

















The 2014 Biennale: selected pavilions

France
Modernity: Promise or menace?

Perhaps surprisingly, the French exhibition, under
the direction of the very smart architectural
historian Jean-Louis Cohen, was witty, honest and
without hauteur (although the country’s entry in
the official Biennale catalogue did point out that
“since 1914, France has not so much ‘absorbed’
modernity as shaped it”.) Modernity’s menace
was represented, amusingly, by a large model of
the modernist house in Jacques Tati's 1958 film
Mon Oncle, and chillingly, by the 1942 Drancy
housing estate outside Paris, which served as a
Nazi internment camp.
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Germany
Bungalow Germania

The Germans know all about architectural
expressions of national identity. Their exhibition
was a pavilion within a pavilion: the modest,
democratic 1960s Chancellor Bungalow - the
former official residence of the German head
of state in Bonn - was recreated in the German
Pavilion, which had been modified during the
Nazi era. This pavilion was itself the subject of
another Biennale exhibition, by the German
Werkbund organization, which presented
alternative options for rebuilding or altering the
Nazi-tainted building.

Great Britain
A Clockwork Jerusalem

Some Biennale exhibitions showed architecture,
others were shows about architecture. The British
Pavilion was in the latter camp. A high-concept
exhibition that overtly expressed the artifice of
its contrivance, it nevertheless had a provoca-
tive energy that contrasted with more sombre
Biennale offerings. The exhibition recaptured
the optimism of now-maligned post-War British
modernism, presenting the architecture and
town planning of the time as a liberalizing move-
ment influenced by the British traditions of the
picturesque and the pastoral, and affected by a
sort of Swinging London pop sensibility.

Greece
Tourism Landscape: Remaking Greece

The spread of modernist architecture, and
modernity, in Greece was coterminous with
the growth of mass tourism. As this exhibition
showed, much of the Greek coastline was
reshaped, for better or worse, in the post-War
decades as tourism became the golden goose
of the Greek economy. Koolhaas’ theme of
‘Absorbing Modernity’ is especially resonant in
Greece, where economic performance, debates
about national identity, and tentative moves
towards sustainable development, have been
given concrete expression in the country’s
architecture.
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Israel
The Urburb

In the Israeli Pavilion, programmed machines
inscribed patterns of settlement on beds of

sand - a graphic representation of the top-down
planning of 1950s Zionist modernism that
treated the land as a “tabula rasa”. Hundreds of
new “urburbs” - from-scratch towns created by
an essentially anti-urban political movement -
sprung up in a decade. The elephant in the room
housing this clever exhibition was Palestine for,
of course, the land upon which the Zionists built
Israel was already occupied. The omission was so
obvious that one wonders whether, in an official
exhibition of a nation still pursuing a controversial
settlement programme, some point was being
not so subtly made.
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Japan
In the real world

This pavilion was as packed with stuff as a
Japanese two-dollar shop on Auckland's Queen
Street. Visitors could rummage their way through
thousands of plans and drawings and around
hundreds of models and other artifacts. The
material particularly illustrated projects and
research from the 1970s, a period of experiment
for young Japanese architects who went out into
“the real world” in search of new directions after
modernism had seemed to reach an impasse

in Japan.

Nordic Countries (Finland, Norway, Sweden)
Forms of freedom: African independence and
Nordic models

Sited in the Nordic pavilion (the best work

of architecture in the Giardini), this exhibi-

tion captured one of the most hopeful of all
modernist encounters - the meeting of Nordic
aid and African nation building. For two decades
from the early 1960s newly independent nations
such as Tanzania, Kenya and Zambia turned to
architects from the Nordic social democracies -
chosen because their countries were free from
the taint of colonialism - to design infrastructure
projects. The exhibition told a story that deserved
a good telling.

Poland
Impossible objects

The Polish pavilion was the outstanding example
of an exhibition which reduced an erato a
moment. “Impossible objects” did not merely
focus on just one building; its subject was one
part of one building: the canopy or baldachin -
recreated in 1.1 scale - above the burial crypt in
Krakow's Wawel Cathedral of Polish war leader
and ruler, Marshal Jézef Pilsudski. The canopy
was created in 1937, during the brief period of
Polish pre-War independence, from enemy mate-
rials: jade from a demolished Russian Orthodox
cathedral and steel from captured Austrian guns.
As the excellent exhibition catalogue pointed
out, this was modernism at its most morbid - it's
surprising the structure didn't collapse under the
weight of its own symbolism.
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