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The grid is an instrument of modernity that would “force humanity to be free” and impose rationality on society, as Rousseau had once hoped, by converging scientific and metaphysical laws of order, equilibrium and predictability into real space.  The modernist flag of utility unfolded its utopian promise of liberation from natural disasters and social chaos with artists, architects and urban planners adopting its geometrical language into the increasingly commercial spaces of the city ; daily schedules, street intersections and even aisles on the supermarkets would imprint the digitalized language into the space they organized. By imposing precision, repetition and standardization on space and time, the urban landscape could become operational, an industrial matrix where geometry and ideology, industry and culture, could converge without notice.  


Cultural producers during the inter-war years in Europe adopted the grid as an aesthetic and scientific solution that could provide stability after the disasters of the First World War (p.68, Peter Semerenyi) Equilibrium and “purification” on a social and physical level was thought to be achievable in the objectified forms of the grid  by modernists in new cultural movements that applied  laws of science for moral indoctrination on a mass scale. The very structure that could repeat information in the grid could trivialize, objectify and decontextualize the knowledge it carried. As a tool for positioning society to accept higher enlightenment principles of scientific understanding into moral order through its use and consumption of representational spaces ( images and symbols), the grid did not open doors to the new modernist utopia, as cultural producers such as Le Corbusier proposed, but it created “an iron cage of bureaucratic rationality” from which there was no escape, as Gramsci had theorized (p.15, Harvey) The grid detached space from its history, its very structure positioned social experiences within capitalism and its mode of production, outside of its larger context and towards infinite achievement and growth. As it was adopted from science into the new plastic arts, the grid became an aesthetic ideal that could justify the social application of geometrical and industrial relationships, even though there was no logical connection that could apply mathematical equations to social order.  The  objective reasoning in science was applied to social space through the language of repetition and standardization by artists in minimalist art movements. As art, spirituality and science converged in the space of everyday life, the distinction between “high art” and material production began to blur. Artists and architects such as Piet Mondrian and Le Corbusier advertised a mechanical and rational utopia in their symbolic construction of space, applying aesthetic aspirations for universal order to the capitalist space of production. As a tool for social control, the grid neutralized contradictions in  the desire to standardize and rationalize responses to the new spatial and temporal organization of capitalism.  By using art to introduce the language of technology and production to a personal level, space would now be precalculated, compartmentalized and expanded into the process of production for the industrial bourgeois without protest. (p.36, Henri Lefebvre)


After the First World War, the “call to order’ in France and Italy, which began to implement new parliamentary policies that would bring increased economic growth, was interpreted by cultural producers as a momentum towards ‘purification” in the arts. The modernist project to rationalize society expanded into culture, with art movements such as Purism in France, Constructivism at the Bauhaus and De Stijl in the Netherlands (P. 111, Meecham/Sheldon), reinforcing the increased movement towards capitalist production.

Avant-garde artists moved towards minimalism in form and scientific methodologies in concept, expanding political plans for organization and growth, through the systematic control over labour, to a project of personal liberation. These ‘applied arts’ legitimated capitalist methodologies for reducing production time in the labour process to maximize profit by turning its spatial language into abstract ideals. Time and space became sequential, calculated and interchangeable in these new art pieces which helped to bring scientific reasoning over a two dimensional space into social action. The concept of universal balance and suppression of individuality in form in De Stijl brought descartian idea about how nature reproduced itself constantly through divine mathematical laws ( p.283, Lefebvre) into a capitalist framework of production. For these cultural producers, the movement towards geometrical precision and simplification would bring a resolution between the universal (spiritual) and the particular (the individual). (p.18, Jaffe, Hans)  Reduction in materials and expression meant that the individual could attain a state of balance in the universe. “ Only when the individual no longer stands in the way can universality be purely manifested. Only then can universal consciousness(intuition) wellspring into art.(p39, Jaffe, Hans)  But, how could this proposed spiritual freedom be enjoyed through scientific ideals of  objectivity and the repression of emotion ?  In spite of this obvious contradiction, spatial and temporal experiences in daily life where reorganized by stripping away excess material and information from the collective social space. 


Minimalism became part of a new vocabulary of symmetry and linear progression  for an impersonal and rational aesthetics which carried political weight.  At a time when  the social relationships behind the labour process needed to be unquestioned to facilitate increased industrialization, the grid objectified and silenced relations of power embedded within commodities  (i.e. art or factory products) through its serial organization that would pass them through  into social space with  speed, repetition and monotony.  The exploitation of human labour in factories that was organized with instrumental rationality could become  legitimate if  its “logical”” appearance and methodologies (i.e. assembly lines) could extend into everyday life. The abstract concepts of innovation, exchange values and continued growth where given a social dimension (p.306, Lefebvre) through mathematical forms such as the grid which carried objective truth and intrinsic authority in its forms simply by being a tool of science.  As the grid was used to organize art, architecture and material production, the political, functional and aesthetic began to mirror one another. According to Hegel, the compression of temporal and spatial experiences was responded to rationally because politics had become more aesthetic (p282, Harvey) The removal of spatial barriers through the efficient organization of linear time allowed machinery to increase the speed of production and the pace of life. Efficiency, rational planning and control over space would bring freedom and economic stability to a mass scale in this technocratic modernist utopia. By imposing an idea of  freedom in the social control of  spatial organization, the state was able to monitor any opposition to the acceleration of capitalism.  The industrial bourgeois organized space to a into a rational order to suppress self-expression, maintain conformity and conserve  faceless anonymity in their signatures on this pace they produced. 


The inter-war avant-garde believed their experimentation with geometry could discover universal truths that would be applied on a horizontal level. Without any hesitation, mental relationships about space were applied into a social dimension even though there is no logical connection between math and social utility, as Lefebvre concluded. (p.5, Lefebvre) Although the flattened, abstract space of a digitalized system could never completely imitate the analogous and three dimensional information of  real space and its social relationships, “mental space became the locus for theoretical practice” (p. 6, Lefebvre).  The grid  imposed a command upon space for the industrial bourgeois by using math and  its objective reasoning to imply that the political motives for restructuring work and leisure were neutral. 


Scientific procedures are assumed to be free from subjective judgment but they mask the desire to command a free will and extend individual influence over space. Science, as an uncontested form of absolute knowledge could bridge the gap between conceptual thought and physical form because its authority is legitimated through ontological reasoning. If the pace of life accelerated an the interaction between the individual and the state became even more faceless, then these social operations could be seen as “scientific” processes, as natural extensions of a logical equation. The potential for social chaos could be contained within the rigid frames of the grid through faith in science. 


Modernists artists and architects believed the arts and sciences could control representations of space if only they could be molded into the correct philosophical perspective. For purist architect LeCorbusier, the modern spirit was a result of the relationships in the capitalist mode of production, “beauty was not in the unique work of the creative individual, but in the anonymity of mass production - the serial form.” (p.62, McNamara) The forces of production which required collective cooperation form the masses to sustain themselves benefited from the materialist art movements which flexed their propaganda muscles by elevating  its new interpretation of mechanical beauty to an intrinsic truth. With its license to reorganize form in space creatively, art could reshape the relationships between objectivity and subjectivity. (p.83, Held) The serial assembly lines in the factory and the social condition of alienation that it produced between the worker, the commodity and the context of production could be trivialized or legitimated in a subtle manner by turning this linear process of repetition into part of an aesthetic ideal. In artistic manifestos for the Dutch De Stijl movement and magazine of 1918, artists used an artistic license to make abstract space a site where ideas about spirituality and reason could merge to create “universal forms” ( picture #1) Repetition for these artists was part of a spiritual movement that could technically extend into infinite space and lead to the sublime. In turning scientific methods into dharma, the state benefited from the aesthetic theories of  minimalist artists, which supported their methods for increasing industrialization and  introduced symmetry, standardization and reciprocity as the language for a new  the form introduced a new moral order. 


 Equality in space, for New Plastic De Still artists had a social meaning, it implied equality on a universal level.(p. 43, Lemoine)  Artists such as Lazlo Moholy-Nagy thought that  the machine would create a more egalitarian society and provide workers with more leisure time and less labour (p. 125, Meecham/Sheldon) Within the total abstraction of the straight line, right angles and horizontal or vertical alignments in the grid, social and scientific relationships were described in an ideal form . At a time when objects in the factory were stripped from their social context as signifiers and given a new arbitrary meaning in advertisements as new symbols in representational spaces, the logical connection between forms and their meaning became more arbitrary and abstract.  The interchangeability through the commodity between its commercial value and its real worth in material terms, or its context of production and new commercial context,  meant that objects could now be displaced into an abstract space of consumption  and turned into empty containers of meaning.  In an abstract space where semiotic relationships are fluid and arbitrary social and political experiences were repressed as objective or spiritual forms of art and technology to open spatial practices to the continuous operations of the market. The convergence of  the free association in art and the “objective” rationality in science, provided a tool for the bourgeoisie to homogenize its dominance and control in space. In its structure and surface, the grid would objectify the information or event it organized (p10, Krauss, Grids) into geometrical relationship, neutralizing existing conditions of social oppression where uniformity, order and “forced equality” is also an ideal. Art pieces such as Tableau 1, Composition with Red, Blue Black and Yellow (1921) by Mondrian (picture #2) implied that relationships of exchange and reciprocal balance, which became metaphors for the process of consumption as they were copied into real space, could expand into space with no limits.


 Marcuse argues that there was a distinction in the bourgeois culture between material culture and intellectual/artistic culture. (p80, Held). This boundary is questionable in the inter-war years as new plastic art from artists in purists, Russian constructivist and  De Stijl movements became more mechanical. The “higher values” of culture in the sciences, art and religion were applied into every activity of daily living. For example, entertainment during this time valued the systematic precision and repetitive alignment of the grid, which could be observed in the gymnastic performances of the Tiller Girls in Germany throughout the 1920’s in Germany. (p73, McNamara) (picture #3). The gymnasts in this massive display of geometry became interchangeable parts of a whole, part of a contradiction where they could be special and artistic while being common and industrial at the same time. The modernist myth of reaching  a technocratic utopia, where all dreams could be realized through labour and consumption, could advance capitalist production on the grid because it juxtaposed pleasure and work into the same space. Rosalind Krauss believes that “it [the grid] makes us think we are dealing with materialism (science and logic) while at the same time it provides us with a release into belief (illusion or functional” (p12, Krauss, 1985)  Mass culture and the fine arts were combined to contain the contradictions in this technocratic utopia where any command within the representational spaces of rational order could become beautiful, happy and reasonable, even if it did dehumanize or mechanthropormophize the individual by turning him/her into an object. Le Corbusier believed that in this faith in “la verite de la geometrie” standardization and perfection would be achieved in society. (p 232, Jeanneret-Gris) 


With the use of the grid aritists such as Piet Mondrian fused mathematical patterns of repetition and symmetry and utopian fantasies into the same space. His art work indicates that art did become more functional with the rise of the cultural industries and increased mass production, as Adorno had observed.(p88, Harvey) (picture #4, #5) The functional, in turn, also became more”aesthetic”, embodying the moral and rational ideals of precision and objective, or rather subjective, reason.


The new modern technocratic vision fused the rationality of the sciences with the spirituality of the arts, promoting standardization and uniqueness into its building blocks of commodities. Le Corbusier’s Voisin Plan (1925) in France and Sant Elia’s Citta Nuova (1913) brought this fusion of spirituality and science in space to a monumental scale. Le Corbusier’s purist manifesto for L’esprit nouveau explained that by applying ‘plastic constants” of simple forms, a universal spirit of rationalization could modernize society.  His proposition to modernize and standardize Paris in  Voisin Plan moved  from a mental ideal of an industrial utopia into the very fabric of houses, parks and office buildings.  The city for Le Corbusier, which embodied ideal geometrical relations in space and a Hegelian drive to use aesthetics as a vehicle to promote moral goals, was an industrial tool. (p. 13, Jeanneret-Gris). “The plan revealed that social utility and aesthetic form could be identical in the grid” (p.66, McNamara) (see picture #4)


The values of art and spirituality which were mixed with the belief of the absolute infallibility of science, promised to transform society into a technocratic paradise. In 1922, Italian futurist Gino Severini stated that, “the aesthetic pleasure created by the machine can be though of as Universal, we may conclude [and concluded] that the effect crated by the machine on the beholder is analogous to that produced by a work of art.” (p 123, Meecham/Sheldon). By deconstructing this quote it can also be understood that the command on the machine and a work of art was often the same, reflecting similar political interest, to produce standardized automatic responses . Certainly, the wide acceptance of  the technocratization of representational space was a myth. There was opposition to this aesthetic movements in art that was expressive, spontaneous and encouraged self-expression in public spaces in art works from cultural producers such a Wassily Kandinsky, Antonio Gaudi and Paul Klee which revealed that space could  be analogous and multi-dimensional and still reach utopian aspirations of self-fulfillment. However, it was the aesthetic structure of the grid that was adopted to represent harmony and spiritual sublime to changes in the rationalized representations  of  bourgeois ideology.  


The abstract structure of the grid could create ideal balanced forms that could technically extend centripetally or centrifugally into infinite space, revealing universal truths in the process. Kant’s  pleasure and terror in the aesthetic sublime from the Enlightenment reached its modernist equivalence with the continuous obsessive movement towards an infinite space which was also abstract and never defined, except perhaps as a place to displace rewards of hope and fulfillment into the future for consumers. Much like in Islamic art and architecture, avant-garde artists thought that the mathematical precision in potentially endless gestures of aesthetic design in the grid could reach the sublime.


 Mondrian’s practice of arranging forms into the grid in the ‘equivalence of the dissimilar” would balance them in a way that they could be identifiable as individual elements but also be part of the larger piece, expressing homogeneous harmony between the universal and the individual. (p.38, Riley)  In theory, Piet Mondrian believed that the polarities of the universal (art) and the particular(science), which moved in different directions on the grid, could be represented simultaneously. However, because the centripetal and centrifugal properties of the grid extend or contract in opposite directions into the infinite, there existed an either/or relationship where these two movements in space could not meet at one point. The universal and particular could not be viewed simultaneously  in a logical manner on the grid as artists, architects and urban planners in the inter-war years believed. The abstract structure which brought the modernist project to life and united the material reality of the individual, where infinite consumption was essential, with the spiritual aspirations of the collective, where peace and freedom could be reached, was a paradox in which the contradictions of capitalism where lived. In the visual language of the grid, specialness could be found in objects that were all the same just as and familiarity in space that was impersonal. As the duality of science and art were connected and exchanged into the same abstract conceptual space of paradoxes,  contradictory language in space seemed reasonable and became dominating.


The  ideology of order, repetition and uniformity was used  in the grid to serve the needs of  the producers of space to dominate and control social activity.  As the grid became a representational space and appropriated symbols such as street intersections  for its producers,   “its users would  passively accept whatever was imposed on them.” (p.43,Lefebvre)  The grid spatialized time into a monochronic linear beat that could reduce social context and align its objectified relationships into a serial order towards self-fulfillment in capitalism.  As a political tool , it could justify that the unequal relations of power in capitalism could bring peace and order because of its mythological and contradictory language.  In the aesthetic objectification of everything the grid exchanged and organized, the state was able to impose its order and balance while promising  liberation and eternal bliss at the same time. 

Bibliography:

Crouch, Christopher. Modernism in Art, Design and Architecture, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1999, pp1-46

Harvey, David, The Conditions of Postmodernity, class reading, pp. 210-283

Hegel, On Art, Religion, Philosophy, Harper Torchbooks, New York, 1970, pp.22-128

Held, David. Introduction to Critical Theory, The culture industry: critical theory and aesthetics, pp. 77-109, class readings

Jeanneret-Gris, Charles, The City of Tomorrow and its Planning, The Architectural Press, London, 1967, pp. 1-250

Jaffe, Hans. De Stijl, Harry Abrams Inc, New York, date unknown, pp. 36-229

Krauss, Rosalind. The Originality of the Avant -Garde and Other Modernists Myths, The MIT Press, Massachusetts, 1985, pp. 8-23, 151-171

Le Corbusier. The Radiant City, The Orion Press, New York, 1967, pp. 157-211

Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space, Blackwell Publishers Ltd, Oxford, 2000, pp 1-425 

Lemoine, Serge. Mondrian and De Stijl, Universe Books, New York, 1987, pp. 7-61

McNamara, Andrew. Between Flux and Certitude: The Grid in Avant Garde Utopian Thought, Art History, vol 15, Mr 1992, pp. 60-79

Meecham, Pam/Sheldon, Julie. Modern Art: A Critical Introduction, Routledge, London, 2000, pp. 1-32, 109-135 

Riley, Bridget. Mondrian’s Quest. Modern Painter. Time Out Distributions, London, vol 10, Summer 1997, pp.32-36

Riley, Bridget,. Mondrian: The “Universal” and the “Particular”. The Burlington Magazine, vol 138, Aug 1996, pp.751-753

Serenyi, Peter. Le Corbusier in Pespective, A Spectrum Book, New Jersey, 1975, pp. 26-32, 46-58, 117-144

Stirk, Peter. Max Horkheime: A New Intepretation, HarvesterWheatsheaf,Great Britain, 1992, pp14-37, 62-83

PAGE  
3

