Chapter 1: Le Corbusier’s act of drawing
The process of crystallization of design ideas

This chapter analyses Le Corbusier’s understanding of the role of mental im-
ages during the process of crystallization of design ideas. It intends to ren-
der explicit why he used sketches as dynamic parts of his design process and
not simply as a medium for recording complete mental images. The chapter
also explores Le Corbusier’s conception of the connection between perception,
memory and representation, placing particular emphasis on Henri Bergson's
approach. Atthe core of the reflections that are developed here is Le Corbusier’s
conception of “patient search” (“recherche patiente”) and the vital role of the act
of drawing for the process of inscribing images in memory. For Le Corbusier,
drawing embodied the acts of observing, discovering, inventing and creating.
The chapter explains why the concepts of linearity and zigzag in Le Corbusier’s
thought are pivotal for understanding the relationship between determined
and spontaneous gesture in his architectural design approach. Particular em-
phasis is placed on how Le Corbusier’s definition of architecture was reshaped
throughout his lifetime, shedding light on the shift from understanding archi-
tecture as clear syntax to comprehending architecture as succession of events.

For Le Corbusier, the sentiment of satisfaction and enjoyment that an
architectural artefact can provoke is related to a perception of harmony. This
chapter analyses the reasons for which Le Corbusier insisted on the necessity
to discover or invent “clear syntax” through architectural composition. Le
Corbusier believed that the power of architectural artefacts lies in their “clear
syntax”. Particular emphasis is placed on the relationship of Le Corbusier’s
theories of space with those of Henri Bergson and the De Stijl movement.
At the center of the reflections that are developed here are Le Corbusier’s
“patient search” (“recherche patiente”) and the vital role of the act of drawing
for the process of inscribing images in memory. For Le Corbusier, drawing
embodied the acts of observing, discovering, in-venting and creating. This
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chapter also relates Le Corbusier’s interest in proportions and his conception
of the Modulor to post-war Italian neo-humanistic approaches in architecture.
It intends to render explicit how Le Corbusier’s definition of architecture
was reshaped, shedding light on the shift from defining architecture as clear
syntax to defining architecture as the succession of events.

Figure1.1. Le Corbusier, two pages from the carnet de voyage de
Charles-Edouard Jeanneret in Rome in 1911. In these sketched of Le
Corbusier, we can see Saint-Pierre et le Belvédére seen from the Villa
Médicis.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris
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Chapter 1: Le Corbusier’s act of drawing

Le Corbusier placed particular emphasis on the process of concretization
of mental images through hand drawing. This explains why he used sketches as
dynamic parts of his design process and not simply as a medium for recording
complete mental images'. The way in which he used sketches and visual repre-
sentation at every stage of the design process shows that he conceived mental
images as an architectural design tool*. Le Corbusier paid special attention to
the role of mental images during the process of crystallization of design ideas.
This becomes evident when he refers to the “spontaneous birth... of the whole
project, all at once and all of sudden™. In the sixteenth century, Vasari, echo-
ing a Vitruvian view of drawing as a vehicle for speculative thought, wrote:
“We may conclude that design is not other than the design of a visible expres-
sion and declaration of an inner conception™. The activity of translating a spa-
tial idea into reality was also at the core of August Schmarsow’s approach, in
“The essence of architectural creation”, where he remarks that the “attempts to
translate a spatial idea into reality further demonstrate the organization of the
human intellect™.

Horst Bredekamp, in Image Acts: A Systematic Approach to Visual Agency,
draws an interesting distinction between “the desire to understand architec-

ture in an image and the desire to understand it as an image”®

. Borrowing
this distinction from Bredekamp, we could claim that Le Corbusier, during
the process of drawing, understood architecture in an image. Bredekamp
underscores that central perspective, because of its attachment to one point of
view, does not favor the interplay between architecture and bodily movement.
This seems contradictory to the insistence of Le Corbusier on the use of inte-
rior perspective views in order to communicate his concept of “architectural
promenade” (“promenade architecturale”). Le Corbusier declares, in Creation is
a Patient Search: “To draw oneself, to trace the lines, handle the volumes, orga-
nize the surface... all this means first to look, and then to observe and finally

»7 . Le Corbusier

perhaps to discover... and it is then that inspiration may come
distinguishes the act of looking and the act of observing. He understands the
invention that accompanies the architectural design process as organized ac-
cording to the following steps: firstly, one looks, then they observe and, finally,
they discover. For Le Corbusier, the practice of drawing is the procedure that
permits the passage from one step of the process to another. Characteristically,
he declared in his Sketchbooks: “Don’t take photographs, draw; photography
interferes with seeing, drawing etches into the mind”® (Figure 1.1, Figure 1.2,

Figure 1.3, Figure 1.4, Figure 1.5).
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Figure1.2, Figure1.3. Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, "Le Parthénon, Athénes”, Carnet du
Voyage d’Orient n°3, 1911.

Credit: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris

Figure1.4. Le Corbusier, sketch of Dome in Florence, 1911.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris, FLC 2492
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Figure1.5. Carnets de Le Corbusier.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris

1.1 Le Corbusier's conception of patient search:
Drawing as pushing inside

Le Corbusier’s conception of “patient search” (“recherche patiente”), in Creation
is a Patient Search, is based on the idea that ideas are placed “in the interior of
memory”™, waiting until their form is concretized. He conceived representa-
tion as described in the following metaphoric formulation regarding archi-
tecture’s poetics: “one draws in order to push inside, in one’s own history, the
things seen”°. This conception of the connection between perception, mem-
ory and representation brings to mind Henri Bergson's approach. Bergson,
in An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, argues that “art is about in-
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scribing feelings in us rather than expressing them’. He distinguished differ-

ent “phases in the progress of an aesthetic feeling™

and different degrees of
intensity and elevation of the aesthetic emotion™. Le Corbusier’s sketches can
be found in three kinds of sources: his “Cahiers de croquis”, the “Albums Nivola”
and his “Cahiers de dessins”. The way he conceived the process of accumula-
tion of manual and intellectual activities is expressed insightfully in ‘Albums

Nivola”:

| live in an archipelago. My sea is thirty years of accumulation, variously
related to intellectual and manual activities. On the ground, here and
there, are groups of objects, gear, books, texts, drawings, such are my
islands!™

The metaphors Le Corbusier uses in the aforementioned passage, describing
himself as an archipelago and his creations as islands, are indicative of how
he conceived the relationship between the manual and intellectual procedures,
and the interaction between the different forms of expression. Le Corbusier
was particularly interested in the inscription of the products of human activ-
ity in consciousness. He paid special attention to the role that time plays in this
process of inscription. Bergson’s understanding of art’s process of its relation
to aesthetic emotion is very close to Le Corbusier’s concept of “patient search”
(“recherche patiente”). In Creation is a Patient Search, Le Corbusier refers to the

process of learning “to see things come to life™

, placing particular empha-
sis on the metamorphosis during the design process. He wrote: “We learn to
see things come to life. We see them develop, undergo metamorphosis, flower,
flourish, die, etc.” The way Le Corbusier described the relationship between
the process of drawing and the process of inscribing images in memory shows
how vital the act of drawing was for him. This becomes particularly evident in
his following words: “Once things come in through the pencil work, they stay
in for life; they are written, they are inscribed”.

Le Corbusier understood the act of drawing as an act of conquest. He
believed that “[wlhen one travels and works with visual things—architecture,
painting or sculpture—one uses mind’s eyes and draws, so as to fix down in
one’s experience what is seen””. He also claimed that when one draws by hand,
the tracing of their lines functions as an active participant, helping them to
connect their mental images to their materialization in a more immediate
way. According to Le Corbusier, the architect’s own line functions as the means
of inventing links between mental images and their formal expression. David
Rosand, commenting on the use of the draughtsman’s own line, notes that the
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“line [...] is an active participant in the act of drawing and asserts its own cre-

ative independence™®

. As Elga Freiberga notes, in “Memory and Creativity of
Ontopoiesis”, “Bergson never strictly detaches perception from imagination,
nor perception from memory”?. In Bergson’s thought, “[plerception of images
is also imagination of images just like memory is “imaginative” because it is
coordination of imagination and memory”*°.

In Matter and Memory, Bergson underscores that “to picture is not to re-

member”*

. Heis interested in how memory inserts into perception. For Berg-
son, the difference between perception and memory is of intensity but not of
nature. This remark is useful for examining Le Corbusier’s conception of the
relationship between perception and memory, in Creation as Patient Research®.
For Bergson, there is no distinction between “matter-images”, “perception-im-
ages” and “memory-images”. His attempt to define both consciousness and
the material world as “images” is related to his intention to deal with the sub-
ject/object opposition®. Le Corbusier argued that “drawing is alanguage, a sci-
ence, a means of expression, a means of transmitting thought"**. He believed
that “drawing makes it possible to fully transmit the thought without any writ-

ten or verbal explanations”

understanding drawing as the “[ilmpartial wit-
ness and engine of the works of the creator”. Le Corbusier conceived drawing
as the most efficient way of transmitting one’s thought. His understanding of
the creative process as a “patient search” (“recherche patiente”) was based on
the idea of a process of concretization through the conservation in the interior
memory and a patient and progressive development.

The passion of Le Corbusier for manual labor and his “enduring fascina-
tion with the hand”*” are important parameters for understanding his design
process. To describe the process of hand drawing, he mentioned that, through
drawing, we enter the place of an unknown and we have a valid exchange with
plenty of consequences, which is symptomatic of the role he attributed to the
act of drawing within the procedure of capturing and concretizing his ideas.
For Le Corbusier, drawing embodied the acts of observing, discovering, invent-
ing and creating. In “LEsprit Nouveau en Architecture”, Le Corbusier refers to
the notion of gesture®®, relating it to Paul Valéry’s analysis of the first gesture,
in Eupalinos ou Larchitecte® , which was included in Le Corbusier’s personal li-
brary. Le Corbusier, departing from Valéry’s interpretation of the first gesture
in architectural composition, tried to explain what it meant for him. The text
“LEsprit Nouveau en Architecture” was presented at a conference that he gave
on 12 June 1924 at the Sorbonne in Paris and on 10 November 1924 at the Or-
dre de 'Etoile d'Orient. He insisted on the fact that in the first gesture, a will is
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embodied. He notes: “For me, who is not a philosopher, who is simply an active
being, it seems [...] that this first gesture cannot be vague, that at the very birth,
at the moment when the eyes open to the light, immediately arises a will”*°. Le
Corbusier paid special attention to the notion of gesture until late in his life, as
can be seen in the manuscript of Latelier de la recherche patiente, where he em-

31 Le Corbusier’s interest in

ployed the metaphor of the “gesture of the acrobat
the initiative gesture of the design process could be related to Mies’s attraction
to form as a starting point and not as a result. In the second issue of G: Material
zur elementaren Gestaltung (G: Material for Elementary Construction)®*, published in

September 1923, Mies remarks, in “Bauen”:

We refuse to recognize problems of form but only problems of building
Form is not the aim of our work, but only the result.

Form, by itself, does not exist.

Form as an aim is formalism, and that we reject...

Essentially our task is to free the practice of building from the control
of aesthetic speculators and restore it to what it should exclusively be:
Building.®

In the aforementioned passage, Mies van der Rohe underscores that “[florm is
not the aim of our work, but only the result”. For Mies van der Rohe, the most
significant phase of the design process was the “starting point of the form-
giving process™*. Le Corbusier commented on the importance of spontaneous
means in June 1951, two months after the 8 CIAM held in Hoddesdon. In an
article he wrote for Madame Chastanet, he underscored the importance of
the “spontaneous means” and its connection to the “right time”. He also drew
a distinction between the act of emerging (“surgir”) and the act of counting
(“comptabiliser”). More specifically, he stated: “SPONTANEOUS means to
emerge and not to count”. The fact that he insisted on the importance of in-
venting the means that correspond best to the time of acting could be related
to his conception of architectural practice as a gesture. If we translate the
verb “surgir” in English, the connotation of immediacy is lost. Le Corbusier
associated the act of “surgir” with an understanding of knowledge as material
inscribed in consciousness. Such a conception of knowledge could be related
to a Bergsonian conception of memory and inscription in consciousness. Le
Corbusier related the spontaneous act to the depth of knowledge and was
interested in the connection of knowledge to consciousness. In 1951, Le Cor-
busier in a text authored for the eighth CIAM defined consciousness as “a
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tremendous concentration of events experienced and recorded in the depths
of being”.

Le Corbusier’s understanding of the concept of gesture could be under-
stood in two ways: on the one hand, his reflection on the initiative gesture of
the design procedure, and, on the other hand, his concern about the gestures
of the inhabitants of his buildings. According to Vilém Flusser, “[t]he concept
of the tool can be defined to include everything that moves in gestures and thus

expresses a freedom”®

. This remark of Flusser could be useful in order to inter-
pret Le Corbusier’s choice to use the expression “Une maison-outil” (‘A house-
tool”) as the title of a chapter in Almanach d’architecture moderne®. Flusser
argues, in Gesten: Versuch einer Phiinomenologie, that “[t]here is no thinking that
would not be articulated by a gesture. Thinking before articulation is only vir-
tual, in other words nothing. It realizes itself through the gesture. Strictly s
peaking one cannot think before making gestures”®. Le Corbusier argued, in
“Ou en est I'architecture ?”, which was included Larchitecture vivante, that ev-
ery gesture is affected by varying degrees of potentials related to art. More
specifically, he claimed that every gesture is affected by an art potential®®. Le
Corbusier also sustained that the house is attached to the gestures of its in-
habitants. In “Ott en est 'architecture ?”, he underscored that “it does not exist
any gesture that is not affected to varying degrees of an art potential™*°.

1.2 The notion of transmissibility in Le Corbusier’s thought

“Viewer”, “spectator”, “observer” and “perceiver” constitute different terms
that could be employed—each one with its own connotations—to refer to
the subject that observes, interprets and decodes architectural drawings*.
Amédée Ozenfant—the co-director of LEsprit Nouveau along with Le Corbus-
ier—in a text entitled “Sur les écoles cubistes et post-cubistes”, originally
published in 1926, analyzes the transformation that the inventions of the
Cubists and post-Cubists provoked regarding the attitude of the spectators.
Ozenfant maintained that the exigency of a sensitivity that is related to vision
was one of the new demands of the Cubists and post-Cubists: “the painting of
the above schools requires of its spectator the culture of optical sensitivity”.
The culture of visual sensitivity was predominant in Le Corbusier’s intellectual
strategies as well. In the same text, Ozenfant notes: “one must avoid looking
for what the painting ‘represents’, since it represents nothing”**. A question
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that emerges reading this statement of Ozenfant is whether this endorsement
of non-representative art is also reflected in Le Corbusier’s approach.

Amédée Ozenfant, in the aforementioned article, refers to a “notion of
beauty without sign®?. According to him, the artist, in order to succeed in
reinventing the relationship of the work of art with its spectators, should
have the capability to “measure’ the intensity of their excitations in front of
the spectacles of art”**. In other words, Ozenfant believed in the capacity of
works of art to provoke “an eminently intensive state for all’*. The notion of
transmissibility is at the heart of the philosophy of Purism. An interesting
definition of Purism can be found in The Isms of Art, 1914-1924 (Kunstismus,
1914-1924), published by EI Lissitzky and Hans Arp in 1925: “The picture is a
machine for the transmission of sentiments. Science offers us a kind of physi-
ological language that enables us to produce precise physiological sensations
in the spectator™®. In 1938, Le Corbusier wrote, in (Euvre plastique. Pein-
tures et Dessins Architecture: “The work of art is” a game “whose author—the
painter—has created the rule of his game and the rule must be able to appear
to those who seek to play”™’
regarding the painter as an author of rules to be perceived by the viewer is also

. We could claim that this remark of Le Corbusier

valuable for architectural drawings.

The fact that transmissibility was a central issue for Le Corbusier’s ar-
chitectural approach is apparent from what he wrote, in New World of Space,
published in 1948, addressed to architects: “You are ‘social beings’ rather than
artists—you are leaders, followed by millions of individuals who are ready to
follow you if you seize the exact moment when ‘illumination’ exists between
you and them’®. Reading these words of Le Corbusier, one understands
that his vision about architecture was characterized by an insistence on the
importance of the social role of the architect. The task of the architect, for
Le Corbusier, consisted in convincing, in an efficient way, depending on the
conquest of the exact moment of illumination, users to endorse the experience
of the space conceived by the architect.

In New World of Space, Le Corbusier refers to a “transition from an age of
subjection to an age of creation™ . Two questions that emerge concern (a) when
the aforementioned shift took place, and (b) its impact on Le Corbusier’s ar-
chitectural expression. The reinvention of the way one views space is related to
the transformation of how one experiences space. According to Carl Einstein,
to “transform space [...] one must throw into question the view itself”*°. Ein-
stein’s text entitled “Cubic Intuition of Space” (“Kubische Raumanschauung”),
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included in Negerplastik®, is of pivotal importance for understanding the rein-
vention of how one views space.

1.3 Around the capacity of architectural forms
to provoke sensations

Le Corbusier in “LEsprit Nouveau en Architecture”, published in 1925 in Al-
manach d’Architecture Moderne, included four photographs of the Maison La
Roche-Jeanneret®®. These photographs are useful for understanding how he
related the quality of architectural forms to their capacity to provoke sensa-
tions. It would be thought-provoking to relate Le Corbusier’s conception of
the relationship between forms and the provocation of intense emotions to
Henri Bergson's approach. More specifically, Le Corbusier’s understanding
of how architecture can provoke intense emotions brings to mind Bergson’s
endeavor to relate “aesthetic emotions” to “degrees of intensity” and “degrees
of elevation”. Bergson, in Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of
Consciousness, examines “aesthetic emotions”, placing particular emphasis on
the fact that they are characterized by different “degrees of intensity” and
different “degrees of elevation’. Bergson also argues, in the aforementioned
book, that “the merit of a work of art is not measured so much by the power
with which the suggested feeling takes hold of us as by the richness of this
feeling itself”**. It would be insightful to relate this thesis of Bergson to Le
Corbusier’s interest relating architectural components to their capacity to
provoke intense emotions.

Bergson, trying to relate the way a work of art is perceived and the inten-
sity of emotions it provokes, remarked that “besides degrees of intensity we
instinctively distinguish degrees of depth or elevation”. He claimed that “the
feelings and thoughts which the artist suggests to us express and sum up a
more or less considerable part of his history”®. Departing from the aforemen-
tioned claim of Bergson, we could hypothesize that Le Corbusier shared the
conviction that the feelings and thoughts expressed through the creation of an
architectural artefact transmit to the inhabitant a part of the architect’s own
history. According to Bergson, the sensations provoked due to the encounter
with a work of art push the spectators to “re-live the life of the subject who
[created the work of art in order to] [...] grasp it in its original complexity”®.

Le Corbusier intended to provoke in the perception of the viewers and in-
habitants of his architectural artefacts the curiosity search tolive theirlife inits
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complexity. Bergson believed that artists intend to give the spectators or their
artworks “a share in this emotion, sorich, so personal, so novel, and at enabling
us to experience what he cannot make us understand”’. We could relate this
point of view of Bergson regarding the capacity of art to transmit the content
of the creator’s emotions, which cannot be grasped otherwise, to the specta-
tors, to the notion of the “ineffable space” (“espace indicible”) in Le Corbusier’s
thought, which is analyzed in the next chapter of the book entitled “Le Corbus-
ier’s space beyond words: From assemblages of components to succession of
events”.

1.4 Le Corbusier vis-a-vis the postwar Italian Neo-Humanistic
discourse: The debates around proportions

The fact that Le Corbusier abandoned the Congrés Internationaux d’Architec-
ture Moderne (CIAM) in 1955 should be interpreted in relation to the devel-
opment of post-war Italian humanistic discourse. During the 1950s, he par-
ticipated as a keynote lecturer at the CIAM summer schools, which ran from
1949 to 1956. Le Corbusier gave a lecture at the CIAM summer school held at
the Universita Iuav di Venezia in 1953 (Figure 8), while he refused the invita-
tion to give a lecture at the CIAM summer school in Venice in 1957**. Dur-
ing the same period, Le Corbusier was involved in the design of the hospi-
tal in Venice that remained unrealized. An aspect that is of great importance
for understanding the impact of the post-war Italian humanistic context on
Le Corbusier’s thought is his participation in the “First International Confer-
ence on Proportion in the Arts” (“II primo Convegno Internazionale sulle pro-
porzioni nelle arti”) in the framework of the ninth Triennale di Milano between
26 and 29 September 1951°%. Le Corbusier, in the talk he gave on 28 September
1951, presented his theory around the Modulor®. Rudolf Wittkower was a ple-
nary speaker in this conference, and Sigfried Giedion, Matila Ghyka, Pier Luigi
Nervi, Andreas Speiser and Bruno Zevi were among the participants. Giulio
Carlo Argan refused the invitation. Zevi delivered a lecture entitled “La qua-

n"*°, while Ghyka's talk was

triéme dimension et les problémes de la proportio
devoted to “Symétrie pentagonale et Section Dorée dans la Morphologie des
organismes vivants”®. Zevi sent a letter to Le Corbusier on 7 August 1952, re-
minding him that they had met in the framework of this conference®*.
Regarding the “First International Conference on Proportion in the Arts”,

Fulvio Irace and Anna Chiara Cimoli remark: “In 1951 the conference De Divina
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Proportione was proposed as an ecumenical council of men of arts and sci-
ences, convened to determine the rules of the spirit that were to govern the
new areas of the reconstruction of democracy”®. As Simon Richards notes, Le
Corbusier’s Modulor “is primarily an epistemological mechanism, and only in-
cidentally a formal one”®. The presentation of the Modulor by Le Corbusier at
this conference was notits first public presentation given that Le Corbusier had
already presented it in New York, on 25 April 1947, during his participation in
the committee that was responsible for the design of the United Nations com-
plex.

Philip Johnson invited Le Corbusier to contribute to a symposium entitled
“De Divina Proportione” that would be held on 11 March 1952 at the Museum
of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. The speakers that contributed to the dis-
cussion around the theories of proportion in art held at the MoMA and led
by Josep Lluis Sert were the architects George Howe, Eero Saarinen and En-
rico Peressutti and the art professor Dr. W.V. Dinsnoor. In the introduction
of the symposium, Howe mentioned that “whether systematic or instinctive,

»%5 He also referred to Matila

good proportion still remains order made visible
Ghyka's Esthétique des proportions dans la nature et dans les arts (Aesthetics of Pro-
portion in Nature and in the Arts)®. Philip Johnson had invited Le Corbusier to
participate as one can read in their correspondence®. Le Corbusier wrote to
Johnson that he would participate in the symposium only if his expenses of
travel and accommodation were paid. In the end, he did not participate, but
he asked for the proceedings®®. In the letter he addressed to Johnson in June
1952, he asked for the proceedings as president of the “International Commit-
tee for the Study and the Application of the Proportions in Contemporary Arts
and Industry” (“Comité internationale pour I'étude et I'application des propor-
tions dans les arts et I'industrie contemporaine”/“Comitato internazionale di
studio sulle proporzioni nelle arti”).

The debate around the concept of proportions was at the center of the epis-
temological debates in architecture during the post-war era. To better grasp
how central the debates around proportions were during the post-war period,
we can bring to mind Colin Rowe’s “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa”, pub-
lished in 1947%°, Le Corbusier’s The Modulor, published in 19507°, and Rudolf
Wittkower’s Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism, published in 19497,
According to Francesco Passanti, Le Corbusier’s The Modulor “encourages a Pla-
tonic understanding of architectural proportions, both because it posits a di-
rect correspondence between the human body and the golden section and be-
cause its date of publication suggests comparison with the Platonic argument
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of Rudolf Wittkower’s Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism”™*. In 1955,
Reyner Banham described The Modulor as a “blend of residual platonism, actu-

arial statistics, and plain wishful-thinking.””?

1.5 Human scale and universal needs: Towards a universal user
or the Modulor

The interest of Le Corbusier in human scale is related to the place that body
and physiology had in his thought. The complementarity of spirit and body was
defining for him, as it becomes evident from what he sustains in The Modulor:
“Architecture must be a thing of the body, a thing of substance as well as of
the spirit and of the brain’*. A remark of Nietzsche that could help us better
understand Le Corbusier’s concern about human proportions is the claim that
“aesthetics is nothing else than applied physiology””. Le Corbusier mentions,
in The Modulor, that “the desire, the urge, the need to build to the human scale””®
emerged between 1925 and 1933, when his interest in measurements and re-
quirements for the human body (“resting, sitting, walking”) began”. He asso-
ciated the dependence of his design processes on human proportions to the
idea that there are human needs that are universal and do not differ from one
culture to the other. Heraclitus’ thesis that “Man is the measure of all truth’”®
seems to be close to Le Corbusier’s understanding of the relationship between
human proportions and truth.

Le Corbusier’s interest in human proportions is not related to the reduc-
tion of architecture to the practicality of satisfying human needs. He believed
that architecture is much more than the simple service of human need. This
becomes evident from what he notes in Towards a New Architecture: “Architec-
ture has another meaning and other ends to pursue than showing construction
and responding to needs (and by “needs” I mean utility, comfort and practi-
cal arrangement)””. The ambiguity between the insistence on the importance
of functionality and the overcoming of the functional aspects of architecture
is a non-resolved tension in Le Corbusier’s thought. As Stanislaus von Moos
mentions, Le Corbusier’s stance is characterized by a “contradiction between
the architect’s constant reference to the machine and his polemical refusal of
mere functionalism and utilitarianism™®. In Lart décoratif d'aujourd’hui, which
was originally published in 1925, Le Corbusier writes:
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to search for the human scale, for human function, is to define human
needs. They are not very numerous; they are very similar for all mankind,
since man has been made out of the same mould from the earliest times
known to us... the whole machine is there, the structure, the nervous sys-
tem, the arterial system, and this applies to every single one of us exactly
and without exception.®

Figure1.6. Le Corbusier presenting the Modulor at the 1951 Triennale
di Milano at the “First International Conference on Proportion in the
Arts”.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris

Le Corbusier notes in the letter he addresses to Lebhart on 5 June 1950 that
the Modulor “was invented in 1942 and was developed for eight years”®. Accord-
ing to Jean-Louis Cohen, Le Corbusier’s Modulor was codified in 1945. As Cohen
notes, “the term Modulor was composed by the fusion of the notion of module
with the notion of the golden section”®*. In the fourth volume of Le Corbusier’s
Euvre Complete, one can read: “It was in 1945 that Le Corbusier finally closed the
researches on proportion that he had conducted for twenty years, and which
had won for him, ten years previously, the degree of Dr. h.c. in philosophy and
mathematics of the University of Ziirich”®. Le Corbusier expressed, for the
first time, his interest in a system of proportion in 1910, during his stay in
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Germany®. The connection of Le Corbusier’s Modulor with Matila C. Ghyka’s
thought is important for understanding Le Corbusier’s Modulor®. Ghyka's Le
nombre d'or: Tome 1er les rythmes is part of Le Corbusier’s personal library, and
he highlighted many of its passages®. A letter from Paul Valéry preceded the
edition of Ghyka’s Le nombre d'or, which we can find in Le Corbusier’s personal
library. Later, Le Corbusier presented the Modulor at the 1951 Triennale di Mi-
lano in the framework of the “First International Conference on Proportion in
the Arts” (Figure 1.6).

Rudolf Arnheim, commenting on Le Corbusier’s Modulor (Figure 1.7, Fig-
ure 1.8), notes that Le Corbusier had chosen to use “(t)he traditional doctrine
of proportion [and] related architectural shape to man because his body was
an example of perfection, not because he was to live in the building.”®® Arn-
heim, thus, dissociates Le Corbusier’s instrumentalization of human propor-
tions from any preoccupation for the way spaces are inhabited. He also inter-
preted the utilization of human proportions by Le Corbusier as a way to “over-
come the uncertainty of intuitive judgment”®
bitrariness. This becomes evident when he declares it “suited the demand for
scientific exactness that arose in the Renaissance [...] It helped to make art re-

and as an antidote against ar-

spectable by demonstrating that the shape of its products was not arbitrary”™°.

The same year, Reyner Banham describes Le Corbusier’s Modulor as a “biogra-
phy of a quest for humane and objective standards, adapted to the present state

of mechanized society”

. Following Richard Padovan, one could claim that “Le
Corbusier’s practice, at least until he began to employ the modulor in his post-
war work, seems to accord with [Oskar] Schlemmer’s recommendation that
systematic proportions should only ‘function as a regulative, first simply to
confirm what instinct has created and then, proceeding from this confirma-
tion, to establish new rules”>.

As Alain Pottage notes, in “Architectural Authorship: The Normative Am-
bitions of Le Corbusier’s Modulor”, “[t]The measures of the Modulor were held
to be objective because they were discovered, not invented”. To better compre-
hend Le Corbusier’s conception of human needs, it is important to examine
how he conceived the relationship between norms and architecture. Pottage
has analyzed the normative ambitions of Le Corbusier’s Modulor, underscor-
ing that “Le Corbusier saw Renaissance perspective and proportion as the ba-
sis of an architecture of abstract, undisciplined subjectivity”. He associated the
use of perspective and proportions by Le Corbusier with the establishment of
strategies aiming to legitimize an “abstract” conception of the inhabitant. Pot-

tage notes: “Le Corbusier saw Renaissance perspective and proportion as the

- am 13.02.2026, 21:47:33.


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464885-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Chapter 1: Le Corbusier’s act of drawing

basis of an architecture of abstract, undisciplined subjectivity”®*. This inter-
pretation of the Modulor as a mechanism of legitimization of “abstract, undis-
ciplined subjectivity” could be related to Rudolf Arnmheiny's claim that Le Cor-
busier’s instrumentalization of human proportions should not be related to his
understanding of the practices of inhabitation. Understanding the subject cor-
responding to the Modulor as abstractness, as suggested by Pottage, goes hand
in hand with understanding it independently from the inhabiting subject, as
Arnheim argues®.

Figure1.7. Le Corbusier, Modulor.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris, FLC 20944
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Figure1.8. Le Corbusier, Modulor.

Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier, Paris, FLC 20961

1.6 Towards a conclusion: Architecture beyond the machine

Le Concluded concluded “Ou en est larchitecture?” with the following ques-
tions: “Where is architecture? It is beyond the machine”®. Le Corbusier be-
lieved that the components that constitute the house have an effect on the ex-
perience of the inhabitants that goes beyond function. To explain this effect,
he referred to the following metaphor of the objects that speak to the user as a
companion, reflecting their aspirations:

Let me recall to your mind that man of ours seated at his table: he has just
got up and walked through his rooms. He listens to the language spoken by
the objects around him, his companions, the witnesses to his aspirations.
Arranged in his home like a beautiful thought, they speak to him as he
moves about. The furniture, the walls, the openings to the outside, this
cosy den of his where minutes, hours, days and years of a lifetime unfold,
all speak to him.””
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For Le Corbusier, architecture was beyond the machine. Alan Colquhoun
placed particular emphasis on the humanisation of the machine in Le Cor-
busier’s thought, arguing that “[a]ccording to Le Corbusier machinery has
to be raised to a conscious level — in fact, to become architecture — before
it can truly serve and represent man; it has to be humanised and filled with
philosophy and art, which are the truly human realms™®. In 1921, the same
year that “Le purisme” was published in LEsprit nouveau®®, Le Corbusier used
the expression ‘machine 2 habiter’ to describe the house. He notes, in Entretien
avec les étudiants des écoles darchitecture:

When we founded LEsprit Nouveau [..], | gave to the home its fundamen-
tal importance, | called it a “machine for living,” thereby demanding from
it a complete, flawless answer to a clearly articulated question. This pro-
foundly humanistic program restores man to the central preoccupation of
architecture.”*®

In1925, Le Corbusier used the expression “maison-outil”, publishing a text un-
der this title’™. Le Corbusier himself identifies 1928 as the turning point at
which the human Figure became a major theme of his thought. As he notes,
in A New World of Space, it was in 1928 that “threw open a window on the human
figure”°. For Le Corbusier, it was very important “to keep contact with living
beings”?. This necessity to “keep contact with living beings” could be related to
his negation to reject the representational for the abstract’®*. The appearance
of the expressions ‘machine a habiter’ and ‘maison-outil’ in Le Corbusier’s con-
ceptual edifice preceded his concern about the human figure. In 1930, two years
after the incorporation of the importance of the human Figure in his thought,
in “A cell on human scale” (“Une cellule a I'échelle humaine”), published in Pré-
cisions, Le Corbusier notes: “What I call looking for “a cell on human scale” is to
forget any existing house, all existing housing codes, habits or traditions™*.
Le Corbusier intended to reinvent the conventional codes of inhabitation.

Le Corbusier’s understanding of architectural function goes beyond sat-
isfaction of basic activities. Le Corbusier paid much attention to the spirit of
calm and mediation and related these two notions to the beauty of the house’s
space. He distinguished two ‘raisons d’étre’ of the house: on the one hand, the
house should be a persevering machine, which aimed to satisfy body’s needs
in an exact and efficient way, and, on the other hand, the house should serve as
the place par excellence for meditation, contributing to mind’s calmness. His
anthropocentric should be interpreted in relation to the idea that during ar-
chitectural composition process everything should “come down to man”. For
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him, “the house is attached to our gestures: it is the shell of the snail. It must
be made to our measure.”"*

Le Corbusier’s classification of human needs into two categories is pivotal
for understanding how he conceived the inhabitation of space and the role of
furniture for it. In Lart décorartif daujourd’hui, the way he describes the role of
furniture is revelatory of his anthropocentric understanding of housing de-
sign'’. He classifies human functions into “type-needs” and “type-functions”.
For Le Corbusier, objects are destined to serve human needs, while furniture is
destined to serve human functions. He defines “human-limb objects” as docile
servants and works of arts as “beautiful tools”, relating the taste that is ex-
pressed through the choice of furniture and works of art to the appreciation
of qualities, such as proportion and harmony.
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