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Simplicity in design concentrates on the essential aspects of art and calls attention to the 

materials and composition. By removing the artist's involvement and self-expression from their work, 

viewers are encouraged to respond individually without being compelled to have a certain reaction or 

emotion. Modernism strikes a level of sophistication through minimalism. The value of simplicity and 

purity of materials is upheld in 20th century architecture, the Bauhaus School, and Minimalism 

movements. This report will compare and contrast the three isms in terms of their reactions to former 

movements with relation to their political motivations, formal qualities, links to emerging technologies, 

and influence on future movements in regards to postmodernism. 

At the turn of the 20th century, architecture became respected as a form of art rather than a 

craft. Continuing after WWI, American architects saw the post-war chaos as an opportunity to reject 

historical tradition and decoration altogether. They sought to present a more appropriate form of 

architectural expression for an industrializing society. This movement is distinguished by its modern 

approach to building, which is driven by the idea “form follows function” (Denzer, 2004). Architects 

began to experiment with irregular shapes, asymmetrical floor plans, and followed individual interests. 

This led to an emergence of new styles that were less connected to revival of classical architecture. 

Buildings had a linear-based, streamlined appearance with focus on the space rather than 

ornamentation. New innovations included the development of cantilevered platforms and the mass 

production of industrial materials, such as steel and glass. Major architects in this period include Frank 

Lloyd Wright, Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Mies van der Rohe. 
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Design is a combination of function and visual form – a fusion between engineering and artistry. 

The Bauhaus School of art, architecture, and design existed in Germany from 1919 to 1933 sought to 

train its students in expert craftsmanship and visual arts. Students participated in specialized workshops, 

including graphic design, colour theory, furniture making, and textiles. Bauhaus’s founder, architect 

Walter Gropius, directed the school’s ideology towards the use of mass-manufactured items to appeal 

to the general public. The forced closing of the school caused many of the faculty and students to leave 

Germany thus spread the Bauhaus approach to art and design globally. Main Bauhaus artists and 

teachers include Walter Gropius, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Vasily Kandinsky, 

Marcel Breuer, Josef Albers, and others. 

To express something in its purest form is to present it simply in an honest, objective approach 

without excessive ornamentation. The tendencies of minimalism first surfaced in 1913 in the Russian 

painter Kasimir Malevich’s composition of a black square on a white background (Minimalism, 

Britannica, 2014). Established in the early 1960s in New York City, Minimalism is characterized by 

extreme simplicity of form and materials in sculpture and hard-edge painting. A central theme in 

modernism was the aesthetic of prefabricated materials (Denzer, 2004), such as metal and plastic. 

Artists strived to make their work completely non-referential and anonymous to evoke a purely visual 

response from their viewers. Prominent sculptors include Donald Judd, Robert Morris, Robert Serra, Sol 

Lewitt, and Carl Andre.   Hard-edge painters include Frank Stella and Kenneth Noland. 

Emerging in the 20th century, architecture, Bauhaus, and Minimalism responded to the new 

developments in technology and society as a reaction against former art movements. The aim of these 

modernist movements was to create art for an evolving society, which could be better received by the 

general public. Architects avoided the use of decorative elements that were derived from various 

historic periods because they were irrelevant to the building’s purpose. In the United States, 20th 

century architecture left behind classical revival styles and historical ornamentation seen in Europe. 
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American architects strived to design buildings that represented national identity for an industrializing 

society. In contrast, Bauhaus artists embraced a universal form of art and design that was anti-

nationalistic and entailed the end of German Expressionism (Bergoll and Dickerman, 2009, p21). 

Herbert’s Bayer designed a modern typeface - a simple, geometric, font stripped of national signifiers, 

such as serif flourishes and traces of handwriting. This international alphabet, known as the Bauhaus 

typography, played a role in the school’s political and social reform. Bauhaus architects established the 

International Style, which defined the standards of modern architecture (International Style 

Architecture, 2014). This style rejected Art Deco skyscrapers, which were richly embellished with 

classical, geometric patterns and features, including arched windows, stylized floral and sunrise 

patterns, flattened pilasters, and domes. In contrast, Mies van der Rohe’s skyscrapers featured 

rectilinear forms but with taut, reflective surfaces stripped of ornamentation. Similarly, Minimalists 

avoided detail and decorative patterns so their art was completely free of historical references, 

therefore represented art for a modern society. An upsurge of rediscovered styles and new influences 

drove younger artists to question the conventional boundaries between types of media. This parallels 

the Bauhaus practical approach to art education by replacing traditional drawing and painting with 

classes such as graphic and furniture design. Minimalism is similar to Bauhaus the way subject material 

was pared down to essential geometric forms that avoided political or cultural references. For example, 

Donald Judd’s Untitled sculptures are constructed using machines, which reduces the artist’s 

participation in the process of art making. Therefore it frees the work of emotion and personal identity, 

which is further emphasized by the work’s lack of title. Mies van der Rohe the idea that “less is more”, 

states that by reducing art and architecture to its bare minimum, the viewer can focus on its 

fundamental elements. 

Louis Sullivan coined the term “form follows function”, stating the design of the building should 

be inspired by its location, purpose, and layout. Bauhaus and 20th century architects stressed 
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functionalism in their designs by eliminating ornament so that the building’s external appearance is 

dictated simply by its essential structure. Residential buildings have an open-plan layout that strives for 

efficiency; as a result the dining room is located on the ground floor with bedrooms on the 2nd. The 

French architect, Le Corbusier, refers the home as a “machine for living in”, therefore arrangement of 

rooms in a building should make living and working more productive (Benton, 2004). Comparatively, the 

International Style grew under the ideology that the form and appearance of buildings should be 

developed from its intended purpose. Commercial buildings were divided into three parts: the bottom 

level consists of entrances, lobbies, and retail shops; the middle section housed rentable space for 

businesses; and the top floor stored mechanical equipment. Students at the Bauhaus studied both 

craftsmanship and visual arts to incorporate design in everyday objects. The innovation of stackable 

chairs and Josef Albers’ Nesting Tables originated from Bauhaus. However, Minimalism does not 

necessarily promote functionality like Bauhaus and 20th century architecture. For example Sol Lewitt’s 

sculpture Tilted Arc in the Federal Plaza in downtown NYC obstructed the view and path of office 

workers of the building across the plaza. Moreover, a high number of Minimalist sculptures are 

constructed from machine-made materials, further merging creativity with manufacturing. By using 

industrial materials and methods to create art this blurs the distinction between architects, designers, 

and artists. In these movements continued to establish a harmony between and artistic expression, 

function, and technology. 

20th century architecture, the Bauhaus, and Minimalism share formal qualities, including linear-

inspired approach to design and the use of geometric shapes to generate space and volume. Other 

common characteristics include a focus on composition and space, repetition and grid-like patterns, and 

the use of industrial materials. 20th century and Bauhaus architecture consists majorly of linear 

elements with bold vertical and horizontal features. The Prairie style, developed by Frank Lloyd Wright 

featured low, horizontal proportions reflecting the Midwestern prairie. Replacing traditional triangular-
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based roofs, his houses often had multiple roof lines at various levels as well as elongated planes that 

extend beyond the walls of the structure. For example, the Robie House, is a low-lying structure made of 

parallel and perpendicular planes. In contrast, the International Style has a blockier, prism-like design 

without additional roof lines or extended overhangs. Bauhaus buildings possess a visually weightless 

quality created by the use of cantilever construction (International Style Architecture, 2014). Examples 

include the Seagram Building in New York City designed by Mies van der Rohe and the Villa Savoye in 

Poissy, France designed by Le Corbusier. The top section is raised above the ground to generate a free 

flow of space and emphasize the volume of the building. Many Minimalist sculptures share the same 

rectilinear forms and focus on space. Carl Andre’s work consists of ordinary, factory-made components 

in a geometrically, arranged composition. He uses the idea of “sculpture as place” alludes to the fact 

that his sculptures simply involve sorting and positioning units in a space. A theme of Robert Serra’s 

sculptures, such as Walking the Path, relates to how the viewer navigates or moves within a space. The 

sculpture leads the viewer in a spiraling maze constructed by two sheets of metal walls and allows the 

viewer to physically experience the artwork. Similarly, modernist architecture creates a free flow of 

space through the use of an open floor plan by connecting the kitchen, living, and dining rooms. 

Prominent features include floor-to-ceiling windows and interiors with fewer walls to create a spacious 

atmosphere. Minimalist Sol LeWitt’s sculpture, called Two Open Modular Cubes/Half-Off, presents an 

open-air, modular structure that bears a resemblance to exposed architectural supports in 20th century 

architecture. The use of geometric shapes and lines are important in Bauhaus graphic design and 

Minimalist hard-edge painting. For example, Bauhaus artist, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s painting Z VIII, depicts 

a latticework of lines and overlapping shapes. Similarly, Minimalist painter Frank Stella uses basic, two-

dimensional shapes in his paintings that arranged into overlapping circles or squares and create a sense 

of volume on the otherwise flat surface. 
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While architecture and painting in these isms share a similar affinity towards smooth, volumetric 

surfaces, they use colours and textures differently to create a certain atmosphere. This is evident in 

Frank Lloyd Wright’s design of the Kauffman House, also known as Fallingwater, where he used textures 

and colours to dramatize the contrast between the cavelike interior with wide, open windows. Wright 

uses warm, earthy colours taken from the environment, such as reds, browns, and yellows. He leaves 

the roughly laid rock walls and the richly coloured wooden paneling exposed to create a cozy, family-

inspired space. In contrast, Bauhaus buildings constructed in the International Style have smooth white 

walls completely bare of ornamentation. This has a sophisticated, yet impersonal demeanor that 

diverges from the family-orientated atmosphere of Wright’s houses. These ideas on colour are 

translated into Minimalism art. Sculptures, such as metal or fiberglass objects, are left raw or in painted 

in rigid planes of colour, which are typically cool hues or monochromatic. Colour use in Bauhaus graphic 

design is comparable to hard-edge painting in minimalism. They both use bright, solid, unmodulated 

colours coming straight from the tube. They use geometric shapes, design-driven composition that 

avoids excessive decorations or emotional content. Josef Albers’s Homage to the Square (Thistlethwaite) 

series feature the same format of four coloured squares painted in harmonious colours. While identical 

in size, each painting evokes a different character and mood in the viewer. 

Repetition is a principle of design seen throughout architecture, sculpture, and painting in these 

movements. This visual characteristic is expressed through grid-like patterns in 20th century and 

Bauhaus architecture. Wright’s Robie House shows repetition through its ornamental features, such as 

wooden ceiling panels and trim, and rows of windows. Houses built in the International Style have 

repetitive, horizontal bands of windows. For example, Le Coubusier’s Villa Savoye, features rows of 

windows that wrap around the sides of the building. Skyscrapers are distinguished by their steel lattice 

structure and grid-like organization of windows. Continually, a common theme in Minimalism is 

repetition. Kenneth Noland uses repeated forms of circles, chevrons, or stripes in his paintings. Many of 
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Donald Judd’s sculptures consist of identical metal or wooden rectangular blocks or cubes are arranged 

symmetrically in a single row or column. 

Modernist art and architecture expresses the nature its construction and materials. In 20th 

century buildings, structural elements, such as wooden beams and steel supports, are left exposed 

without being altered or masked with plaster or paint. Wright’s residential buildings included a 

combination of natural materials, such as wood and stone, with manufactured decor, such as stained-

glass windows and wood paneling. A key idea of Bauhaus furniture and architecture design is showing 

the “truth of the material”. This means that materials should be represent in its honest, natural form. 

For example, the Bauhaus building in Dessau, Germany designed by Gropius showcases its steel lattice 

structure that forms the façade of the school. Marcel Breuer’s chairs are manufactured with chromed 

tubular steel and a more pliable material for the seat and back, such as canvas. The steel frame provides 

both the structure and appearance of the chair. Both architecture and Bauhaus movements promoted 

simple, clean, functional designs and the use of standard, prefabricated materials and easily, assembled 

components.  A sense of truth is present in architecture which is parallel to the honest representation of 

media in Minimalism. Minimalists emphasize the materiality of their works and value the aesthetic of 

machine-made materials. Simple, geometric sculptures were constructed by prefabricated industrial 

materials, such as plastic, fiberglass, aluminum, and sheet metal. By removing all traces of detail and 

decoration, artists in these movements called attention to the surface finish of materials. 

The new world of machines and rising metropolises revolutionized 20th century architecture, 

Bauhaus, and Minimalism. Among these emerging technologies was the ability to mass manufacture 

industrial materials and objects. These technical innovations helped satisfy the need for more 

commercial, civic, and residential buildings. Bauhaus architects took advantage of the new availability of 

inexpensive, mass-produced materials, which led to the popularization of steel and glass skyscrapers 

and also the development of the residential communities, known as the suburbs. The growth in 
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population led Wright to develop what he called Usonian houses, which were one-story, affordable 

homes that appealed to middle-income families. However, the tradition of masonry construction and 

the use of brick and stone, which were prominent in Wright’s buildings, declined because of the 

effectiveness of these new materials. In Wright’s design of Fallingwater, he integrated a sense of nature 

with the house by building directly into the cliff and constructing overlapping terraces over a waterfall. 

This architectural feat could not be possible without the use of steel-reinforced concrete and cantilever 

construction. Artists set about incorporating new construction techniques into their work, which 

extends the boundaries of traditional art and architecture. In Minimalism, Donald Judd’s Untitled works 

consist of identical, factory-made prisms arranged in a series reference the machine-like quality and 

materiality of the media. Judd abandoned the traditional conventions of sculpture, such as the plinth 

and figure, and replaced them with solid boxes made of wood, plastic, or metal, which were left raw or 

painted in a single colour. For example one of Judd’s works included brass and fluorescent coloured 

Plexiglas prisms, which were hung vertically on the wall using steel brackets. They are mounted on the 

wall but are three-dimensional; thus his art challenges the distinction between painting and sculpture. 

All three isms influenced future movements by redefining the boundaries of modern art and 

architecture and in extension - Postmodernism. The Prairie style was reinterpreted and reintroduced 

into the design modern houses. The current trend in residential architecture includes flat or angled 

roofs, an open plan to create a free flow of space, and most importantly - simplicity. When the Bauhaus 

school was closed in 1933 by Nazis, the faculty and students left Germany and moved to North and 

South America, Britain, South Africa, Scandinavia, and other locations, thus spreading the Bauhaus 

aesthetic and philosophy (Bergdoll and Dickerman, 2015, p. 12). The global influence of Bauhaus was 

shaped furniture and product design by combining art with utilitarian items. For example, the furniture 

retail company IKEA sells ready-to-assemble furniture that has a modern, geometric appearance that 

originated from the Bauhaus. In the 1970s, architects and critics sought to break free of the restrictions 
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surrounding the International Style (International Style Architecture, 2014). The plain and impersonal 

quality of the glass-and-steel boxes that defines the style was now limiting and unoriginal. As a result, a 

reaction against modernist architecture gave rise to a renewed exploration of decorative elements and 

more imaginative structures to create a variety of unique buildings. Post-modernism takes the general 

concepts, such as combining functionality and design, with the sleek, machine-made appearance of 20th 

century architecture, Bauhaus, and Minimalism, and takes them further. Artists continued to 

experiment in form and materials and continued to expand Minimalism theories. The material-and-

machine-orientated approach of Minimalism continues into future movements. For example, Dan Flavin 

is famous for his installations that are created from fluorescent light fixtures. In addition, Earth Art is an 

extension of unconventional sculpture that places emphasis on the use of natural materials.  

In my research, I discovered that many characteristics of my art incorporate formal qualities 

seen in 20th century architecture, Bauhaus, and Minimalism. I admire Wright’s buildings, which 

incorporates natural materials, forms, or colours in a linear-inspired space. In response, I also try to 

bring an element of nature into my art, for example, I used leaves in my ID project.  I prefer using 

straight lines and solidly-coloured geometric shapes in my illustrations, which resembles the Bauhaus 

style graphic design and hard-edge painting, rather than creating tonal drawings. Inspired by Donald 

Judd’s sculptures and International Style buildings, I try to incorporate their clean, sophisticated 

appearance and neat, vertical composition into my own art. Many of my projects are done in series with 

repeated patterns and shapes, which follows key characteristics of Minimalism and Bauhaus painting. 

Researching these movements exposed me to unconventional and untraditional forms of art and 

architecture and renewed my understanding of modernism. With this idea in mind, I turned my focus to 

the materials and arrangement of components in my work. My approach to a project usually begins with 

choosing a material or media I want to experiment with. Overall, I personally value simplicity because it 

means sophistication, efficiency, and elegance.  
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