






free and clear of the encumbrances of accom
modation. Awkward cubic rooms, each with 
its often tedious and anonymous ribbon win
dow complemented by the requisite concrete 
ledge, are connected by long, tight corridors, 
and everywhere the diagonal of the ramp im
poses itself. Yet it was Le Corbusier's genius 
to integrate all with a palette of pastels, the 
occasional skylight, or, in the otherwise black 
hole of its interiority, the famed S-shaped "lit 
de repos," that brings to the Madame's boudoir 
the splendors of a Pompeian atrium. Walls 
comprised of heavy masonry and concrete 
were smoothed and cloaked in a whiteness 
that defies gravity. The ground-level garage 
was camouflaged in a dark green that allows it 
to recede into "landscape" and permits the 
botte its illusion of levitation, while oddly out-

of-place windows and doors that service the 
rez-de-chaussee rooms of maid and chauffeur 
are edited out of images. All of this is to say 
that, when handled masterfully, certain con
tingencies make of the Villa Savoye an ami
able, even charming habitat, yet are of a 
decidedly different nature than the apparent 
order that pervades Le Corbusier's visual and 
verbal presentation. The exterior is absolute, 
the interior relative and contingent. Both, no 
doubt, delight the observer; though if, in the
ory, Le Corbusier believed that "Le plan est Je 
generateur" and took care to "procure Ia satis
faction de /'esprit" through an "obligation de 
l'ordre" and an "assurance contre l'arbitraire," in 
practice, at least with the Villa Savoye, any 
obligation to order seems to have been satis
fied more from the outside in than from the 
inside out. 

If what has been described here conforms 
comfortably with Le Corbusier's well-known 
definition of architecture as "le jeu savant, cor
rect et magnifique des volumes assemblis sous Ia 
lumiere,"3o and if photography-"the manipu
lation of light" in Moholy-Nagy's words-so 
clearly captured this condition and offered it 
back to its author as a "spatial palette," it 
should not go unnoted that architecture of a 
purely phenomenal sort, so effortlessly pro
moted by photography and the printed page, 
once it was achieved at Poissy, seemed insuffi
cient to persist as such in the "patient search" 
of Le Corbusier. For as soon as the essence of 
this architecture became evident, Le Cor
busier began to explore its opposite. Thus 
with the tiny Maison de Weekend in La
Celle-St. Cloud, Le Corbusier set aside ele
vated and ethereal absolutism, the anonymous 
and the universal, the Cartesian and the phe
nomenal in favor of the natural, the authentic, 
the earthen, the rough, the rotund. Ascension 
was countered by a sense of shelter and bur
rowing in, and the five-point formula fulfilled 
at Poissy was imposed neither on this primi-
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rive retreat nor on similar manifestations that 
followed. Marseilles, for instance, is absurdly 
squat and unshaven on all sides. Its pilotis are 
not white cylinders, but �m�u�s�c�u�l�a�r�~� organ-like 
issuances. And with the Maisons Jaoul, the 
cabanon at Cap-Martin, perhaps even Ron
champ, an absorbent, barbaric, heavy archi
tecture is construed as eminently present and 
inescapable-an artifact not a phenomenon, 
an object not an image. It was by contrast that 
texture and weight of this sort made apparent 
the essence of space while simultaneously ad
dressing the human need to dwell in the ob
jective and unmovable. Even as it employed 
"sensation," this inherently heavy materiality 
attempted to keep an architecture of space in 
the realm of the authentic, the real, the palpa
ble, the tactile. 

For Le Corbusier, the Villa Savoye, canoni
cal and without doubt a masterpiece, was but a 
point in the progress toward a more inherently 
"conservative" architecture, one that valued 
space as its essence but that sought its manifes
tation in dialogue with immutable reality. Yet 
in an age obsessed with image, the "sensation 
of the object" prevails. It should therefore 
come as no surprise that at Poissy today, as 
elsewhere, the phenomenal in the form of re
presentation persists in embalmed or resur
rected bodies, though hardly in a manner 
agreeable to modern movement theory. 

Notes 

l. Such proposed rooflines were later built in straight 

lines for practical reasons. See H. Allen Brooks, "Le 

Corbusier's Formative Years at La Chaux-de-Fonds," 

in Le Corbusier, H. Allen Brooks, ed. (Princeton, New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1987), 29. 

2. Such factories are pictured in Le Corbusier's 1920 

L'Espnt Nouveau article, "Trois Rappels, La Surface," re

cycled as chapter 2, part 2 in Le Corbusier, Vers une m·
chitectltre (Paris: Edition Cres et Cie, 1923). 

3. The Deutscher Werkbund was founded in 1907 on 

the idea of such an alliance, but fme art, architecture, and 

industry seem to reach a point of tangency around 1913, 

the year in which Marcel Duchamp selected and signed 

his first readymade and a young Walter Gropius sought 

to elevate his Fagus factory to the realm of architecture 

in his "Die Entwicklung modemer lndustriebaukunst," 

JahrbliCh des Deutschen Werkbundes,Jena, 1913, 17-22. It 

is in this article that Gropius presents the now renowned 

photographs of American silos and warehouses. Similar 

images would fmd their way into Vers une architectltre. 

4. Slick and ethereal when dressed in white stucco, the 

new architecture appeared to many to be frivolous and 

urbane, particularly when slipped into a uniformly gray, 

eminendy heavy Paris. And when grouped in colonies, 

as at Stuttgart or Prague or Vienna, these white and 

cream-colored boxes suggested themselves to others as 

a somewhat unreal and exotic amusement, the Wei6en

hofsiedlung being pejoratively compared by locals to an 

Arabian village. Pierre Chareau's Maison de Verre, safe 

and distanced in its courtyard, content with elevations and 

in little need of a facade, was the one new Parisian house 

that might have succeeded in avoiding charges of frivolity. 

Its structural members, including glass block, dutifully 

exposed themselves for all to examine. A new space result

ed from this way of building. Le Corbusier gready ad

mired this house and adopted its materials as "facade" 

for his concrete Salvation Artny building and his Porte 

Molitor apartment, and more intrinsically, for the Maison 

Clarte. His Maisons Jaoul are perhaps a domestic, 

Parisian response to the Maison de Verre and to the 

"problem" it resolved. Curiously, they seem close kin to 

the Pessac houses as they appear in construction pho

tographs before being dressed in stocco. See, for instance, 

FLC Photo L2 (6) 1-4, showing three units under con

struction, veiled in scaffolding of rough lumber. 

However, Le Corbusier's '20s villas, in general, 

rejected both attachment to site and a sense of dwelling, 

and neglected visual and acoustical privacy in favor of 

continuity, openness, and "lightness." On this rejection 

and neglect, see Philippe Boudon, Lived-in Architecture: 

Le Corbltsier's Pessac Revisited, Gerland Onn, trans. 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1972); on its late manifestation, 

see �F�r�a�n�~�;�o�i�s� Barre's interview with Marie Jaoul in "La 

maisonJaoul," L'Architectun: d'Aujourd'htti, September 

1979, 85-86. 

It is interesting to note that Le Corbusier often pa

raded acoustics as a selling point for his architecture, as 

with the League of Nations project, or with the Pavillon 

Suisse. Such campaigning-in the name of science, the 

new means, and materials indicative "of our age"-was 

also undertaken for other technically weak aspects of his 

architecture: flat roofs, unprotected glazed walls, air 

conditioning, etc. It might be argued that each of these 

problem areas-sites for inventive engineering and thus 

for "progressive" building-was in fact brought on by a 

conception of architecture as industrial container. 

Change the paradigm, alleviate the problem? But to do 

so would be to relinquish "new space" and the iconic 

value of novelty itself. 

5. Le Corbusier, Modular 2 (Let the User Speak Next), 

Anna Bostock and Peter de Francia, trans. (London: 

Faber and Faber, 1958), 27. 

6. Le Corbusier, "L'espace indicible," L'Architecture 

d'Auj01trd'hui, special edition, January 1946, 9-10. 

Republished in Le Corbusier, Modu!or 2; published in 

English in Le Corbusier, New World of Space (New York: 

Reyna! and Hitchcock, 1948). Quotations here taken 

from Joan Ockman, ed., Architecture Culture 1943-1968: 

A Documentary Anthology (New York: Columbia Books of 

Architecture/Rizroli, 1993), 66. 

7.1n Germany and Holland, philosophers, theologians, 

artists, and architects had already begun to consider 

space a distinguishing quality unique to this century. See, 

for example, the philosophic writings of Schmarsow, En

dell, Sorgell, and Lipps, and the theological inquiry of 

Tillich. An excellent short history of space as related to 

architecture is found in Anthony Vidler's "Space, Time 

and Movement," in Russell Ferguson, ed., At the End of 

the Century: One Hundred Years of Architectltre (Los Ange

les: Museum of Contemporary Art; New York: Harry N. 

Abrams, 1998), 100-125. 

8. Carl Einstein, "Aphorismes Methodiques," DOCttments, 

1929, 32. 

9. The Diaries of Paul Klee, Felix Klee, ed. (Los Angeles: 

University of Califomia Press, 1964), 670, as quoted in 

Gillian Naylor, The Bauhaus Reassessed (New York: E.P. 

Dutton, 1985), 90. Naylor traces these preoccupations 

with "sensation" and "making visible" to the Munich 

lectures (1894-1913) ofTheodor Lipps and also his book 



on perception, The Aesthetics of Space and Geometrical 

Optical Illusions (Leipzig: J.A. Barth, 1897), and the 

two-volume Aesthetics: the Psychology of Beauty and A11: 

(Hamburg and Leipzig: Voss, 1903 and 1906). 

10. Charles-EdouardJeanneret and Amedee Ozenfant, 

"Purism," in Robert L. Herbert, Modern Anists on A11: 

(New York: Prentice Hall Press, 1964), 58-73; "Le 

Purisme" initially appeared in L'Esprit Nouveau 4, January 

1921, 369-386. 

H. As recounted in Amedee Ozenfant, Memoires, 

1886-1962 (Paris: Seghers, 1968), 109. This definition 

was later applied to architecture in Le Corbusier-Saug

nier, "Architecture: Pure Creation de !'esprit," L'Esprit 

Xouveau 16, 1922, 1903-1918. There, a caption to a · 

photograph of a detail of the Parthenon reads: "Voici 

Ia machine a emouvoir ... "This article later appeared 

as a chapter in Vers uue anhitectun (Paris: Arthaud, 

1977), 173. 

12.Jeanneret and Ozenfant, 369-386. 

13. Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time aud Architectm·e 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1941), 416. The 

notions of "new space" put forth in this book are often 

cunfused and contradictory, as pointed out most intelli

:g:ently by Peter Collins, Changing Ideals in Modern 

. ~n·hitecture (London: Faber and Faber, 1965), 289-291. 

Collins's review of the "concept of space" in architecture 

;.:85-293), though written in the mid-'60s, remains 

.,,edible and thorough. However, Collins's conclusions 

ug-,miing "The Influence of the Allied Arts" on architec

tun: (271-289) seem categorically incorrect when he 

daims that "there seems little reason to believe that the 

<J:lntribution of painting and sculpture in the 1920s was 

mything more than a useful means of rejecting all ves-

of Revivalism" and notes that "painting and sculp

tur-e may well prove more of a hindrance to architectural 

;n:ativity than an aid" (284). 

C'r.:orge Nelson, Problems of Design (New York: 

Publications, 1957), 104-109. Nelson's extensive 

)v~- -re-evaluation" of the Villa Savoye is extremely 

Jth!g:htful. It insists on considering the villa as a weekend 

f<:tni%it, compares its underlying premises to those of 

<>imi.lar American vacation houses, and consistently 

t'&l!ribits the unique perspective of the author, for exam-

in his offhand remark: "the main 'stair' is a ramp." 

'\'d,;on upholds the Villa Savoye as a paradigm for con

t<:mprn-ary building, indeed for contemporary life, while 

scrutinizing its peculiar aesthetic and underlying 

z+n1mptions. Still, it is revealing to note that Nelson-

many who had written about the villa at that 

t;:::cw -had apparently never visited the house; for he 

"hArt:·> mid-critique that "some of the curved walls on 

i:t!t tii:tn:l floor set off areas for sun bathing, and behind 

::::n· of these walls we finally locate the master 

:trt.irrPm1. placed in its own penthouse, with a fireplace 

the bcr.:u..'lioir, a pair of huge dressing rooms and a 

• O~niously, Nelson here describes the first pub

.a0foJ fot~ne that was never built. He has formed 

hw h1rt0RSti.oo.ably intelligent opinion based entirely on a 

ofotx:ct))£1\' tJf '!WMI!s and images provided by Le Corbusier 

for: :Lht '!1FO volumes of the Oeuvr·e complete. Interest-

xth"i, :w::*'"-~ ooth "Sous le pilotis" and "Promenade" 

~ot'h·>Ypps to illustrate his article. 

{~and Pierre Jeanneret, Oeuvre complete, 

t Boesiger, ed. (volume 3, Max Bill, ed.), 

\r'!:J:WS, 1991). This volume covers the years 

;<,l hl9.:J, and 1!.115 originally published in 1929, before 

v:a&tfoirtm began on the Villa Savoye. 

fu~, 43 "-1lJt:mi£Wms in this paragraph are my translation 

tJfli."'t (..«lt'bH£ier and Pierre Jeanneret, Oeuvre complete, 

volume 1, 186-187. 

17. An advertisement for "'IJimmeuble Villas' en Villas 

de banlieue" found on page 220 ofLe Corbusier'sAl

manach d'm-chitecture moderne offers the Pavilion design as 

a kind of prefabricated suburban dwelling. It shows near

ly blank side walls punctuated by the occasional door, a 

kind of "canopy" added to the rear facade, and the stan

dard Le Corbusier "stair and bridge" clip-on that here 

leads to the contained terrace room. This stair and 

bridge motif appears most famously on the garden facade 

of the Villa Stein-de Monzie at Garches, but oddly 

enough it appears as well in the original scheme for the 

Villa Savoye, where it allowed one to move directly from 

the suspended garden to the ground. As such it gave pri

macy to a certain "side" of the VIlla Savoye, thus eroding 

the sense of a facade-less building-in-the-round. It was 

removed from the final design, of course, but arguably it 

might have inspired the idea of a ramp-bifurcated build

ing, such as those that Le Corbusier would later realize 

with the Mill Owner's Building in India and the Carpen

ter Center at Harvard, though more likely it was Mel

nikov's Soviet Pavilion at the 1925 Paris Exposition des 

Arts Decoratifs, with its immensely bold diagonal ramp

stair motif, that initiated this notion. In the Pavilion de 

!'Esprit Nouveau, one of the side walls served as a bill

board, carrying a colossal "E" and "N." 

18. Oettvre complete, volume 1, 130. 

19. Anyone who has spent time in Le Corbusier's native 

La Chaux-de-Fonds will recognize the ascent as parallel 

to the upward climb from the town's commercial main 

streets, located in a valley, through layers of at first dense 

housing and then occasional single-family houses, then 

through the wooded hillside and ultimately to the 

breathtaking meadows high above all-a wondrous 

world. Regarding movement from city to country, a bio

graphical parallel might also be found. Toward the end of 

his life, Le Corbusier spent more and more time "exiled" 

from the suffocating urban conditions of Paris at his tiny 

and rustic Cap-Martin cabanon at the seaside near Roque

bronc. It was here that he died while swimming in the 

Mediterranean. And if one ascends the steep hillside of 

Roquebrune, it is here-beneath the clouds and over

looking the sea, in the town's magnificent cemetery, its 

"toit jardin" -that one fmds his remains, beside those of 

his wife, in accordance with his wishes. 

20. All quotations in this paragraph are taken from Le 

Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret, Oettvre complete, volume 

2, 1929-1934, 24. 

21. See, for instance, £'Architecture Vivante, volume 4, 

plates 2 and 4. 

22. Le Corbusier, Vers une architecture, 3. My translation. 

23. Most, if not all, of the photographs of the Villa 

Savoye reproduced in the Oeuvre c01nplete were taken by 

Marius Gravot. Gravot's stamp, as it appears on the back 

duction, who is not necessarily the author of the photo

graph (but who may well be a photographer who has 

purchased the work of another photographer). Le Cor

busier was only partially responsible for the photographic 

images of his work. Pierre J eanneret was, before his 

departure in 1940, the office photographer. When a 

building neared completion, Jeanneret would photograph 

it with his twin-lens Rolleiflex. Contact prints would 

then be submitted to Le Corbusier. Le Corbusier would 

make selections from, and edit, these images, and then 

use them to indicate his preferred perspectives to profes

sional photographers (seldom hired directly by Le 

Corbusier but typically sent by journals or press agen

cies) when they arrived to photograph the newly finished 

building. The least unadulterated versions of these pro

fessional photographs are often found in a loose-leaf, 

portfolio format in £'Architecture Vivante, which pub

lished special editions of Le Corbusier's work. Le Cor

busier himself chose, cropped, and placed on the printed 

page the illustrative text for most of his early books, 

including the Oeuvre complete. By comparing "original" 

photographs with those "ordered" by Le Corbusier (he 

sometimes used "regulating lines" to determine final 

compositions), it is apparent that the "truncated pyramid 

composition" is applied to the photographs by Le 

Corbusier-available but not readily evident in the origi

nal, unworked image. This is the case as well for the im

ages selected from catalogues and other sources, images 

not of Le Corbusier's architecture but of machines, the 

Parthenon, ocean liners, etc. For a detailed elaboration 

on this topic, see "Le Corbusier and Architectural 

Photography," in my unpublished dissertation, Le 

Corbusie1·'s Seeing Things: Ambiguity and Illusion in the 

Represmtatio11 of Modern Architecture (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania, 1996), 49-121. 

24. Perhaps the best known of these is the photograph of 

the interior of the Ozenfant Studio. For a more thorough 

survey of Le Corbusier's use of truncated pyramid con

figurations, see Daniel Naegele, "Photographic Illusion

ism and the 'New World of Space'" in Le C01·busier: 

Painte1· and Ar·chitect (Denmark: Arkiteckturtidsskrift B., 
1995), 83-117. 

25. See, for instance, Paul Klee, The Thinking Eye,]urg 

Spiller, ed. (New York: G. Wittenborn, 1961), in which 

he verbally and graphically analyzes "truncated pyramid 

space" in terms of perspective, horizontals, etc. Perhaps 

the most concise visual statement on this is Jacques Vii

Ion's painting of 1932, Abstraction. 

26. Oeuvre complete, volume 1, 74. 

27. For the colored version of this image, see £'Architec

ture Vivante, third series, spring 1930, plate 9. A black

and-white version is featured in the Oeuvre complete, 

volume 2, 43. 

28. The early, pre-brutalized scheme for this 

of the occasional "original" print in the Fondation Le monastery-as drafted by Iannis Xenakis and featuring 

Corbusier, reads: "M. Gravot & Co./PHOTOGRAPHIE both taut skin and an external diagonal ramp that moved 

ARTISTIQUE & INDUSTRIELLE/159, Boulevard St. from the entry level to the upper level-is remarkably 

Germain, PARIS (VI)." It is often difficult to determine reminiscent of the Villa Savoye, hollowed and enlarged. 

with certainty the photographers of Le Corbusier's work See Brooks, Le C01·busier, 149. 

from this period, since as a rule he did not credit the 

photographer in the articles and books that he wrote. 

Other journals, L'Architecte for example, did carry by

lines, and one must rely on these as well as on archival 

research to ascertain authorship. The latter is not always 

fruitful as very few of the prints that the Fondation Le 

Corbusier holds in its collection carry the stamp of the 

photographer and one is not permitted access to the glass 

plates from which the original prints were made. Con

founding the search is French law, which assigns credit 

for the photograph to the o\\ner of the rights of repro-

29. For a sketch of the villa as a standard cell in suburban 

Argentina and for a very thorough and insightful account 

of the making of the Villa Savoye, see Tim Benton, "Villa 

Savoye and the Architects' Practice," in Brooks, Le Cor

busier, 83-105. 

30. Le Corbusier-Saugnier, "Trois Rappel a MM. LES 

ARCHITECTES," L'Esprit Nouveau 1, October 1920, 92. 
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