rious labor, despit% its veneer concept of flatness
also jmpligs a “fear of]|
space” Mertins 1996,

providing an image of |socjially oriented collectivity.” It

liscussing more broadly whetherfWagner’s conceptual,
— ionto-anethics of the economiciin the Postal Savin
he banner of the modern flows of money, could be d

| “Architecture of| capitalism™ in a manner analogous wit}

new spirit of efficiency - open and transparént floon planning,

authlenticity, canstructive \veracity, among other factor|
Uponlits.ico nlj;inn in1190 Waagher’s Postal Savi gs

2

both enthusiasm and outrage.|The reactions that were triggered by|this

radically reduced Prchitecture also |lechoed anti-Semitic |[sentiments

prevalent in|the Viennese cultural climate|of the turn|of the century. The
shockingly exposed [“naked”

reaspons|for|this are not only rooted in the

8] Otto, Austrian Postal Savinhgs Bank, Iower first figor, 7 Dtto Wagnéer, Postal Savings Bank, U Otto Wagner, Postal

below the glass figor of the cashier(s hall flogr of cashien’s hal Savings Bank, cashier’s
hall, ventilafion bpdy

104




!aﬂjgr_bujldﬂngs,J_h‘;J wish synagogue on R mbacjlﬁiLIgjjnBTda, est,
The| churdh was the built in 1873. In her monograph|on the building, Ines Miiller highlights ab-

pbject of disparaging | - gtract details of the central avant-corps, such as the ornamentation ang

mments, including
it being characterized especially the columns of|the portico or the protrusion of|the fagade,
Sbeing of g “foolish H PP . MY M Py e . M L M M
Assyrian-Babylonian ait of which constitute flinks to tnj:o talfSavings Bank, but also to tnj
style,”|and the clajm . d . -
e — Kirche-am-| built shortly jafter the Postal Savings Bank: “Th
4jp-Clijfisten possibility that| Wagner quite| consciously drew|on |principles of svng-

“Transilluminatjon

{ b N )
urenleuentung)or

K
gogue building when he designed his {Modern Church’ seems to me [...
to be a distinct possihility. That he nowhere| openly stated|this seems

nlightenment, as|a
aradigm oflthe time

Was finally also real- understandable in view|of the taboo surrounding the subject? miiller1992, 91,

ized as “literal” trans- TN v/
elfknown; vienna s H

f X-ray radiation onr

£ 4 A} 3 Il L
L(‘bﬂfﬂlm uttures) not only took
itic features. \Wagner was alsup-

arency by means
ut also opel
~

iscovered hy Wilhelm . . )
borter af the anti-Semitic| Viennese mayor Karl|Lueger| (18¢4-1910), as

¢5 — |n other words,

o
d
Conrad Rontgen i
1
concurrently with

loc+mented in his| diary notes. For this reason |and due to the public

Vagner’s dejsign df the
Rostal|Savings Bank.

K

d

polemic, Wagner may| have heen reluctant to openly discuss| his| ref-
erence to the Jewish place of warship, and thus too the principles o

D

s

. . H ™ - 1
jbﬁrac iontin-nonrepresentational-ornamentation.- Consequently;i
re p

o _continue with our metaphor of lying, hot [the/whele truth of th

matter is spelled out.

On the other lend of the spectrum, the abstract principle is counteracted

by those fatal tendencies of modernity that eradiczted all superfiuous

-~

Z
>
D

tfements and ultimately culminated in a sion with racial pu-
y—Abstraction, ity,-af iene — these too formanjaxis-of pro-

gress-driven rationtlit .

HYGIENE AND ECONOMY

\ccording to Oftto Wagner, various architectural decisions|concerning

hand. i

purity, and the optimization of processes wen

the appropriate use of materials.| He justified the inst;IIat on |of dedi-

cated employeé changing|rooms |at the bank by stqting that “hanging

up and |storing| wet garments| and umbrellas in the office spaces| [...

c¢an [boe deemed Inadmissiple [due to|the resulting deterioration of air
h

eraality ™ -Asenbaum et al, 1984 —The-techs icmkaﬁdmtic innpvations—of-the
heating |and ventilation systems in the Post vings Bank represen

the architectural embadiment of a “pure” modernity.” fig.10 And fon the

first|time, in service ofl hygiene, ajvacuum cleaner was used on a large

scale to| achieve the sanitation d?manded by the transparent glass an-
hit [re Tabor 1996, 52 fNTone of Wagner's tithographs, ithere is a smaltbu
o of asuej; h

telling detajl: the figur

at=—tHeHg4u

sweeper T'- the promotional gra

or the apartment building at| Neustiftgasse 40, The presence of |this

along with two pedestrians, seems intentional, as the depigtion

f
person,
was [created as| an|advertisement. It|is almast as if Wégner hpped ta

Patricia Grzpnka | 17,000 Iron Boltg Don’t Lie: On Eqonomy, Abstractjon, and Truth in Otto Wagner’s Pgstsparkasse ]0:)




sweep away the dirt of historicism and make way far the new ideals o
rnodern sm 8 Proceeding from
Truth |and lies are nat always easy to distinguish. A 2020 publication hag | here this qiso pertain
to the estgblishment
revealed that Otto Wagner was also a brilliant media strategist|who uti- | of the “image” (Bild)
N ) . AL . as a planar con-
lized allithe latest developments of t Nierhays 2020, The book details strudt that was born
. . from|the problem of
how Wagner himself intervened in tf tion of hjs p .oteg-szhs,— Wo-gimensionality
from arranging and staging the |su ‘iec s to retouching the finished [ 2!9Posofthe furo
prints by hand.|/As Werner|Oechslin 201, 21 hag pointed out —|and even if | would play a dedisive
rote-inthettwentjeth
it is only incorpoprated into|the|cityscape through metal bolts and alumi- | century. Wagner, in
particular. lantici
< = 53 = = = = p 5
num|as aesthetic forms” (schénheitliche Formen) —|in the new era,| it is patefl the fimagp
] £ s e by 1+ 8 picta” Oechslin 2018
e I C1 nagcoun .
timately the “face of acity tcounts of talade Ll -
through the use jof
flat fagade designs
featuring g repertoire
of hagrizontal lines.
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