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1.

The recently rediscovered and published images of the film «Architec-
ture d'Aujourd'hui» suggest the possibility of refering to subjects related
to Le Corbusier's clients and the understanding of the relationship between
client and designer. These relationships are, no doubt, very importante when
planning and carrying out a project, and we tend to forget them —we must
admit— when refering to the project in posterior descriptions.

This clearly ultramodern film shows us, amongst other things, a house
(the Savoie Villa) and what seem to be its inhabitants.

The first issues appear very soon: Who are those strange people inhabiting
the Villa? What sort of activities are they involved in? And refering to the
way the film is made, why are so many of the shots in the film pitted and
counterpitted?

It is a fact that the people, the activity and the filming method —(the
method of observation)— are all a part of an aesthetic universe, a very
coherent universe.

But maybe there's a fissure somewhere. Obviously, the people that ap-
pear in the film are not the owners of the house. An administrator of an
important insurance company does not allow himself to be pictured doing
weird gymnastic exercises in ridiculous postures, as one of the people in
the film appears.

We also have to consider the lack of stylistic criteria of the owners,
of whom the architect himself said they were neither modern nor classical.
These forseeable signs of bad taste don't appear in the film at all.

If we think about these facts we may come to some interesting con-
siderations. Normally we tend to see the object of design —object or work
of architecture— in an autonomous way, in which there is no reference
to the relationship between it and the people, the dwellers that inhabit
and use it.

Probably, part of the responsability for this is the photography, which
is the means (direct or through different printing procedures; we think it
is necessary to point this out) by which we enter in contact with a great
part of the architectural and designing production of the past few decades.

In photographs, we intuitively tend to compose, eliminating what we
think is superfluous and giving the image of the object a special relevance;
it is a wellknown fact that the sense of vision needs to be helped in order
to understand an image and that figures against the background are
disconcerting for the eye.

When we photograph a building nothing is more bothersome than a row
of cars lined up in front of it, or a group of people standing nearby and
concerned about other matters. A good photographer will look for the
advantageous point of view, eliminating noisy information. But in this way
we systematically create a distance from reality.

Hans-George Gadamer, the German theoretician who greatly influenced
contemporary thought explains it as:

«One of the best ways of forgetting how a work of architecture really
is, is by coming in touch with it through photographs. Thus, every picture
taken of a building makes it more picturesque than it is or was intended
to be. I believe that a genuine piece of work cannot be understood through
a few photographed images... you must enter, walk through it, grasp the
building, so to speak. Naturally, in the case of public buildings you must
also use them for the purpose for which they were designed».

An explanation is important at this point because, in spite of what has
been said so far, the nature of this knowledge cannot be changed in this
context. The images enclosed are photographs taken from books, and they

are the worst in the sense that they offer a standardized view of the ob-
ject, notably reducing its dimensions.

2.
Le Corbusier meditates on the conditions that will allow modern man's

life to develop favourably, and his starting point is always a situation which
he considers especially inadequate and which has been created due to the
Industrial Revolution. He raves in an exaggerated and simplifying way in order
to propitiate a diaphanous contrast:

«The human beast remains panting and out of breath when confronted
with a tool that he cannot grasp, progress seems to him as odious as it
is praiseworthy; in his spirit he is full of confusion and he feels slave to a
demented order of things; he does not have the feeling of liberation, of
improvement. It is a period of great crisis, especially moral crisis».

And in his book «The House of Man» he explains:
«The first century of the mechanical era was homicidal. From the mo-

ment he got up in his meagre home from where there was no room for
poetry; in his job and during the insipid hours of commuting through the
suburbs and the city; under the lamp in his miserable home at night: man
never found the appropriate moment or the conditions for the necessary
reduction of strain. Tentacular cities, streets with no happiness.

A well organized society, that can benefit from the prodigious work car-
ried out by machines and from the unlimited resources of calculation, can
ensure its members the everyday presence of the essential pleasures in hous-
ing, work and in the city».

These are the terms used by Le Corbusier and other architects and
thinkers of his time to define the problems of modern life. The proposal
he puts forth is global, starting with the living quarters and reaching out
to the whole city. But since we are interested in his ideas about the style
of life, relating them with different real aspects of the culture and society
in which they develop, we will mainly focus our attention on buildings for //T
one or several families which were constructed in the 20" s decade.

If we agree that, through their functional articulation and their ¡mage,
buildings condition their inhabitants'living style, as well as being valid in other
aspects, we must look in Le Corbusier's work for his underlying idea of
the life of modern man. In the hands of a designer whose proposals fre-
quently contain a certain degree of utopy, this relation becomes especially
intense and coherent.

It might be thought provoking to further explain this idea by looking
back on a famous romantic novel about this physical and spiritual relation-
ship between man and his constructed surroundings:

«Quasimodo was, therefore,, the bell ringer of Notre Dame... As he
grew and developed, Notre Dame became for him the egg, the nest, the
house, the country, the universe...»

«And this is how, little by little, and always in the sense of the cathedral,
he came to resemble it so much, to become incrusted in it so that he was
almost an integrating part of the building. His outward jutting angles, if
we may use this ¡mage, fitted into the indents of the building and thus he
was not only the building's inhabitant but also its most natural content,
like a snail that adapts to the shape of its shell...»

«It was the singular, symmetric, immediate, almost consubstantial coupling
of a man and a building».

It is very curious that Le Corbusier used exactly the same expression
as Victor Hugo, as Tim Benton indicates:

«He later used the expression "coquille de I'escargot", which was op-
posed to the wellknown slogan for describing the modern house.»

In reality, the expression is taken from a text in which Le Corbusier seem-
ed to miss, and therefore mythify, preindustrial living conditions:

«Man lived like a snail in its shell, in a house made exactly to his size;
nothing incited him to change this state of things which was already har-
monious enough. Family life was placid».

Le Corbusier had in mind the model of lifestyle which was acceptable
for the modern spirit, which he was proud of in front of his clients and
that was based on ideas about intimacy, freedom, comfort and happiness.
His model home was antropocentric, made to human scale and constructed
around essential human events. Its interiors are full of «places», of domi-
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nant spots from which a person can stand, sit or lie down.
«Every man knows today that he needs sun, warmth, fresh air and clean

parks... he feels the need for intellectual recreation, for bodily rest and
the necessary physical culture in order to compensate the strain of work».

Hygiene and outdoor living (plein air) —although it seems unnecessary
to insist— are the main claims, and they find their literal translation in the
design of places, such as the bathroom, in which the issue is treated with
frankness.

But it is also forseen that various activities will take place in the spaces
of the new type of home. From the beginning of the 20"s, Le Corbusier
suggests in his drawings how everyday life will take place. He did not ac-
tually propose new activities, but rather indicated an obvious improvement
of these thanks to the surrounding and spatial conditions that ease com-
munication between the dwellers and the free uses without a very precise
definition. Only in some cases do unusual characters appear, like the boxer
in a training session inside the project of the Wanner house in Geneva.

In these drawings, in general, the fact of inhabiting a space ends up being
an epicurean art of living that tends to suggest classical spiritual peace rather
than the friction which is more akin to modern times.

In any case, one of the things that Le Corbusier seems to expect from
the people who dwell in the homes that he plans is that they have a dynamic
perception of the space they live in, that they traverse it, thus carrying
out the arthictectonic promenade. This concept, which even in its most
direct interpretations is revolutionary due to its capacity for generating
contemporary architecture, has recently been revised in search of its ultimate
meaning. For authors like Tim Benton, the architectonic promenade is not
only the ever-changing point of view of a person touring a building. Le Cor-
busier goes futher; he is proposing clear and conscious relationships bet-
ween the perceptions of the architectural objects and their abstract struc-
ture, where floors, sections and spaces in general give form to several
material and virtual layers. Maybe the only objection that can be made to
an interpretation like this —by all means interesting— is that we had to
wa'c unt" ^-°''n R°we created the concepts of literal and phenomenological
transparency, and that didn't happen until the SO's.

In any case, it is magnificent to see that on the floors of Le Corbusier's
projects at that time, circulations and dynamic spaces are situated in pre-
eminent places without a shed of modesty. The ramp and staircase of the
Savoie Villa are good examples, as is the first project of the Meyer Ville.

Thus, a succession of privileged places as points of observation are
generated, unlike the unique and central point of view of baroque architec-
ture:

«Arab architecture teaches us something very valuable. It is grasped by
walking, with the feet; walking and moving around is how one can see the
development of the rules of this type of architecture. It is a principle which
is opposed to baroque architecture».

In spite of what has been said about the importance of the moving
observer, Le Corbusier does not disdain the contemplative attitude of the
man situated in a natural environment, where architecture is the mediating
agent that eases contemplation and the achievement of spiriritual peace.
In this sense, the paragraphs in which he describes the Virgilian dreams of
the dwellers of Savoie Villa, are wellknown, as are the following footnotes
of illustrations in «The House of Man»:

«This cliff in Rio de Janeiro is notorious. Dishevelled mountains rise around
it and it is bathed by the ocean.

Palm and banana trees; the place is enlivened with tropical splendour.
One stops before it and brings out a chair.
Crack! A frame around it.
Crack! the four oblique lines that indicate the perspective. Your room

is erected in front of the place. The whole landscape enters your room.
The pact with nature has been sealed! Thanks to the mechanisms of ur-
banism you can include nature in your rent contract. Rio de Janeiro is a
notorious place. But there is also Algiers, Marseille, Oran, Nice and all
the Cote D'Azur, and Barcelona and many other seaside or continental
cities with incredible landscapes».

In any case, it is curious to compare two of the sketches that the ar-
chitect made during his stay in Rio de Janeiro. In the first one, which cor-
reponds to the aforementioned text, the spectator is comfortably seated
in a sofa, meditating on the magnificence of Rio de Janeiro's landscape, just

as the client and user would do, taking advantage of the facilities that modern
architecture allows. On the other hand, in the second sketch it is Le Cor-
busier himself who appears. But he has his back to the landscape in a very
uncontemplative attitude, and he seems to be more interested in the waiter
and the other magnificent brasilian individuals around him which, no doubt,
suggest a different type of relationship with nature.

3.

Another obvious contribution to the subject of living is the position
adopted by Le Corbusier in reference to the furniture. In the pages of L'Esprit
Nouveau is where these manifestations are clearer. Ozenfant saw the need
for the purification of architecture through emptiness, which he called
«vacuum cleaning period». The surviving objects could be classified simply:
drawers, tables, chairs and beds. In reference to the first, Le Corbusier
projected a standard Casier in 1924-25 trying to unite all the usual con-
tainers in a single piece of furniture. The concept of furniture is thus
transformed into that of equipment.

Refering to the subject of seats, Le Corbusier speaks of it in an extraor-
dinary subtle manner:

«And I sit down to chat: this armchair gives me a decent and courteous
apperance. I feel «active» for discourse, for proving a thesis or putting forth
my point of view; a highstool is perfect for my attitude! I feel calm, relax-
ed; this Turkish highstool belonging to the «cavedjis» of Istambul which is
35 cm tall and 30 cm wide, is marvellous; I could sit here for hours without
tiring, just sitting on my behind... I recall that Noel, the manager of the
Voisin car company, has equipped his 14 CV sport with a springy cushion
placed under the floor; I can drive 500 km non-stop without feeling any
sign of fatigue...»

A fundamental character in the development of furniture in Le Corbusier's
study was Charlotte Perriand. When she tried to begin working in his study,
the architect's answer was: «In our study we don't make cushions». But
later he saw her Exposition in the Salon d'Automne of 1927 (a steelchrome
bar under an attic) and by October she was already working in the rue
de Sevres.

She worked with Le Corbusier during 10 years, and then again on the
interiors of the Unite d'Habitation in Marseille. One of the fundamental
pieces designed at the beginning of their cooperation was the chaiselonge:

«Here we have the resting machine. We have built it with bicycle tubes
and covered it with a beautiful horse skin; it is very light and can be moved
with one foot, even a child can manage; I thought about the Far West cowboy
smoking his pipe with his feet up in the air, higher than his head; complete
rest. Our chair can adopt any position, my weight is enough to maintain
it where I want it; no other mechanism at all».

Perriand made a surprising and not very wellknown version of the chaise
longe with cheaper materials; this was probably a product of her praiseworthy
attempt of cheapening furniture, which is originally designed as simple pieces
that are accesible to everyone and later turn into luxury objects. Apart
from these digressions, it is obvious that this object couldn't stand a simple
change of materials without other substantial modifications in its shape.

Summarizing, the question is, Is it possible to answer the question of
how did people live in one of Le Corbusier's houses! Probably not.

As many of his clients pointed out, maybe they didn't live very well;
this aspect has been repeatedly proved in recent investigations. Maybe they
didn't live well in 1930, but would live better today. And it's not only a
question of the quality of the construction, a problem which has also been
studied, but of an advance in culture. Le Corbusier's clients were not ex-
actly retrògrads, but it was necessary to have a considerably high degree
of predisposition and benevolence towards the architects proposals.

In reference to very hard criticisms received in this sense, Le Corbusier
himself speaks about his houses in Das Neue Frankfurt for the Exposition
of the Weissenhofsiedhung in Stuttgart:

«One newspaper has written that you have to be an immoral bohe-
mian to be able to stand living in a house like this for even 10 days. Is it
really so terrible? I sustain that in a house like this, many normal families
who love commodity will find a type of household that also offers outstant-
ding decorum».



4.

Le Corbusier never designed sets, which is a pity because through them
he could have put forth, in purely aesthetic and linguistic terms, his ideas
about modern or new surroundings. In reality, his desire to give each one
of his projects a clear, useful and precise intention, makes us think that
this subject probably did not interest him. He did draw one set; the one
he used to give his conferences in Buenos Aires: an easel with large sheets
of paper for his drawings, a piece of string where he «hung up» the draw-
ings that were already made, and a screen for the slides. That was all.

Nevertheless, in a more or less conscious way, the subject of people
being a part of an aesthetic universe is inevitable, as shown by the images
published in the pages of I'Esprit Nouveau.

What happens in the representation of his architecture during these
years is, no doubt, a scenographic phenomenon, but of a very different
nature. In the «official» photographs of the buildings there is an ironic
substitution of people for everyday objects. In the case of a dada artist
like Francis Picalia an explanation in rational terms is not necessary or
desirable, but we could object that in the case of an architect with such
an explicit world of ideas as Le Corbusier, he should have given this ex-
planation which, at the same time, would have prevented certain inter-
pretations on the subject.

On the other hand, it is this partly ironical objectualization (for which
it is not necessary to find a direct symbolism) which produces one of the
few fractures that can be found in this architect's work, a fracture bet-
ween the projection of reality and language.

One of the objects that appears with greatest frequency and in a leading
role is the automobile. To Le Corbusier, the car becomes an instrument
which is inseparable from the idea of modern living, to such an extent
that it conditions the form taken by his projects, especially during the period
1925-1935. Apart from the advantages derived from its use, there are also
symbolic functions which must be considered, not only those that refer
to ideas about progress, modern living and being contemporary, but also
from the point of view of dynamism and image. The permanent presence
of the automobile seems to play the part of indicator of modern beauty.
Seen today, it seems strange that this image was accepted just the way
it was in those years, with its own laws of shape and colour which were
rather different from the surroundings built by the ultramodern architects.
The same thing occurs with other objects.

And in this context, the proposal about the Maximum vehicle is a hybrid
between the shapes of industry and of architecture.

5.
In the cultural world around them a few ultra modern creators have

been able to recognize the colateral existence of several structures belong-
ing to different cultural systems. This recognition, which was probably
generated by the idea that movement generates plastic art production,
has for this reason been potentiated in certain media more than in others.
Undoubtedly, movies have done one of the best jobs in exploiting this
type of aspects, giving rise to very interesting examples.

Although there is little theory about it, Diana Agrest has used the
denomination non-design to refer to the casual and lateral presence of
objects in a cultural context. This term is probably unfortunate but it reveals
acceptance of certain aspects which are simply neglected. The phenomenon
of articulation between cultural systems or structures can be understood
in various ways:

—As an empirical fact —the real existence of such systems found, for
example, in the street where several architectures, urban objects, music,
gestures, advertisements, etc, coexist.

—As a group of interrelated codes that can come to define the cultural
and ideological coordinates of the inhabited surroundings and the process
by which culture is inserted in them.

—As a situation which is intermediate between the ones already men-
tioned, in which some element always apperas with the theoretic inten-
tion of clarifying and explaining aspects of reality, giving the whole an im-
possible order, an oder which is progressively more distant. The urbanist

plan would be an example of the latter.
In «Ulysses», James Joyce uses a descriptive structure which consists

of asking questions and answering them, apparently following a continuum
in the narrative; but in reality he is breaking up the development of the
action into fragments with very different levels of interest and detail:

«What did Bloom do at the stove?
He moved the pan to the space on the left, he got up and took the

water basin to the sink in order to use the running water by turning the
tap and letting it flow.

Did it flow?
Yes. From the Roundwood reservoir in the county of Wicklow with

a cubic capacity of 2400 million gallons, passing through a subterranean
acueduct of filtering channels of simple and double tubes constructed at
an initial cost of five pounds a yard...

What did Bloom, lover of water, extractor of water, carrier of water
back to the stove, admire about water?

Its universality: its democratic equality and its fidelity to its own nature
always in search of its own level: its vastness in the ocean of projection
of Mercator: the independence of its unities: the variability of the sea con-
ditions; its hydrokinetic turgidity in the dead waters and in the living tides:
the multisecular stability of its original trough: its luteofulvous bed: its
weight, its volume and its density: its violence during tidal waves, seastorms,
artesian wells, torrents, turmoils, floods, undercurrent waves, geisers,
waterfalls, deluges, rainstorms: its healing virtues: its infalibility as a paradigm
and comparison: its metamorphoses into vapour, mist, clouds, rain, sleet,
snow, hail: its submarine flora and fauna (anacoustic, photophobic) which
are numerically, if not literally, the inhabitants of the globe: its ubiquity
in making up 90 % of the human body».

This 90 % ubiquity allows Joyce to unite people and moments that seem
to be very far apart, using ties that do not stick to the laws of logic or
nature; discovering a new aspect of the world which is not easy to unders-
tand.

In an essay by Slutzky, this analogical reference to Joyce is used in 177
reference to cubism in painting and to certain aspects of Le Corbusier's
architectural work:

«A great part of Joyces increasingly viscous language mixes history,
culture and autobiography in structures which are more complex every
time, thus, the posterior shapes in Le Corbusier carry and incorporate
the sediments of a torrent of layers of meaning».

This progressively more complex, colateral and casual structurization
—so much so that it ends up disappearing as a fact— carries with it. I believe,
an important part of the essence of contemporaneity. And it is difficult
or find it in Le Corbusier, not even in his last productions in which there
is a greater degree of freedom in the figurative game; but the degree of
internal coherence with his previous work is still very high, in spite of the
fact that the architect could not ignore the evolution in the real world
of the proposals put forth in the decade of the 20's.

Above all, he continues to plan the clearly didactic desire for a new
and modern lifestyle, very utòpic, positive and romantic.

Thus, to end with what we started: Who lived and lives in the summer
house of the Savoie's? Apparently, they never actually lived there —in a
physical or in a spiritual sense —Mademe Savoie just had a couple of par-
ties there.

In any case, they gave their name to the house, which certifies yet
another fracture between language and reality.

Le Corbusier explains that:
«...it was built with great simplicity, for clients with no preconceived

ideas, whether old or modern...»
In other words, the perfect recipients for a utòpic virgilian way of life:
«...it is a pure plane... and it finds its perfect place in the rural landscape

of Poissy... its dwellers have chosen it because this country life is beautiful,
and now they will be able to contemplate it wholly from their hanging
garden... their domestic life will be inserted in a bucolic dream.»

But Mrs Savoie was more prosaic in her letters to the architect:
«It rains in the hall and on the ramp, and the garage wall is completely

soaked. It even rains inside my bathroom, which is flooded everytime there
is a storm».

After not being lived in for a long time and in an abandoned condition,



the Minister for Cultural Affairs, Andre Malraux, decided to distinguish
it as a historical monument, just when it was going to be demolished.

Today, the circumstancial dwellers of the house are groups of scholarly
tourists who go there to contemplate the fossilization carried out in the
house of the Savoie's. They sign in the book at the entrance, thus fulfiling
the premonitory desire manifested by the architect in a letter to the long-
suffering Mrs. Savoie:

«On the table in the hall downstairs you should have a book (pompous-
ly called "golden") where visitors can write their name and place of origin.
You would end up with a very nice collection of autographs».

But the dweler of the house, paradigm of modern life, is someone else.
All those who have recently visited the house will remember the presence,
which is strange at first sight, of a gardienne who perfectly carries out
the singular and symmetric coupling between person and building which
had been stated by Victor Hugo:

«Immanis pecoris custos ¡mmanior ipse (guardian of a monstruos flock
and himself even more monstruous)».

A gardienne who possesses the keys of the house, dressed in black in
the midst of white surroundings, a perfect example of presence thanks
to modern chance and who grumbles when she has to receive visitors;
grumbling which is undoubtedly a historical summary of the vicissitudes
that modernity implies and that Le Corbusier's clients suffered in their
own skin.

t/H, RANGES. ETHICS AND AESTHETICS
JORDI PARCERISSAS

In the film «The Spring», the architect dinamites the skyscraper he has
built because the owners have added a classical portico to it and his ethics
don't allow him to accept his.

The scene described has made me think about the following:
To what extent does the creator depend on the conditions that are

imposed on him? Is the act of creating independent from the real world?
What's more, can empty space be planned?

Can we only think about that which can be spoken of! What's the use
of art?

These questions make sense if we consider that the act of creating is
a part of Architecture. This also makes sense: If architecture is an art,
will any means serve to obtain this quality in our projects!

As De la Sota says, is Architecture the IV.A. that no one wants and
that we must add?

Obviously, we will not answer all these questions but, if we are to serious-
ly accomplish our task, we must have an opinion about them. This is the
only way we can progress.

As for many other things, the relationship between Le Corbusier and
his client is a perfect example.

FAMOUS LIVES

During his lifetime L.C. managed to tightly control the widespread
knowledge about his work, mainly thanks to his own publication of his
Complete Works in eight volumes.

As Cordech says: «as an architect he was mediocre but as a propagan-
dist, a genius».

Thanks to the files of the L.C. Foundation, in the past years many studies
have been published, not only about the actual constructions, but also
about all the conditioning factors that surround a project so that it can
be carried out.

Among them, the one that is closest to the subject was written by
Tim Benton: L.C.'s Villas, 1920-1930.

Like many other great artists L.C. considered the people who allowed
him to carry out his work, that is, his clients, as the circumstancial trustees
of the «great idea» that the artist himself represents, and to which all other
considerations are submitted.

L.C. himself dedicated a great deal of effort in search of the «ideal»
client, that is, a client who would allow him to carry out his «plan».

Coderch: «There was something about L.C. that annoyed me. I always
said that doing things right doesn't necessarily mean pursuing more or
less invented or abstract ideals. They're very dangerous. You have to look
at things and see what happens».

This preconceived evaluation is backed up by overwhelming evidence,
in 1928, Georges Besnus, owner of the Vaucresson house constructed
by L.C. in 1923, desperately wrote to the contractor who had built it:
«Your are responsible for 10 years and I regret having to say that Mr. Jean-
neret Le Corbusier doesn 't want to listen... Doesn 't ignore the existence
of cracks in the East and West contention walls... caused by the fact that
the foundations in the basement were not layed from the begining and
what was repaired two years ago was insufficient... the garage is flooded
again and my suitcases and bottles are floating around... I think I am en-
titled, more than ever, to shout out: How the hell is this house built! And
by who?»

If we take a closer and more detailed look at L.C.'s clients, we may
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