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The word “École” summarized for Le Corbusier all that was negative about architecture. It is perhaps for this reason that one is unable to find any single school project –any actual école- in the pages of the Oeuvre Compléte. Admittedly his career began “officially” with certain school design,
 and later in life he built a group of remarkable spaces that may also qualify as such.
 Similarly to these, one can find scattered educational facilities inside some of his Grands Travaux.
 He even created buildings dedicated to higher or professional education.
 Furthermore, the “idea” of school seems to have permeated all of his work for one cannot deny its strong pedagogic dimension whether through his many “lessons,” city schemes, or in buildings like La Tourette. The curious fact remains, however, that there was no single independent school built or designed by him.

By the term “school” I mean those modern institutions most of us remember attending when children and adolescents, and that our interaction with them has accompanied the slow emergence of our consciousness.

 Not the nurseries, that is, not the “maternal,” kinder-garden, or pre-school facilities we attend in our early childhood; not also the technical or university-level ones we typically enroll-in when young adults; but rather (and if a crude association is still permitted) the “paternal” ones, those of a less “loving,” less “free” and more regimented and disciplinary character; those buildings we either feel proud-of or hate (mostly hate) but that nevertheless have shaped our lives in one way or another at least for the simple fact that we must inhabit them for as long as a dozen years. What I have in mind are the prosaic spaces for elementary, secondary and high-school education.

The fact that Le Corbusier never designed a school is surprising for this was a typology at the heart of the modern movement. Certainly neither Mies van der Rohe nor Alvar Aalto designed one also (only University Campi), but Walter Gropius did at least one (in England) that was pivotal in the development of one of the most important educational programs in postwar Europe.

Besides those (built or unbuilt) by these four acknowledged masters, the chapter on school construction in the history of modern architecture is a very rich and fruitful one. Particularly during the interwar years, one can find a good number of canonical works: in the United States, the 1934 Corona school by Richard Neutra stands as an icon of “open air” education; around that time André Lurçat, Eugène Beaudoin and Marcel Lods produced a few but innovative plean-air schools in France; significantly earlier, more consistent and comprehensive, was the work in Germany, especially in Frankfurt, by Ernst May, Eugen Kaufmann, Walter and Margarete Schütte, Martin Elsaesser and Franz Schuster. Nevertheless, the contemporary work in Holland by Jan Duiker, Jan Wiebinga and Jan Groenewegen provided the most provocative and inspiring examples. Finally one has to mention Switzerland and the visionary projects by Hannes Meyer and Alfred Roth.

More than schools, Swiss architects (Le Corbusier included) were specialists in nurseries and kinder-gardens. This typology was in fact, the model of much of school construction at the time. Andrew Saint has noticed these borrowings in his account of educational buildings in England:
 in emphasizing health issues and open air activities, in “bringing down” the scale of spaces and furniture to fit children height, in facilitating tactile experiences while procuring idyllic views to the natural landscape, there was (despite their openness) a deep sense of care, of fixation to the maternal womb in many of the schools of the modern period.
 As sub-urbanization began to dominate the postwar scene, these ideas became more accused, actualizing in the process Le Corbusier’s search for soleil, espace et verdure as a fundamental pedagogical project.
It was Roth (incidentally Le Corbusier’s one-time employee) who produced the classic account of school building during the 20th century. His 1950 Das Neue Schulhaus (published in three different languages and four revised and extended editions) represents the standard reference for anyone interested in these developments.
 In his book, Roth pretended to demonstrate the continuity and progress made from the time of Duiker (1925) to that of the work carried out by the English Ministry of Education. Focusing on postwar examples, however, his account was deeply framed within a suburban horizon of reference.

It was perhaps for this reason that little space was given to the schools erected between the two wars, the time when, along with the slow emergence of the Neues Bauen, the “idea” of the modern school took shape and where one could still find a large number of examples located in urban settings.
 If not out of lack of information, it was also because of this that Roth missed other important school building programs implemented in either more congested, poorer or unfamiliar environments. Greece, Brazil, Mexico and Japan for example, were countries that, relatively independently from Central Europe and the United States, embarked on school construction early-on but whose production had curiously enough, a strong technocratic character.

But of all these countries the most notable absence was Greece. Indeed, the school building program initiated by the Greek government at the beginning of the 1930’s was the most coordinated in Europe (even surpassing that in Germany) and probably the most consistent from a qualitative perspective. This paper aims to illustrate and discuss the first modern schools in Greece in the light of their ethical and poetical import.

Let me begin in semi-fictional form with a story about the “vandalizing” of a wall:

Picture the SS Patris II departing from Marseilles to Athens in the summer of 1933. Imagine the all-to-well- known images of CIAM members on board, the heated debates between them, the formation of ideological factions, and the first struggles to draft a charter on the “functional city.” Picture them now after their long and exhausting trip, arriving to the port of the Pireaus: local authorities welcome them, as well as the young Greek architects who have adhered to the modern movement (some affiliated to CIAM were already on board); the hosts take the visitor to the city of Athens, and after a day of rest the group is toured around the monuments of antiquity: they climb the Acropolis, pass through the Propylean, contemplate the Parthenon with Mount Pentelicus and Likabettos in the distance, and take pictures in front of the blank wall of the Erechteion.

Now, imagine them as they descend to the city. The Greek architects are not only proud to show their heritage, but are eager to share their experiences as modern architects themselves. For this purpose they have organized a tour of their own buildings. Not everybody joins though: more interested in classical and vernacular architecture (in the Apollonian dream of the jeu savant, correct et magnifique des volumes sous la lumiere, or in the alleged birthplace of the discipline and its tectonic principle), many of the members of CIAM prefer to explore other archeological sites, visit the Cycladic Islands, or simply spend some leisure time in the restaurants and bars of Athens.

The people who join are of course more polite than the rest. They obediently follow their guides, who take them to buildings in and around the city. They are done according to the latest guidelines. Their common denominator is their mundane character and that sharply contrasts with the elevated one (both physical and spiritual) of the monuments they just visited. What they visit are public schools, one of the most prosaic programs one could imagine, but nevertheless the specialty of Greek architects. Some of these buildings are located in poor areas, some others in glorious sites, both of them however, establish “dialogues” with the surrounding context. The group goes to one school after the other until they arrive to the last one finished a couple of weeks before and ready for operations. When the tour is over, one of the guests, the most outspoken but sincerest of all, and appreciative if not impressed of the work he has been shown, takes a crayon out of his pocket and writes in one of the building’s pristine white walls: “Compliments from Le Corbusier.”
This is approximately a true story. You all know the congratulating person but the one being congratulated is now an almost unknown figure outside of Greece. His name was Kyriàkos Panayotakos. Even there his name is not as closely revered as those acknowledged masters in that country’s modern architectural movement: Dimìtris Pikiònis and Aris Konstatinìdis. He was just one of the several young Greek architects who enthusiastically subscribed to the Neues Bauen during the late 1920’s. His school was also one of the many he built or designed in the following years. These were, moreover, just a few of the plenty erected in Greece along explicit modernist lines during the 1930’s.

In the previous decade, after a serious reversal of its expansionist ambitions, and on the brink of internal political catastrophe, the Greek government necessarily turned more “realistic” and embarked on a modernizing agenda, one of which basic aims was to consolidate welfare-oriented policies, and extend them to a wider portion of the population. To do this they promoted the institutions meant to provide Greek citizens with basic rights and services. Public education was a central concern, and an ambitious program of school building was launched soon afterwards.

Indeed, from 1930 to 1935, the government of Eleftherios Venizèlos, with Gheòrghios Papandrèu as minister of education, set the goal of creating over three thousand elementary and secondary schools in the country, covering a territory from Thessalonica to Sparta. The result as I’ve mentioned was the most comprehensive educational program in Europe and almost surely worldwide.

Responding to the call of both government and society, the young Greek architects, disillusioned by a century of historicist (nostalgic or grandiose) rhetoric, turned realistic as well and coincidentally influenced by the “new realism” (or Neue Sachlichkeit) recently developed in Central Europe, came up with their own version of an “objective” and socially engaged architecture, adequate for the modern country they pretended to rebuild. Their movement belonged to the moment of emergence of modern architecture in the European “periphery,” i.e. in the British, Slavic, Scandinavian and Mediterranean regions. The Greek case, however, was the most effective in its aspirations and also, one of the most articulate.

Systematizing building methods, developing innovative typologies, establishing provocative relations with their milieus, and sublimating their tradition into the new architectural “language,” the contribution of Greek architects to the modern movement (not just in the field of schools) remains one of the most disregarded chapters in architectural historiography today.

Besides Panayotakos, there were several other architects engaged in the program too. Like him, they are now almost forgotten figures. Spyros Lenghèris, Thukidìdis Valentìs, Ioànnis Despotòpulus, Vassìlis Dùras, Gheòrghios and Periklìs Georgakòpolus, Nikòlaos Kakùris, Anghelos Siàgas, Kìmon Làskaris, Gheòrghios Zongolòpulos, and Gheòrghios Petritsòpulos, were just some in this army of architects. Pikiònis himself became and early participant in this venture, soon to defect for ideological and aesthetic reasons.
 But in all events, the principal actors in the Greek modern movement were a pair of remarkable and sadly overlooked architects by the names of Nìkos Mitzàkis and Pàtroklos Karantinòs.

It is surprising how very limited information exists on them today.
 Even in those years, few Europeans, let alone Americans, showed any interest in Greek developments.
 In comparison to Spain or Italy (just to mention the two other Mediterranean countries with a precocious avant-garde and a CIAM affiliation) Greece always maintained a marginal and wholly underserved ranking.

And yet, from the very beginning, Greece proved to be fertile soil for modern architecture. As Kenneth Frampton observed:

“Greece was particularly privileged with regards to the modern movement in two important respects: In the first place [whitewashed, cubic, purism], partially inspired by [Greek] prototypes… found ready acceptance on an everyday level…  [Secondly,] the benevolent climate… together with the varied topography had a mediating influence on modern abstraction.”

A third “privilege” that can be added to Frampton’s list (and quite appropriately) was frame construction. Indeed, Greek architects did not only found the spatial and formal discourse of the avant-garde naturally fitting but their building technology too. Many of them had studied or worked in Central Europe (in Germany and France mainly)
 bringing a practice and a theory of “tectonics” back as it were, to its alleged place of origin.

But concrete frame was used more for its economic efficiency than for its potential for allowing elaborate “free” plans. Most of the schools had for this reason (at least superficially) a stiff physiognomy: rationalization of construction resulted in seemingly rigid typologies.

But one, actually, was the basic typology in all projects. Its general layout consisted of a main volume for study activities, and an open area for recreation. The former usually contained an ample vestibule, and open staircase, administrative offices, and six classrooms organized in two levels; The latter offered a large playground, a colonnade (or open-air gym), exterior restrooms and drinking fountains, and a roof-terrace.

This simple organization was repeated over and over again in the most divergent conditions. Obviously it had to be adjusted to each of them. In the long run the adjustment of an ideal to a concrete circumstance, was found to be an opportunity for innovation rather than a hindrance: as Frampton suggested, the blessing of a “varied topography” tended to mitigate the abstraction of rationalization. But this “topography” was not only “natural” but also (and essentially) cultural. Unlike many postwar examples deployed in Virgilian landscapes, the Greek schools were frequently “inserted” in complex and heterogeneous urban contexts, with transforming consequences for both buildings and towns. In this sense they were closer to their German and Dutch precedents than to the postwar standard. 

Quite obviously also, the general layout was conceived to give support to specific uses or “functions.” The “fit” between built form and human action, varied according to the setting in question (corridor, classroom, playground, etc). Sometimes it was necessarily or involuntarily “tight” others equally “loose.” In the first instance typology guaranteed (social) control, in the latter it sustained natural or customary behavior. In a third instance of an even “looser” fit, the type could bear unexpected events.

Louis Kahn once defined the school as follows:

“What is a school? It was a man sitting under a tree talking to a student who didn’t know he was a student, simply talking about what occurred to him as a realization. Later of course the need for such a thing came about. Certainly the mother and child, hearing about this man, wanted him to live forever. Others took on the role of teacher. Pretty soon rules were built around the teacher and pretty soon the group developed into our present institutions which have absolutely no resemblance to the existence will which generated from the man under a tree talking to a few people.”
 

Romantic or chauvinist overtones aside, Kahn’s definition described with enough clarity the irreducible pedagogical event: the frontal, face-to-face encounter between a teacher and a student with a minimal level of material support. This encounter, like any other human encounter, is inscribed in the world of praxis; it is a practical, inter-subjective, relation, therefore part of the domain of ethics. Concretely speaking it comported the communication of a “realization” in a consensual basis but at the in an “asymmetrical” way. But insofar as the act of teaching-and-learning represents the foremost educational act, it constitutes a situation that all of have passed through, and even have to enforce on others, at some point of our lives. It is thus, recurring and familiar, and therefore typical. What Khan described was a typical situation: for him typology followed typicality.

For the last couple of centuries the privileged setting for this encounter has been considered to be the “classroom.” But the limitations that these spaces have in endowing such a situation with a wider horizon of reference, has been a constant denounced by critics. The “liberation” from the classroom (or for that matter from the “school,” anytime as it is condensed by it) has been in this sense repeatedly promoted by educators, politicians, hygienists, sociologists, philosophers and architects alike.
 Kahn’s definition of the school as a typical situation turned an “institution,” turned itself a typology with “absolutely no resemblance” to the original act, mirror these criticisms.

As modern institutions, Greek schools were heirs of a reformist tradition not sufficiently conscious of the implications of their coercive power. The classrooms were organized in a linear order and interconnected through straight corridors. Their tedious character (prompting equally tedious actions) represents one of the weakest aspects of the program. But classrooms were also provided with outlets that transcended the rigidity of their locations and enclosure. In the corridors this was achieved through insignificant details like hangers or wainscoting giving a sense of scale; also through unsuspected views to the landscape and the city; in the classrooms, wide openings, cross-ventilation, flexible internal dispositions, and adjoining balconies and terraces made this release more effective.

Terraces in fact, constituted these architects’ basic design tools. One may even say that the school program of Greece was a lesson on topographical stratification: to each event its own level, or to repeating events, repeating levels. This principle was applied both in the vertical and horizontal orientation. Vertically, the schools reciprocated the natural landscape, horizontally, the urban one. As such they also became lessons on how to “occupy” the extended terrain. Mitzàkis’ elementary school in the Pireaus exhibit these strategies clearly enough: Stratification mediated abstraction. Classrooms increased in area as children increased in age and size. Each room had an outlet in their adjoining terrace: a small “pen” for six graders, the full playground for intermediate students, and closer access to the roof terrace for graduating ones.

Roof terraces added a final plane to this vertical de-lamination. Like Le Corbusier’s toit jardins, they were settings for contemplation and play. But unlike them, the middle ground was not obsessively “erased.” Through the aid of functional uprights, the city and the landscape were conflated into a more or less inclusive and historically conscious horizon. Despite Karantinòs’ intentional erasures of the city, the roof terraces had a strong urban dimension.

The colonnades or open-air gyms were the more decidedly inter-subjective of these spaces. They were not elevated though, but located at street-level and as opposed to classrooms, did not repress lateral conviviality. They even prompted it, and as such anticipated much of the city life: they could be seen as surrogates of plazas, markets, or streets. But as fight or “wrestling” also occurred under these roofs a more accurate urban experience was as well provided.

Inside the buildings, vestibules and staircases restored if briefly a homely character. Not by chance these spaces were reminiscent of Loosian and Viennese tradition acting as public/domestic dielen. They were also apt condensations of the overall architectonic order, gathering around themselves basic elements: a concrete frame, a sitting place, and a route or promenade.

Finally, the most interesting but discrete spaces within these projects were the drinking fountains. Mostly located outwards, these devices had an intrinsically symbolic nature as both signs of purification and commonality. Accordingly, they were treated in ways ranging from subtle collage-like arrangements, exposed in their objectivity (nevertheless always inscribed in a situation), or fully exploiting their processional and ritual potential.

It is simultaneously curious and troubling that the period photographs of these buildings show no people at all: no kids running, playing, studying or climbing the stairs. In the one hand this solitude accounts for the instrumentality of their modernity. In the other for an all-too positive laconic quality: the settings were empty, but as such, potentially full. In this sense they enjoyed the power of anticipation. Moreover, insofar as they were potentially there for “you” or “me,” they also spoke of their deep inter-subjective dimension.

The fact that Le Corbusier never designed a school may have been due to his fixation with “nature” as the main source of architectural possibilities. It was “natural” that his nurseries, where an “original” or pristine condition was cultivated and cherished, were located in the place where the city was “erased,” where adult life was provisionally detained. The Greek projects conversely were inserted and meant to be absorb by their urban surroundings: they could not agree with Le Corbusier’s idea of the city, and yet the Swiss architect was perceptive enough to see in them the potentialities of his own lessons. 
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