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Ocelovy dom - The Steel House

A Short-Lived Episode of Prefabricated
Housing in Interwar Czechoslovakia

Alexander Kuric
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In the interwar period, various European countries saw attempts
to turn the building of houses from a craft-based endeavor
to industrialized machine production. One of these attempts
was the Ocelovy dom [Steel House] company in Bratislava,
formed in the late 1920s to produce prefabricated steel-frame
houses. Drawing upon strong ambition and powerful industrial
backing, and emboldened by its early successes, the company
nonetheless soon began to struggle and eventually was forced to
leave the scene. Far from achieving the widespread impact it had
envisioned, Steel House remained only a short-lived episode in
the turbulent development of construction in the interwar period.

An early Bohler house exhibited in Vienna, 1926
Source: SCHMID, Alfred. 1927. Wohnh&user nach
dem Stahlwandsystem. Zeitschrift des Osterreichischen
Ingenieur- und Architekten-Vereines, 79(19-20), p. IV
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Introduction: The Prefabricated Dream

For the greater part of the 20" century, a central idea oc-
cupying architects’ minds was that of prefabrication. If the
automobile, or the teapot, or the shoe could be mass-pro-
duced in a factory, delivering the same quality as the best
craftsman but at a fraction of the cost, then so too, the idea
goes, could the house. Inspiration arose from a powerful
image: Henry Ford’s Model T cars leaving the assembly
line by the thousands, turning what had once been a lux-
ury product into an accessible commodity and raising the
material living standards of the masses.! The Modernist
avant-garde saw this image and sought to transplant it into
architecture. Indeed, a large part of the “heroic” phase
of the Modernists’ work - from Le Corbusier’s Citrohan
to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Assembled Houses to the many
attempts at mass housing by Walter Gropius and Ernst
May - can be understood in this context.>

For the Modernists, the allure of mass-produced pre-
fabrication was multifold. First and foremost, they saw it
as the logical solution to the housing crisis developing in
Europe after the first World War, and more broadly, to key
societal issues on a broader scale, as echoed in Le Cor-
busier’s famous aphorism, “Architecture or Revolution”.?
More directly, they were also fascinated by the aesthetics
of the factory and the mass-produced object - the objet
type - marveling at images of airplanes, ball bearings and
grain silos. Mauro Guillén hints at a more general obses-
sion with the principles of industrial scientific manage-
ment - efficiency, rational organization and reduction of
waste - which the Modernists translated into the machine
aesthetic.* Additionally, as Herbert Gilbert suggests, they
might have also been allured by prefabrication as a holis-
tic system, a manual, a sort of modern substitute for the
classical orders they had so vigorously rejected but which
provided the architect with a secure framework to think
in - and which they now needed to replace.’

Houses without Architects

Still, the practice of prefabrication long predates the Mod-
ernists. Before their utopian visions, there had been rough-
ly a century of development of prefabrication, motivated
not by desires to change society but by pragmatic needs and
business interests. Already during the British colonization
of Australia, South Africa and Canada during the early 19"
century, pre-cut timber frames in standard dimensions were
shipped from England to be quickly assembled on site.¢ In
the 1830s, this developed into one of the first prefabricated
building “products”, the Manning Portable Cottage, made
by the carpenter John Manning.”

In the USA, the system that defined much of the coun-
try’s built environment was the lightweight timber “bal-
loon frame”, developed in Chicago around the same time
that Manning presented his cottage.® While not neces-
sarily factory-made, the balloon frame used standard
dimensions and allowed for a quick, dry, on-site assem-
bly. By the turn of the 20" century, companies such as
Sears and Aladdin began to offer mail-order houses with
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balloon frame construction. The posts and joists arrived
on a railcar, sorted and numbered, and accompanied
by the necessary secondary components like windows
and nails.® These houses were traditional in appearance,
almost banal, designed not by a visionary architect but
instead a collective of anonymous specialists. Nonethe-
less, they offered much of what the Modernists would
dream about some two decades later.

Apart from wood, another material lent itself especially
well to prefabrication: iron, or more precisely steel. The
industrial age allowed for fine precision steel manufactur-
ing as well as a lower cost. While steel was still a more ex-
pensive option than traditional materials, it compensated
by its durability and its very favorable weight-to-strength
ratio.'® The first truly prefabricated steel dwellings were
rather modest: temporary shacks set up by colonists,
miners and seasonal workers on the frontiers, made of
corrugated metal sheets." Soon, however, more sophis-
ticated systems emerged which aspired to the status of
a permanent dwelling. The environment was especially
fruitful in Britain, which had both a developed industri-
al base as well as incentives from the government. Due
to a combination of material and labour shortages and
a lack of housing, the British government incentivized
building with non-traditional materials after World War
.2 Many patented building systems emerged, several of
which were based on steel. Some used timber frames with
steel cladding, others steel frames with steel or concrete
cladding, and yet others load-bearing steel panels.”® But
even though more than 10 000 of these steel-system hous-
es were built,”* by the mid-1920s they had reached their
zenith and were once again overshadowed by traditional
masonry. The government saw the new technologies only
as temporary solutions, and so did the public, which never
let go of the image of the solid, durable masonry house.'

The Bohler System

This British development was observed with keen interest
in another country: Germany.'® Like Britain, Germany was
an industrial country and suffered from a lack of hous-
ing, creating both demand and supply for prefabricated
construction systems. Yet unlike in Britain, there existed
a Modernist avant-garde movement in Germany which
hoped to take part in, or in fact direct this development.
As early as 1910, Walter Gropius wrote a letter to Emil
Rathenau, the head of the corporation AEG, outlining
a proposal for a prefabricated housing system.!” For
Gropius, the keyword in his vision was variability - that
is, prefabrication not of entire houses, but rather stand-
ard components which allowed for customization of the
whole.'® Gropius hoped for a collaboration between the
architect and the industrialist, each with their own mo-
tivation but united in the desire to see the factory-made
house succeed. He found no luck with Rathenau, but other
such efforts were taking place. Sometimes they involved
visionary architects, but more often than not, were mo-
tivated purely by business.
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Construction of the exhibition house
in Bratislava on Pristavna Street, 1927
Source: Ocelovy dim - snimKky. Inv. no. 7399, box 1669,
Bariskd a hutni spole¢nost, generélni reditelstvi Praha.
Regional Archive of Opava



“Should you come to Bratislava, visit our Bohler steel house,
sensation of the republic ... Built in 10 days. More durability,
lesser building cost, fireproof. Warmer in winter, cooler in
summer than a brick building. The dwelling of the future!”
Source: Gemer-Malohont, 28 January 1928, p. 5
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The exhibition house in Prague
Source: Ocelovy dim - snimKky. Inv. no. 7399, box 1669,
Bariskd a hutni spole¢nost, generélni reditelstvi Praha.
Regional Archive of Opava
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And so, just as in Britain, many novel building sys-
tems emerged which attempted to bring the benefits of
the assembly line into house construction. Several were
based on steel, which was supported by steel-making
companies looking to induce demand.” Most were named
after their proprietary company: Wohr, Stahlhaus, Braune
& Roth; the last one perhaps most famous as it was the
system chosen for the experimental 1926 Bauhaus steel
house in Dessau by Georg Muche and Richard Paulick.?

One such novel system was the Bohler system. Techni-
cally not developed in Germany but in Austria, it was one
of the few building system that in fact was designed by an
architect - Alfred Schmid.? Soon after the war, Schmid
was employed by the Austrian steel company Gebriider
Bohler, and devoted himself to industrial rationalization
of building methods, eventually even rising to the post of
director.?? In 1927, Schmid published an article about the
steel-based system he had developed in the years prior.
His design was rather simple: U-shaped steel posts and
joists spaced 1 m apart, the walls clad with Heraklith
boards and plaster on the outside and steel panels on
the inside.? In his article, Schmid talked at length about
the economic benefits of the prefabricated system - the
potential of rapid assembly in any weather, the ability to
utilize unskilled labor and the good weight-to-strength
ratio of steel. On the technical side, he emphasized that
the 15-cm thick walls of his system were equal to a 60-cm
brick wall in terms of thermal insulation, a claim that in
retrospect seems somewhat exaggerated.? Similar lan-
guage was used in a 1928 book about Austrian building,
which noted Schmid’s system; additionally, this text also
underlined the longevity of the steel skeleton thanks to
various supposed anti-rust measures.”

The Bohler company exhibited two of its steel houses
in the 1926 exhibition Wien und die Wiener.?° They were
rather traditional in appearance, but seemed to have se-
cured commercial success. Bohler opened a branch in
Berlin and exhibited there in 1931 and 1932. In 1933, plans
were discussed to build a colony of 2500 Bohler houses
in Germany, but the ongoing Depression and the Nazi
regime’s military ambitions made the use of steel for con-
struction economically unviable. Even then, some houses
were exported to Palestine.? Though mostly forgotten
today, Alfred Schmid and the Bohler company represent
one of the rare cases where the Modernist dream of col-
laboration between architect and industrialist actually
succeeded - if not for groundbreaking progressive archi-
tecture, then definitely for market viability and delivering
the promised product.

“The First Steel House in Czechoslovakia”
Not far from Vienna, Slovak and Czech industrialists faced
the same prospects as their Austrian and German counter-
parts. With an equally urgent need for housing, there was
potential for a novel system to succeed. Certainly, there
had already been experiments with non-conventional
materials in Czechoslovakia, such as various patented
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cinder blocks?® or the diatomite-based Calofrig, which for
a time became the lodestar of the Modernists’ technical
visions;? and of course, the reinforced concrete skeleton
was a well-established system by the late 1920s. Yet de-
spite the young republic’s advanced steel industry, steel
remained untested, especially for residential buildings.

Public opinion was split on the issue. One can find
newspaper articles praising the British and German steel
houses, wondering when Czechoslovakia too would throw
away conservatism, accept the benefits of industrial pro-
duction and “build more cheaply.”?*® Others were cautious,
admitting that steel houses could indeed be built quickly
but much more experience would be needed to consid-
er them seriously.® And some were uncompromisingly
skeptical, pointing out that the British steel houses were
always meant to be temporary and could never compare
with the tried-and-tested masonry;* this was, as we saw,
the opinion that ultimately prevailed in Britain.

The first pioneering attempt to try and break this stereo-
type emerged in Bratislava. The Metal and Wire Processing
Works Company [Zdvody na spracovanie kovu a drotul],
which had a factory near the city harbor on Pristavna
Street, decided to play it safe: instead of attempting to
develop a new system, it licensed the promising Bohler
houses.® In December 1927, the Metal and Wire Works
built a Béhler house as an exhibition prototype on its fac-
tory grounds. The house was small, with only a kitchen,
two rooms and a cellar. Intense advertising efforts were
launched, and the house stirred considerable publicity.
At least 10 different newspapers printed repeated ads and
short articles inviting the public to visit the house,* touting
it as “the first steel house in Bratislava” and even “the first
steel house in Czechoslovakia”. Echoing the rhetoric of
Alfred Schmid, much emphasis was placed on the speed of
its construction, which supposedly took less than 14 days,
and the high quality of thermal insulation, undoubtedly
because of the skepticism rooted in the public. The cost of
the house was estimated to be around 40 000 Kc¢s, though
larger, more luxurious models were also promised.

The reaction from the public seems to have been en-
couraging enough that some 5 months later, in April 1928,
another exhibition house was built: this time in Prague,
near the (since demolished) TéSnov train station. Just as
the previous one, this house was also heralded as “the first
steel house in Prague.” The second house was slightly
more luxurious, featuring alsoalso two, but more spa-
cious (to avoid making the impression it had 4 rooms - it
had 2 but larger) in addition to a kitchen, bathroom and
utility rooms. However, it came with a steeper price tag
of 70 600 K¢s.3° Once again, ads were printed and articles
written, more or less repeating the same points as before.>”
Both houses were a far cry from Modernism, featuring
a heavy, overhanging hipped roof and small windows with
decorative grilles. The machine-made factory origins of
the construction were entirely camouflaged, with only
the sleek steel columns supporting the patio roof hinting
at what was going on under the skin. No doubt this was
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intentional. If the consumers were skeptical about steel
houses, making them look strange and futuristic would do
little to dispel their distrust. On the other hand, giving the
houses a conservative appearance could convince buyers
that although novel, the houses would seamlessly fit into
the reliable tradition everybody knew, loved and respected.
This was likely also the reason why none of the leading
avant-garde architectural journals paid any attention to
either steel house, even though, in their quest for indus-
trialized building, one would assume they would have.3®
The only architectural publications that took note were
Architekt SIA, at the time still somewhat conservative in
its focus, and Stavebni rddce, which was oriented towards
a broader audience than just architects. Both briefly de-
scribed the location, construction and cost of the house.*®
The Metal and Wire Works’ Béhler houses were also fea-
tured in a peculiar 1928 self-help book for prospective
builders; the author showered them with much praise,
emphasizing the benefits of dry assembly, the strength
of steel, hygiene, good insulation and, echoing Gropius,
the variability that the standardized system afforded.*°

Ocelovy dom - the Steel House Company

As the exhibition houses were successful enough, and the
future seemed promising, the Metal and Wire Works Co.
began looking for business partners to expand its operation.
In Germany, the steel industry was naturally excited about
the prospect of mass-produced steel houses, and Czecho-
slovakia was no different. After some negotiations, partners
were found in the Coburg Works [Coburgove zdvody], which
owned steelworks in Slovakia, and the Zivnostensk4 Bank.
In late 1928, the trio entered a joint agreement to establish
a company with the purpose of selling steel houses, the
Ocelovy dom company.* But acting behind the scenes was
another powerful agent: the Mining and Metallurgical Com-
pany [Bdiriskd a hutni spolecnost], a steelmaking giant which
owned several mines and factories in the Silesia region. The
aforementioned bank was its majority shareholder,* and
in turn, in 1929 the Mining and Metallurgical Co. became
the majority shareholder of Coburg.* Archival papers ad-
ditionally show that Otokar Krulis-Randa, director of the
Mining and Metallurgical Co., was involved in the founding
of Ocelovy dom from the start.*

Headquartered in Bratislava, Ocelovy dom started with
a generous capital of 3 million K¢s,* and was closely per-
sonally interconnected with its founding companies. For
example, the director of Ocelovy dom and the director of
Coburg were one and the same,* and additional names co-
incided in the management boards of both companies.* In
its founding chart, the stated goal of the company was “the
construction and appreciation of steel houses, as well as the
conduct of all related business.”*® With powerful backing
and considerable wealth, Ocelovy dom set out to work.

The first task the company prioritized was deciding on
the specific types of houses to offer and working out their
plans. This was closer to the “complete product” approach
of the American catalogue houses than to the universal kit
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of parts that Walter Gropius envisioned. There is a men-
tion of an architect, a certain Mr. Keck, allegedly sent by
Bohler, who was employed in connection with this task.*
At first, the Metal and Wire company offered 12 types,
most of them single-story family houses of varying sizes
with prices ranging between 32 to 150 thousand K¢.5° Later
plans by Ocelovy dom itself contained 20 types in total,
but this time, several of them were two-storey apartment
houses with up to 4 small flats per floor.5' Notably, all of
these buildings were quite conservative in appearance;
apart from one flat-roofed exception, they all had steep
hipped roofs, modest window openings divided into small
glass panes and spartan facades leaning heavily towards
classical symmetry. Clearly, they had no ambitions to-
wards changing the taste of the general public; rather, they
wished to accommodate it to the greatest possible extent.*

Next came advertising. Some 15 000 advertisement bro-
chures in total, in Slovak, Czech and German, were planned
for print,® though disappointingly none of these brochures
survive in any of the company’s archives. There were also
ads in several newspapers. One example, a lengthy “re-
port”, was published in a Hungarian-language newspaper
in Prague; it took the form of a journalist touring a steel
house with a company representative and enthusing over
what he saw. He couldn’t believe the house was made of
steel and Heraklith boards, since it looked just the same
as all the other houses around; but despite that, it offered
much more warmth during winter and a pleasant cool dur-
ing summer, as the representative assured him with a kind
smile.>* Another was written by an engineer, Jan Tille - who
also held a seat on the Ocelovy dom management board,
placing his “expert opinion” in a conflict of interest.> Small
ads also appeared in several journals, including the previ-
ously mentioned Architekt SIA. This one was noteworthy,
since it depicted a building much unlike what Steel House
was actually selling: a sleek, uncompromisingly Modernist
structure. Clearly, the company simply offered potential
customers whatever they wished to see: one thing for the
general public, and another for the architects. After all,
style made no difference in the accounting books.

With advertising taken care of, Ocelovy dom envi-
sioned ambitious plans. A branch office was opened in
Prague, for which the progressive architect Vladimir
Weiss was hired. He was tasked with conducting busi-
ness, but as far as the contract mentions, not with actual
architectural work.¢ In other cities, there were no di-
rect offices, but plans were made for licensing arrange-
ments with local builders. These included Olomouc and
Moravskd Ostrava,? and Zilina and Ko§ice in Slovakia;
in the latter city, arrangements were discussed with the
builder Hugo Kabos.38

From Trnava to Liskovec
The first “Ocelovy dom brand” buildings were constructed
in Bratislava for the Cooperative of State Railway Employ-
ees [Druzstvo stdtnych zamestnancov a Zelezniciarov].
This commission was taken over from the Metal and Wire
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The largest type offered by the Metal and Wire
Processing Works, with a cost of 150 thousand K¢s
Source: Ocelové domky systém Bohler. Obydli budoucnosti.
Inv. no. 2712, box 573, Bariskd a hutni spole¢nost, generdlni
reditelstvi Praha. Regional Archive of Opava



An 8-flat apartment type sold by Ocelovy dom,
corresponding to the building built in Hlubocky
Source: Stavebni dokumentace obytnych budov KH. Inv. no.
124, box 113, Barniska a hutni spole¢nost, generdlni reditelstvi
Praha. Regional Archive of Opava
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The house in Trnava today
Photo: Alexander Kuric
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Company; in total, 7 houses were contracted,> mostly
modest single-storey family houses. Two of them differed
slightly, using an altered construction in which the space in
the steel frame was infilled with brick, rather than remain-
ing hollow as in the original Bohler system.®® The houses
were built on Liptovska Street, where 5 of them remain to
this day, though some with an altered appearance.

The next construction took place in Trnava. The Co-
burg Works allotted part of its factory area for a small
office building as a kind of experiment; supposedly, the
results were satisfactory and winter performance was
g00d.°! More buildings soon followed, this time as living
quarters for the factory workers; permission for their
construction was requested in August 1929.°2 This was
the first Ocelovy dom project of larger size, containing
8 small flats, 4 per floor. This structure also survives, al-
though in poor condition, its Heraklith paneling peeking
through the degraded plaster.

Meanwhile, more construction was going on in the
Czech part of the state. The biggest commissioner was
the Mining and Metallurgical Company, which needed
housing for its workers, and naturally had an incentive
to see Steel House succeed. Apartment houses similar to
the one in Trnava were erected in the Silesia region: one
in the town of Bohumin, one near the Hohenegger mine
in Karvina and two at the Ignat mine in Ostrava. Another
such apartment house was built in the town of Hlubocky,
for the workers of the Moravia factory.%

By November 1929, after roughly a year of operation,
a total of 21 steel houses had been built.** Considering
the ambitious plans, and the potential that prefabricated
housing offered, the number was very small. Indeed, the
company ended the year with a steep loss of 724 000 K¢.%
A chief cause was the price of the houses. Despite the
promise of a cheaper alternative to traditional masonry,
this proved untrue, and Ocelovy dom had to offer the
houses at uncompetitive prices if it wanted any profit from
them at all.®® This turned into a bitter point of contention
with Gebriider Bohler, which insisted its building system
was profitable.®” Ocelovy dom considered switching to
a different steel system, namely the Forster system which
seemed cheaper, but ultimately the licensing agreement
with Bohler prevented any definite decision from being
taken.® To make matters worse, the Austrian Bohler
patent was later rejected in Czechoslovakia, making the
licensing agreement with Bohler pointless; after a series
of unfriendly letters, the two companies ultimately agreed
to terminate all relations by 1931.7°

Under different circumstances, this switch could have
allowed Ocelovy dom time to adjust. But time was precise-
ly what Ocelovy dom now lacked. By 1930, the effects of
the Great Depression were starting to show, and building
with steel, already on the expensive side,” found it diffi-
cult to stay competitive. The negotiations in several cities
had gone nowhere; for example, the license with a builder
in Moravska Ostrava was terminated because he had been
unable to secure any commissions.™ Still, in 1930, hoping
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to turn events around, Ocelovy dom secured the largest
commission in its existence. The Mining and Metallurgi-
cal Company, for which it had built several houses earlier,
needed more worker housing for its sheet-metal factory
in Liskovec, on the outskirts of Frydek-Mistek (today part
of the city). In total, 320 apartments were planned, split
into two groups: half to be built with masonry walls, and
half with steel. Naturally, the second group was entrusted
to Ocelovy dom.

Typologically, the houses in the colony were similar
to the earlier two-story workers’ housing in Trnava; the
difference being that the apartment houses were arranged
in rows, not as freestanding blocks, and contained only 2
flats per floor instead of 4. Still, even these apartments
were small, consisting of a living/sleeping room, kitch-
en, pantry, WC and a sloped-floor kitchen alcove that
served for washing or occasional bathing. No standard
bathroom was included. The houses had amenities such
as electricity and plumbing but no central heating, and
each room was heated with a separate stove. Because of
this, the houses also had cellars where tenants could store
coal and food.” Thirty-two of these houses were built,
arranged along a NE-SW axis in 4 generously spaced
rows, plus 8 semi-detached apartment houses with slightly
larger apartments, positioned perpendicularly along the
two main roads. Supposedly, each row took less than
three weeks to complete, much quicker than the parallel
structures built with brick.™

This was the only project of Ocelovy dom that gained
wider publicity, and articles appeared in the journal
Zpravy verejné sluzby technické [Reports on Public Tech-
nical Services], as well as Architekt SIA.” Even Slovensky
stavitel published photos, though without mentioning
the company by name. It should be noted that earlier
research mentions Bohuslav Fuchs as the author of the
colony.” There is indeed a letter from the Mining and
Metallurgical Co. addressed to Fuchs mentioning “Your
[Fuchs’] article about Liskovec in the journal Stavitel”,
which would confirm his involvement.”® However, what
Fuchs actually published in Stavitel was not an article, but
his own plans for flat-roofed single-family row houses,
very different from the colony built in Liskovec.” The
Mining and Metallurgical Co. selected the project in an
invited competition; minutes from the jury’s evaluation
show positive comments towards one project closely re-
sembling the built result, while another project, which
seems to fit Fuchs’ published images, was described by
the jury as “unfitting”.8° Thus, while Bohuslav Fuchs was
involved in the Liskovec colony, the actual extent of his
involvement remains uncertain.

The End of a Vision
Despite this major success, the year 1930 signified another
financial loss for Ocelovy dom - 173 000 K¢s - making the
total loss close to a million.®' With the Depression only
deepening, the situation seemed dim, and the enthusi-
asm of Coburg was fading. Already by mid-1930, Coburg
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Construction of the housing colony in Liskovec; in the
background, the masonry part of the estate is visible
Source: Ocelovy diim - snimky. Inv. no. 7399, box 1669,
Bariskd a hutni spole¢nost, generélni reditelstvi Praha.
Regional Archive of Opava

Construction of the “Canada” estate in Ttinec
Source: Ocelovy dim - snimKky. Inv. no. 7399, box 1669,
Banska a hutni spole¢nost, generalni reditelstvi Praha.

Regional Archive of Opava
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managers were voicing negative remarks about
Ocelovy dom and considered letting the compa-
ny go.8? By 1931, all Coburg stocks were trans-
ferred to the Mining and Metallurgical Co.,
which, being closely tied with the company from
the start, now became the majority sharehold-
er.®® Reflecting this shift, Ocelovy dom moved
its headquarters from Bratislava to Prague in
July 1931.%* In an attempt to throw the compa-
ny a lifeline, the Mining and Metallurgical Co.
commissioned Ocelovy dom to build yet more
workers’ housing for its steelworks in Trinec.
This colony, dubbed “Canada”, consisted of 20
detached apartment houses, otherwise similar
in size and style to those of Liskovec;® it too
survives to the present day. It was the second
largest project that Ocelovy dom ever built. Ultimately,
it was also one of the last. Apart from one private villa,
the Ttinec housing was the only finished commission in
1931.%¢ The year ended in yet another loss; this time it
was a crippling half million crowns, making the total loss
close to 1.5 million - half of what the company had started
with.%” In 1932, almost no income was registered, and the
loss increased by another half million.s8

With this development, Ocelovy dom no longer made
economic sense. After unsuccessful negotiations aimed
at working with the Bata company or providing steel
skeletons for public buildings, such as the General Public
Insurance Institute in Prague (which was ultimately built
with reinforced concrete),®® the company fired most of its
staff in 1932 and reduced activities almost to zero.* It did
not close down entirely however, hoping that the crisis
would eventually pass and better futures would emerge.
These wishes ultimately came true, but with a twist of
dark irony. By the mid-1930s, the situation in Europe had
changed. The fear of unemployment became less acute
but was replaced by another - the fear of war. Yet from the
perspective of steel producers, producers, the situation
paradoxically brought hope. And so, in 1935, the dormant
Ocelovy dom awakened and returned to the scene - only
this time not making any houses, but rather ammuni-
tion shells and gas-mask filters.® The production took
some time to set up, but it seemed to work well enough,;
ironically, it was only in this war-oriented capacity that
Ocelovy dom became profitable in 1938, for the first time
since its founding.*? In the war years, it continued to oper-
ate freely, since it had moved its headquarters once again
to Bratislava,®® now in the independent Slovak State. The
company functioned during the entirety of the war, using
a former Coburg factory in Pohoreld to make various
arms supplies, steel containers and other items. The only
production still related to construction was the licensed
manufacture of “Lignos” wood-fibre insulation boards.**
When the war ended, the company was nationalized and
merged with the Slovak Works for Enameled and Iron
Goods [Slovenské zdvody na smaltovany a Zelezny tovar]
in 1946% - bringing its history to an end.
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Detail of the outer wall used by Ocelovy dom,
with double Heraklith cladding of the steel frame
Source: Ocelové domky systém Bohler. Obydli budoucnosti.
Inv. no. 2712, box 573, Banska a hutni spolecnost,
generalni reditelstvi Praha. Regional Archive of Opava

The Steel Houses from a Technical Standpoint
Ocelovy dom’s Bohler buildings belong to the category of
structures using a steel skeleton with non-load bearing clad-
ding.°® As mentioned earlier, the structure consisted of steel
U-posts, spaced 1 m apart, with an outer and inner cladding.
Additionally, steel panels were attached to the inner side
of the frame. These served primarily to give the structure
stiffness and wind resistance, and secondarily, in the orig-
inal design of Alfred Schmid, to create an inner surface,
which could be painted, wallpapered or pressed with various
decorative motifs. The outer cladding was made of 5-cm-
thick plastered Heraklith boards, attached to the structure
via short wooden studs inserted into the U-posts. Surviving
houses such as the one in Trnava show that the plaster was
applied onto a steel mesh, likely to prevent cracks where
the Heraklith panels joined. However, the Metal and Wire
Processing Works company innovated the design slightly,
adding another, 2.5-cm-thick Heraklith layer to the inner
side.”” Clearly, despite Schmid’s confident phrasing, the
insulation capabilities of the original design were deemed
insufficient. Thus, the final wall was a “sandwich” with an air
cavity trapped between two Heraklith layers, plus the steel
paneling. On the other hand, the air cavity was reduced from
10 to only 5 cm,®® bringing the total thickness of the wall
to 15 cm (including plaster). This change could have been
related to the ongoing discussions about the ideal thickness
of air cavities, which tended towards this value, about 4-5
cm.” But it might also have been simply the result of the
wish to keep the wall as thin as possible after adding the
second Heraklith layer.

Assuming the A value of Heraklith at 0.082 W/mK,°°
the U value of the complete 15 cm wall would be approx-
imately 0.78 W/m?K. In theory, this is comparable to
a plastered brick wall 90 cm thick, surprisingly close to
what the advertisements boasted. However, this would
only hold true on the condition that the air cavity was
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completely airtight; complaints about cracks in the plas-
ter of finished houses show that this was not always the
case.'? Also, compared to masonry, the wall had next to
zero heat capacity: especially problematic in the case
of local stove heating wherein heating ceases at night,
thus allowing the structure to cool rapidly, with the risk
of reaching the dew point. On the other hand, thanks to
the double “sandwich” cladding of the steel frame, the
design essentially eliminated thermal bridges, which
were a major issue in the skeleton structures of the era
- Walter Gropius’ 1927 steel house in Stuttgart, for exam-
ple, suffered from extensive thermal bridges because it
only had insulation between steel posts.'?? Still, Ocelovy
dom remained somewhat unsatisfied with the Heraklith
walls, as evidenced by letters inquiring about Calofrig
and Lindbeton insulation materials.'* But these possibil-
ities might also have been intended only to cut costs, as
Heraklith ultimately remained the material of choice for
all the buildings the company constructed. One problem,
however, was the souterrain on which the steel structure
rested - its concrete walls, often just 30 centimeters thick,
had no insulation at all. There were complaints from
tenants of the steel houses that liquids stored in the cellar
repeatedly froze during winter.%*

Inner partitions consisted of single-layer Heraklith
panels inserted between steel posts and plastered, which
remained unchanged from Alfred Schmid’s design. One
would imagine that these 5 cm thick partitions would per-
form poorly in terms of acoustic insulation. But a change
was made to the floors. In the original Bohler design,
wooden beams were inserted into the U-shaped steel joists
(the open side of the U facing up), onto which wooden
planks were nailed, covered with ceramic tiles.’> But in
the later Ocelovy dom buildings, we see a different setup:
corrugated steel sheets with a layer of concrete poured
on top, a modern solution that remains commonplace in
steel structures today. Yet contrastingly, rather archaic
wooden beams and planks were then laid on top as cov-
ering, along with the reed-and-plaster suspended ceilings
below.°® Another atavism can be found in the pitched
roofs. Although one might guess they too would utilize
structural steel, in fact they were never integrated into
the system at all - in all the built houses, the roofs were
a traditional timber structure. Evidently, the steel houses
were not yet a fully industrialized, holistic building sys-
tem that could take full advantage of the machine age at
every step. They were a cutting-edge idea at the core with
various ad-hoc traditional solutions added on. Yet such
a method was anything but uncommon during the era,
and no doubt the company would have kept innovating
its technical aspects had it only survived longer.

Conclusion
The Ocelovy dom company was an ambitious vision that
quickly rose to seize its opportunity, but almost just as
quickly flared out and disappeared into obscurity. A con-
servative estimate, using archival sources, would give us

136

2025

about 90 houses constructed in the roughly 3.5 years of
the company’s operation'"” - two-thirds of which are rep-
resented by the Liskovec and Ttinec colonies: not a large
number, even assuming a few dozen or so additional hous-
es may have been lost to the historical record and remain
unknown. One would imagine that a successful mass
prefabrication operation would build hundreds, if not
thousands of houses; the developments in Britain show
that it was far from impossible. And recalling that the
overwhelming majority of the houses were commissioned
by the company that essentially owned Steel House, the
whole project appears a complete failure.

Undoubtedly, the lack of success can be partially attrib-
uted to the Depression, which struck the company during
its vulnerable infancy and prevented its growth when it was
most needed. Yet this explanation nonetheless falls short.
The Modernists, who in theory should have had every
incentive to see such a project succeed, largely ignored
it, seemingly because the houses stylistically catered to
the broadest popular taste. Yet even the target audience
remained indifferent. In Czechoslovakia, Ocelovy dom
was the first, but not the only such project: in the early
1930s, the architects Lev Kr¢a and Stanislav Tobek devel-
oped modern-looking prefabricated steel houses for the
Vitkovice Ironworks.°8 A closer look at this attempt would
provide a valuable comparison, but their ultimate fate was
similar. It’s difficult to say if these projects failed because
of the choice of structural steel, or because the very idea
of prefabrication was doomed from the start. Ultimately,
no similar project took off in interwar Czechoslovakia and
prefabrication remained only a vision.

Colin Davies’ analysis perhaps holds relevance here,
pointing out that prefabricated structures, lightweight
and anonymous, contradict the archetypal image of the
rooted, solid, durable and personal “dwelling” most of us
hold - and as for the architects, challenge their sense of
authorship and originality that they tend to guard jealous-
1y.1° Or perhaps the Modernists were right, and successful
prefabrication was only possible in a socialist planned
state - which, as we know in hindsight, managed to pre-
fabricate on a massive scale. Still, some prefabricated
house projects succeeded even in capitalist conditions, as
evidenced by the American catalogue houses or the Bohler
company in Austria. In the case of Ocelovy dom, it may
well have been poor timing - if it had perhaps emerged
a few years sooner, there would have been hundreds of
their steel houses today, not a few dozen.

Whatever the reason was, the story of Ocelovy dom
is part of the holy grail of prefabrication which allured
both architects and industrialists for different reasons.
Although involving some architects, Ocelovy dom ulti-
mately belongs to that second category of prefabrication:
one motivated by pure business interests, rather than
grand architectural visions. In the end, it was also pure
business interests that brought Ocelovy dom to its demise
- a conclusion not unfamiliar to the various attempts at
prefabrication that emerged during the 20™ century.
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