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Beatriz Colomina
Le Corbusier and
Photography

Beatriz Colomina is Adjunct Assistant The Mechanical Eye
Professor at Columbia University and a ) ) ) ) )
Consulting Editor of Assemblage. There is a still from Dziga Vertov’s movie “The Man with

the Movie Camera” in which a human eye appears super-
imposed on the reflected image of a camera lens, indicat-
ing precisely the point at which the camera — or rather,
the conception of the world that accompanies it — disso-
ciates itself from a classical and humanist episteme.

The traditional definition of photography, “a transparent
presentation of a real scene,” is implicit in the diagram
instituted by the analogical model of the camera obscura
— that which would pretend to present to the subject the
faithful “reproduction” of a reality outside itself. In this def-
inition, photography is invested in the system of classical
representation. But Dziga Vertov has not placed himself
behind the camera lens to use it as an eye, in the way of a
realistic epistemology. Vertov has employed the lens as a
mirror: approaching the camera, the first thing the eye sees
is its own reflected image.

In film, light leaves its traces on the sensitive emulsion,
imprinting on it permanent shadows. The manipulation of
two realities — the superimposition of two stills, both
traces of material realities — produces something that is
already outside of the logic of “realism.” Rather than repre-
sent reality, it produces a new reality.

Photography and cinema seem, on first reflection, to be
“transparent” mediums. But that which is transparent, like

2. Still from Dziga Vertov's The . . . -

Man with the Movie Camera, the glass in our window, reflects (particularly at night) the

1928-29 interior and superimposes it onto our vision of the exterior.
7
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1 (frontispiece). Sigmund
Freud’s study, Berggasse 19,
Vienna, detail of mirror in the
window near his worktable
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The glass functions as a mirror when the camera obscura
is lit.

Freud placed in the window of his studio, near his work-
table, a framed mirror. “The mirror (the psyche) is in the
same plane as the window. The reflection is also a self-
portrait projected to the outside world.”! Freud’s mirror,
placed in the frontier that separates interior from exterior,
undermines its status as a fixed limit. The line of frontier
is not a limit that separates, excludes, dissociates, . . . a
Cartesian limit; the line of frontier is a figure, a conven-
tion, its aim is to permit a relation that has to be defined
continuously, it is a “shadow line.”?

Thinking Photography

In the rare cases when criticism has addressed the subject
of Le Corbusier and photography it has done so from
within the position that holds photography as a transparent
medium of representation, oscillating constantly between a
realistic interpretation of the medium and a formalist inter-
pretation of the object. Guiliano Gresleri’s Le Corbusier:
Viaggio in Oriente shares in this critical investment, partic-
ularly at the delicate point where it takes on the connota-
tions of a nostalgic album by an amateur photographer.?
The subtitle of this book is indicative of a general, conser-
vative concept of artistic production, Gli inediti di Charles-
Edouard Jeanneret fotografo e scrittore. First, “inediti,” un-
published, hitherto unheard of: Gresleri would seem to
maintain the notion that the “original” has not yet been
relinquished to reproduction, deriving thereby a presum-
ably higher value. Then, Le Corbusier “fotografo” and
“scrittore”: Gresleri projects onto Le Corbusier’s work a
grid that divides knowledge into watertight compartments,
presenting him as some sort of multitalented individual ca-
pable of producing valuable work in different, specialized
branches of knowledge, and, of course, misses the point.
Le Corbusier as photographer, writer, painter, sculptor, ed-
itor, these divisions — often encountered in standard aca-
demic criticism — mask what is, in fact, Le Corbusier’s
nonacademic method of working.

This nonacademic method is manifest in Le Corbusier’s
travels, which played an essential part in his formation (I
am not referring here to what is conventionally understood

assemblage 4

3. View of the Cathedral of
Esztergom. Photograph by

Charles-Edouard Jeanneret,
1911, and drawing realized

B
“ﬁ after it.

as the “formative period” but to his entire lifework). A
journey represents the possibility of an encounter with “the
other.” During Le Corbusier’s first trip to Algiers, in the
spring of 1931, he made drawings of naked Algerian
women and acquired postcards of naked natives surrounded
by accoutrements from the oriental bazaar. The Algerian
sketches and postcards seem, at first glance, a rather ordi-
nary instance of the ingrained mode of a fetishistic appro-
priation of women, of the East, of “the other.” As Victor
Burgin has written:

In fetishism, an object serves in place of the penis with which the
child would endow the woman (her ‘incompleteness’ threatening
the child’s own self-coherence). Fetishism thus accomplishes that
separation of knowledge from belief characteristic of representa-
tion; its motive is the unity of the subject. . . . The photograph
[or drawing or postcard] stands to the subject-viewer as does the
fetished object. . . . We know we see a two-dimensional surface,
we believe we look through it into three-dimensional space, we
cannot do both at the same time — there is a coming and going
between knowledge and belief.

Le Corbusier, as Stanislaus von Moos has noted, turned
this material into preparatory studies for a projected monu-
mental figure composition, “the plans of which seem to
have occupied Le Corbusier during many years, if not his
entire life.”> With the reworking of his own fetishized
drawings, Le Corbusier dissolved the object and opened
the way to a more fruitful method of creation,.perhaps
reconciling his encounter with the other by re-forming and
re-presenting it.

Drawing, as has often been noted, plays an essential part
in Le Corbusier’s process of the “appropriation” of the ex-
terior world. “By working with our hands, by drawing,” Le
Corbusier writes, “we enter the house of a stranger, we are
enriched by the experience, we learn.”® And in clear oppo-
sition to a passive, consumeristic, fetishistic use of the
camera, he writes: “When one travels and works with vis-
ual things — architecture, painting or sculpture — one
uses one’s eyes and draws, so as to fix deep down in one’s
experience what is seen. Once the impression has been
recorded by the pencil, it stays for good — entered, regis-
tered, inscribed. The camera is a tool for idlers, who use a
machine to do their seeing for them.”” Certainly state-
ments such as this (which accompanies some of Le Corbu-
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sier’s drawings of his journey to the Orient published in his
late work Creation is a Patient Search) have gained the
architect the reputation of a proverbial phobia of the cam-
era — a reputation so strong as to make the discovery of
the stock of photographs that he took while traveling in the
East into a “surprise.” Yet it is difficult to understand how
this view of Le Corbusier could flourish given such evident
manifestos of a sensibility for the photographic image as
his printed works.

The material in Viaggio in Oriente reveals the existence of
drawings — such as the Cathedral of Esztergom viewed
from the Danube — realized “after” photographs.® This
practice of drawing an image after it has been fixed by the
camera appears throughout Le Corbusier’s work, recalling
his no less enigmatic habit of repeatedly sketching his
buildings, even long past their final construction. He
redrew not only his own photographs but also those he
encountered in newspapers, catalogues, postcards. The
archives of L’Esprit Nouveau hold numerous sketches on
tracing paper that are obvious reworkings of found photo-
graphs. These depict such unlikely subjects as horreurs (as
Le Corbusier would have said) like “Khai Dinh, the pres-
ent emperor of Annam” or “The opening of the English
Parliament. The king and queen” (taken from L’Illustré
and reproduced in L’Art décoratif d’aujourd hui), side by
side with a portrait of M. Gaston Doumergue, President of
the French Republic.®

Apparently aimless (these drawings were not intended for
publication), this activity seems to indicate Le Corbusier’s
resistance to a passive intake of photography, to the con-
sumption of images occurring in the world of tourism and
mass media. In the face of an explosion of information in
the illustrated newspapers, industrial catalogues, and adver-
tisements — with their pretense to represent reality by ex-
tensive documentation, by the addition of “facts” — Le
Corbusier operates by exclusion. In the terms conditioned
by the logic of mass media, a photograph does not have
specific meaning in itself but rather in its relationship to
other photographs, the caption, the writing, and the layout
of the page. As Roland Barthes proposed, “All images are
polysemous; they imply, underlying their signifiers, a ‘float-
ing chain’ of signifieds, the reader able to choose some and
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4. Photographs from L’lllustré
of Emperor Khai Dinh and
President Gaston Doumerge
and drawings realized after
them, with a view to the mise
en page of L’Art décoratif
d’aujourd’hui, 1925
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ignore others. Polysemy poses a question of meaning. . . .
Hence in every society various techniques are developed
intended to fix the floating chain of signifieds in such a
way as to counter the terror of uncertain signs.”!9 While
photography as constituted in the mass media is most often
uncritically received as fact, Barthes further makes clear
that “the press photograph is an object that has been
worked on, chosen, composed, constructed.”!! Le Corbu-
sier takes pleasure in “deconstructing” the images thus
“constructed,” isolating, for instance, some of them from
their original context, an illustrated magazine or a mail-
order catalogue, and drawing sketches after them.!? Again,
the sketch learns from what the photograph excludes. By
drawing he is obliged to select, to reduce to a few lines the
details of the image. The preformed image thus enters Le
Corbusier’s creative process, but interpreted. As he himself
would put it:

To draw oneself, to trace the lines, handle the volumes, organize
the surface . . . all this means first to look, and then to observe
and finally perhaps to discover . . . and it is then that inspiration
may come. Inventing, creating, one’s whole being is drawn into
action, and it is this action which counts. Others stood indifferent
— but you saw!!3

Drawing is an instrument of the recherche patiente. It is a
technique to overcome the obsessive closure of the object,
to reincorporate it into the process, a process of “no begin-
ning and no end.” For Le Corbusier the process is more
important than the product, as is also apparent in his writ-
ings, in which he constantly combines the bits and pieces
of his thoughts in different contexts, reworking them, as if
resisting a final form. As Peter Allison once put it, “In
spite of the apparent repetitiveness, he seldom ever re-
peated himself exactly.”!*

Reflection and Perception

During his first trip to Italy and Vienna in 1907-8, Le
Corbusier became aware of the difference between archi-
tecture and its photographic representation. This reflection
on representation became a constant subject of his letters.
In Vienna, where Charles L’Eplattenier had directed Le
Corbusier and his companion Léon Perrin, the travelers
could not find their way to the houses they had previously
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seen in architectural magazines; Le Corbusier wrote to
L’Eplattenier asking for the addresses of modern houses
published in Innen Architektur and Deutsche Kunst: “Illo-
gisme, se faire indiquer de La Chaux-de-Fonds des ad-
dresses pour Vienna; tant pis c’est ainsi.” L’Eplattenier sent
them reproductions of Hoffmann interiors and included
some of the music room designed by one of his students
for the Mathey-Doret house in La Chaux-de-Fonds. !

The photographs of the music room disappointed Le Cor-
busier: “They are well done, but how pitiful is the effect!
Perrin and I were really upset at what photography gives of
the beautiful thing we know.” They consoled themselves
by considering that their photographs of Florence and
Siena taken a few months earlier, in fall of 1907, had also
been a disappointment: “And we have consoled ourselves
with the fact that from our stock of photographs from Italy,
we do not have a good one of the beautiful architectural
things [we saw], because the effect of photographs is always
distorted and offensive to the eyes of those who have seen
the originals.” The opposite was true for the epatant repro-
ductions of Hoffmann interiors; at first they seemed im-
pressive, but they did not withstand a close inspection:

“Look at the photographic effect of these halls and dining rooms
of Hoffmann: they have unity, they are sober, simple, and beauti-
ful. Let’s examine it closely and analyze it: What are these
chairs? This is ugly, impractical, barbarian, and juvenile. These
walls of taped gypsum, like in the arcades of Padua? This fire-
place, a nonsense. And this dresser and these tables and every-
thing? How cold, surly, and stiff it is. And how the devil is it
built?

The atectonic quality of “modern Vienna” shocked and
disgusted Le Corbusier, who had been educated in a ver-
nacular crafts tradition. “Toute la construction est masquée
et truquée,” he wrote to L’Eplattenier: “The German
movement is in search of originality to the extreme, not
occupying itself with construction, logic, or beauty. No
point of support in nature.” He recriminated L’Eplattenier
for having misdirected him (“You have sent us to Italy to
educate our taste, to love what is [well] built, what is logi-
cal, and you want us to renounce all this, because of some
impressive photographs in art magazines”), and suggested
that he spend fifteen days in Vienna instead of relying on
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7. Charles-Edouard Jeanneret,
engraved watchcase, c. 1902,
and Omega advertisement in
L’Esprit Nouveau 2, 1921

magazine pictures. As for himself, Le Corbusier decided to
leave Vienna for Paris to learn construction. “Clest ce qu’il
me faut, c’est ma technique.” Not surprisingly, he did very
little drawing during his stay in Vienna.

3. Music room of the Mathey- It is interesting how close these letters come to Adolf
Doret house, La Chaux-de-

Fonds, interiors by pupils of Loos’s crifricism of photography and its shortcop‘nings in.
Charles L'Eplattenier, 1908 representmg architecture. In 1910 Loos wrote in “Architek-
” “It is my greatest pride that the interiors which I have
created are totally ineffective in photographs. . . . I have to
forego the honour of being published in the various archi-
tectural magazines.”'® Loos was reacting to the confusion
between architecture and the image of architecture so
characteristic of the overfed journals of the Jugendstil. Le
Corbusier was to go a step further than Loos. In Paris,
more precisely with the experience of L'Esprit Nouveau,
he came to understand the press, the printed media, not
only as a medium for the cultural diffusion of something
previously existing, but also as a context of production with
its own autonomy. His encounter with the metropolis pro-
duced a break with L'Eplattenier’s crafts formation where
the object is identified with the world, where the material
carries the traces of its maker. Such continuity between
hand and object is inside a classical notion of the artifact
and of the relationship between producer and product.
With industry, mass production, and reproduction, this
continuity is broken, inverting the relationship between
producer and product. Production in a “consumer society”
develops, as Adorno and Horkheimer noted, according to a

6. Adolf Loos, dining room of
the Steiner house, 1910. As in

Freud's study, the mirror s in logic. completely %nternal to .its own cy.cle, to it‘s own repro-
the plane of the window. duction. The main mechanism by which this is accom-
1
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Une Villa
DE LE CORBUSIER
1916

Dans ses articles remarquables de I Es) Nouvean, L

. Corbusier-Saugnier, architecte vee modestie. ne 8 est occupe

que des rapports de Fingénieur avee la construction 1 wderne
afin de mettre en évidence les conditions primordiales de
I"architecture : le jeu des formes dans V'espace leur condi
tionnement par les procédés de construction. 11 a montré que
le caleul peut introduire & une grand architecture. que les

movens de construire actuels (linanciers et t

des ressources plus vastes que cenx des epoques passees
Le Corbusier sut. dans ses articles, lui artiste, faire mo-
mentanément abstraction des qualités de ser

I'artiste, pour dégager vant tout. les movens de Uingénieur

8. Charles-Edouard Jeanneret,
Villa Schwob, as published in
L’Esprit Nouveau 6, 1921

11. Twenty replicas of the Villa
Savoye for the Argentinian
countryside, proposed by Le
Corbusier in a lecture in Bue-
nos Aires, October 1929, and
published in Précisions
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plished is the “culture industry,” the vehicles of which are
mass media, cinema, radio, publicity, and periodical pub-
lications. !’

Faked Images

In L’Esprit Nouveau 6, Le Corbusier published the only
work he ever recognized from his La Chaux-de-Fonds
period: La Villa Schwob. (This house, built in 1916, did
not appear in the Oeuvre compléte.) In the accompanying
article, Ozenfant, under the pseudonym Julien Caron,
remarked on the difficulties of capturing architecture
through the eye of the camera: “And photography, which
is already misleading when it reproduces surfaces (paint-
ings), how much more so when it pretends to reproduce
volumes.” ITronically, the published photographs of this
house are trompeuse; indeed, they have been “faked.”

Le Corbusier air brushed the photographs of the Villa
Schwob to adapt them to a more “purist” aesthetic. In the
“fagade sur la cour,” for instance, he masked the pergola
in the court, leaving its white trace on the ground, and
cleared the garden of any organic growth or distracting ob-
ject (bushes, climbing plants, and the dog house), reveal-
ing a sharply defined outer wall. He also modified the
service entrance to the garden, cutting the protruding vesti-
bule and the angled steps with a straight plane aligned with
the door (a difference observable in the original plans pub-
lished in the same article). The window corresponding to
the vestibule became a pure rectangular opening. !

Le Corbusier discarded everything that was picturesque and
contextual in this house, concentrating on the formal qual-
ities of the object itself. But the most striking modification
in the photographs of the front and back fagades is the
elimination of any reference to the actual site, which is, in
fact, a steep terrain. By eliminating the site, he makes ar-
chitecture into an object relatively independent of place.
This relationship between an ideal object and an ideal site
is a constant in Le Corbusier’s architecture of the twenties.
For example, he designed the small villa for his parents on
the shores of Lake Geneva before he knew its specific loca-
tion.!” And in Buenos Aires he proposed an urban devel-
opment consisting of twenty “replicas” of the Villa
Savoye. 20

12
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9. Villa Schwob, 1916, and
detail of pergola (left).
Photographs c. 1920.

10. Villa Schwob, version as
published in L’Esprit Nouveau

13
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12. Le Corbusier, sketches of
the interior of S. Maria di Cos-
medin, with instructions for
modifying the original photo-
graphs before their publication
in Vers une architecture

An analysis of the Oeuvre compléte uncovers a similar re-
working of the photographic image. In the published pho-
tographs of the Villa Savoye, Le Corbusier masked, by
painting gray, anomalous columns (wet columns perhaps)
visible in other photographs of the villa. Interestingly, the
published section of the Villa Savoye corresponds to an
earlier version of the project rather than to the one that
was built.2! It becomes evident that for Le Corbusier any
document from the process, which better reflects the
concept of the house, takes precedence over the faithful
representation of the actual built work. Furthermore, the
distinction he makes between real space and the space of
the page is equally clear. It is precisely because the latter is
necessarily reductive that certain elements — such as wet
columns — while innocuous in an experiential reading of
the building, are distractive when seen in a photograph.

Likewise in the Oeuvre compléte, consider Le Corbusier’s
elimination of two columns that frame the apse of the
dining-room projection into the living room in the plan for
the Villa Stein at Garches.?? The resulting plan conveys
the spatial, experiential reading of this house. The absence
of the two columns reinforces the diagonal thrust of the
villa, further disintegrating the “central axis” into frag-
ments.?3

Outside his architectural work, Le Corbusier used analo-
gous techniques to reinforce his theoretical arguments. For
instance, in L’Esprit Nouveau and later in Vers une archi-
tecture, he published a photograph of Pisa taken from his
own collection; but prior to its reproduction Le Corbusier
traced portions of the print in black ink to stress the purity
and clarity of lines in a platform.?* A page of sketches from
the working material of Vers une architecture reveals simi-
larly notable instructions for modifications to be applied to
the photographs of the church of S. Maria di Cosmedin in
Rome.? These consist of removing tabernacles, decoration
on the arches, leather pillows, columns, windows, and
anything else that would distract the reader from seeing

assemblage 4
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Greece in “Byzantine Rome.” The published text declares,
“Greece by way of Byzantium, a pure creation of the
spirit. Architecture is nothing but ordered arrangement,
noble prisms, seen in light.”?

Stanislaus von Moos has written that for Le Corbusier the
relationship of the architectural work to a specific site and
its material realization are secondary questions; that for
him architecture is a conceptual matter to be resolved in
the purity of the realm of ideas, that when architecture is
built, it gets mixed with the world of phenomena and nec-
essarily looses its purity.?’” And yet it is significant that
when this same built architectural piece enters the bi-
dimensional space of the printed page it returns to the
realm of ideas. The function of photography is not to re-
flect, in a mirror image, architecture as it happens to be
built. Construction is a significant moment in the process,
but by no means its end product. Photography and layout
construct another architecture in the space of the page.
Conception, execution, and reproduction are separate,
consecutive, moments in a traditional process of creation.
But in the elliptic course of Le Corbusier’s process this
hierarchy is lost. Conception of the building and its repro-
duction cross each other again.

Continuous Editing

In the division of tasks among the editorial group of L’Es-
prit Nouveau, Le Corbusier took as his responsibilities
“administration et finances.” Amédée Ozenfant and Paul
Dermée, coeditors of the magazine, were in charge of the
more traditional work of production and editing. But Le
Corbusier opted to mix with the world outside the intellec-
tual circles, to participate actively in the world of industry
and finance, himself a “producer” rather than an “inter-
preter” — the classical task of the intellectual — of the
new industrial reality.?® As the magazine was largely fi-
nanced by advertising, Le Corbusier came in contact with
the culture of mass media.

14
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\TREY 1001
IS WINEIS

Il v a les bons musées, puis les mauvais. Puis ceux qui ont
péle-méle du bon et du mauvais. Mais le musée est une entité
consacrée qui circonvient le jugement

Vient de paraitre

Ce livre est implacable
Il ne ressemble & aucun autre

14. Publicity brochure for Vers
une architecture, 1923(?)

Colomina

13. Page from L’Esprit
Nouveau 20, 1924

His avid collection of industrial catalogues, department
store brochures, and images clipped from newspapers and
magazines thus has, in part, a productive explanation.?
Le Corbusier was in search of publicity contracts for
L’Esprit Nouveau. In fact, many of these catalogues came
from companies whose products were ultimately advertised
in the magazine. But Le Corbusier also appropriated this
material as a source of images for his articles and later
incorporated them as illustrations in his books. 3

In L’Esprit Nouveau photography is not presented as an
artistic project, rather as a documentary means. In Le Cor-
busier’s articles photographs taken from publicity material
coexist with images extracted from art books and photo-
graphs of his own work. But within these pages the world
of “mass culture” intrudes into and violently unsettles the

‘world of “high art.” No matter how often Le Corbusier

claims a higher rank for the art object than for the every-
day object, his work is continually “contaminated” by the
materials of low culture.?!

On the cover of the publicity brochure that Le Corbusier
prepared for Vers une architecture he stated: “Vient de
paraitre” — interrupted by the reproduction of the book’s
cover — “Ce livre est implacable. Il ne ressemble a aucun
autre.” Inside he explained the novelty of his book in
terms of his use of images: “This book derives its elo-
quence from the new means; its magnificent illustrations
hold next to the text a parallel discourse, and one of a
great power.”3?

Photography in Le Corbusier’s book is rarely employed in
a representational manner. Its conception and intention are
fundamentally different. Instead it is the agent of a never-
resolved collision of images and text, its meaning derived
from the tension between the two. In this technique Le
Corbusier borrowed much from modern advertising: the as-
sociation of ideas that can be produced through the juxta-
position of images and of images with writing.** Images are
not used to “illustrate” the text; rather they construct the
text. Again in the publicity brochure he wrote, “This new
conception of the book . . . allows the author to avoid
flowery language, ineffectual descriptions; the facts explod-
ing under the eyes of the reader by force of the images.”

15
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15. Original page of sketches
from the draft manuscript of
Vers une architecture
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In fact, Le Corbusier’s books were conceived through a
continuous editing of found images. The working material
of Vers une architecture reveals as much.3* It consists of a
series of sketches, grouped as vignettes, which correspond
to the images to be displayed. Some images come from Le
Corbusier’'s memory (“carte postale, ot est la carte post-
ale?” is the footnote to one vignette); others are extracted
from machinery catalogues, from Frédéric Boissonnas’s al-
bums of Greece, and so forth. Almost invariably Le Cor-
busier transformed these photographs. Beyond removing
them from their original context, he painted on them,
erased their details, reframed them,; these, then, are images
that have been worked on, chosen, composed, constructed.

Though photography makes everything accessible — “dis-
tant places, famous people, springtime” — choice rather
than accumulation is its essence. Framing is the issue of
photography. The photographs of Greece by Boissonnas
that Le Corbusier published in Vers une architecture were
taken primarily from Maxime Collignon’s Le Parthenon
and L’Acropole.>* Some were reframed, and bear a resem-
blance to his own sketches in Le Voyage d’Orient. They
are “incomplete.” They create a tension that pulls toward
the missing element. As Stanford Anderson, referring to
the sketches, has observed:

We hold no vantage point from which we may possess the build-
ing objectively. And if we did possess such a vantage point, these
drawings tell us we would be missing something else. Experience
itself and the knowledge which comes only through experience.
.. . At a conceptual level Le Corbusier is concerned with how
we correlate experience and knowledge. . . . This insistence on
experience is more forceful when made in the presence of a work
[the Parthenon] for which we have previously- instilled modes of
appropriation. . . . Le Corbusier did not repeat or make more
precise the eartlier researches into the orders, . . . he produced a
set of sketches which evoke vividly the sequential experience of
the ascent of the Acropolis. 3

Boissonnas’s photographs exemplify the previously instilled
mode of an aestheticized appropriation of the Parthenon.
The enormous plates of this book force the reader to step
back every time he turns a page, presenting each image as
an object for contemplative immersion, as a “work of art.”
Le Corbusier breaks away from his source when he
wrenches these images from the sanctuary of high art,
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16. Double-page spread from
Vers une architecture, 1923,
with reproductions of photo-
graphs by Frédéric Boissonnas
taken from Le Parthenon

17. Double-page spread from
L’Art décoratif d’aujourd’hui,
1925. The photograph of the
turbine was extracted from a
catalogue of the company
Brown-Boweri (c. 1924) and
reframed.
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drawing, illustrating the po-
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reduces their size, and places them next to the everyday
images of newspapers and industrial catalogues (which
themselves have undergone equivalent transformations).
Mass media makes everything contiguous and equivalent.
Le Corbusier does not pretend to maintain a hierarchial
division of the material by genre or type. Instead, he pres-
ents the collision of fragments corresponding to the experi-
ence of culture in the society of media. Thus his work
becomes a critical comment on the conditions of culture
in our time.

A Window with a View

There is a drawing by Le Corbusier (with the heading
“Roneo”) in the archives of L’Esprit Nouveau that illus-
trates the bitter and long-lasting controversy between
Auguste Perret and Le Corbusier over the fenétre en
longueur.?” Perret maintained that the vertical window, the
porte fenétre, reproduces an “impression of complete space”
because it permits a view of the street, the garden, and the
sky, giving a sense of perspectival depth. The fenétre en
longueur, by contrast, diminishes perception and a correct
appreciation of the landscape. In-fact, Perret argued, it
cuts out of view precisely that which is most interesting:
the strip of the sky and the foreground that sustains the
illusion of perspectival depth. The landscape remains, but
(as Bruno Reichlin has put it) as though it were a planar
projection sticking to the window.

In this dispute Perret expresses, with an exceptional clarity,
the authority of the traditional notion of representation
within a realistic epistemology, representation defined as
the reproduction of an objective reality (is this what he
means by “complete space”?). Le Corbusier’s work under-
mines this concept of representation; the fenétre en lon-
gueur is paradigmatic of its achievement in architecture.

Classical paintings attempt to identify images with their
models. Built up with shapes and images of recognizable
objects — bottles, glasses, books, pipes — Purist paintings,
as Ozenfant and Jeanneret claim, eschew this identifica-
tion. In La Peinture moderne they define the objects that
they chose to represent in their paintings as those of “the
most perfect banality,” which have “the advantage of a per-
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20. Le Corbusier and Pierre
Jeanneret, Maison Cook, 1926

fect readability and of being recognized without effort.”38
Objects on the canvas are therefore like words in a sen-
tence: they refer to recognizable things, but the objects in
the world that are represented are less important than the
conjunction of differential units within the painting itself,
each element being qualified by its place in the ensemble,
or in Saussure’s words, by “differences without positive
terms.”3?

Viewing a landscape through a window implies a separa-
tion. A window breaks the connection between being in a
landscape and seeing it. Landscape becomes purely visual,
and consequently available to experience only through
memory. Le Corbusier’s fenétre en longueur works to put
this condition, this caesura, in evidence.

Something about this “Roneo” drawing is paradoxical: Le
Corbusier intends by his drawing to illustrate the superior-
ity of the fenétre en longueur; in actuality, the intensity
and detail with which he draws Perret’s porte fenétre, in
contrast to the sketchiness of his rendering of the fenétre
en longueur, makes the former much more emotionally
charged.*® This may be seen, above all, in the way in
which Le Corbusier draws the human figure in each. In
the porte fenétre, a man stands at the center of the win-
dow, holding it open with wide-stretched arms — recalling
Perret’s assertion (in an imaginary dialogue published by
Le Corbusier in the Almanach d architecture moderne) that
“a window is man himself. . . . The porte fenétre provides
man with a frame, it accords with his outlines. . . . The
vertical is the line of the upright human being, it is the
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21. Le Corbusier, sketch of the
confrontation between the
porte fenétre and the fenétre
en longueur

line of life itself.” In the fenétre en longueur, which
opens by sliding, a diminutive figure occupies a position
peripheral to the window. In 1925 Le Corbusier wrote
in the Almanach, “fenétre, élément type — élément
mécanique type: nous avons serré de prés le module
anthropocentrique. ™!

Any concept of the window implies a notion of the rela-
tionship between inside and outside. In Le Corbusier’s
work this relationship has to do with the contrast between
the infinity of space and the experience of the body, a
body that has become a surrogate machine in an industrial
age. As he writes in L’Art décoratif d’aujourd hui: “Decora-
tive art is the mechanical system that surrounds us . . .,
an extension of our limbs; its elements, in fact, artificial
limbs. Decorative art becomes orthopaedic, an activity that
appeals to the imagination, to invention, to skill, but a
craft analogous to the tailor: the client is a man, familiar
to us all and precisely defined.”*? And in a footnote to the
book, Le Corbusier wrote that when the typewriter came
into use, anthropocentrism became standardization: “This
standardization had considerable repercussions upon furni-
ture as a result of the establishment of a module, that of
the commercial format. . . . An international convention
was established [for paper sheets, magazines, books, news-
papers, canvases, photographic prints].*?

Perret's window corresponds, as Reichlin has shown, to the
traditional space of perspectival representation in Western

art. Le Corbusier’s window corresponds, I would argue, to
the space of photography. It is not by chance that Le Cor-
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22. Le Corbusier, small villa for
his parents, Corseaux, view
through interior overlooking
Lake Geneva

busier continues the polemic with Perret in an argument
in Précisions, demonstrating “scientifically” that the fenétre
en longueur illuminates better, by relying on a photogra-
pher’s chart that gives times of exposure. Though photog-
raphy (as with film) is based on single-point perspective,
between photography and perspective there is an epistemo-
logical break. The point of view in photography is that of
the camera, a mechanical eye. The painterly convention
of perspective centers everything on the eye of the beholder
and calls this appearance “reality.” The camera — and
more particularly the movie camera — posits that there is
no center.

Using Walter Benjamin’s distinction between the painter
and the cameraman, we could conclude that Le Corbu-
sier’s architecture is the result of his positioning himself
behind the camera.* By this I refer not only to the afore-
mentioned implications, Le Corbusier as “producer” rather
than “interpreter” of industrial reality, but also to a more
literal reading that sees in the deliberate dispersal of the
eye in Le Corbusier’s villas of the twenties — effected
through the architectural promenade together with the col-
lapsing of space outside the fenétre en longueur — the ar-
chitectural correlative of the space of the movie camera.

The fenétre en longueur that stretches along the facade of
the villa for Le Corbusier’s parents in Corseaux on Lake
Geneva (1923) — a house that became central to the
Perret-Le Corbusier controversy — does not open by slid-
ing. The window is divided into four elements, each of
which is divided into three panels. The central panel, a

Colomina

23. Maison Cook, view show-
ing the fenétre en longueur of
the opposite wall reflected in
the mirror of the buffet

rectangle, opens by pivoting; the two square panels are
fixed. How important these divisions are for Le Corbusier
is evident in his sketches of the house: the view outside
each panel seems relatively independent of the adjacent
view. The grouping of curtains in the side post, also
stressed in Le Corbusier’s sketches, reinforces the quadri-
division of this window.

The panorama “sticking” to the window glass is super-
imposed on a rhythmic grid that suggests a series of photo-
graphs placed next to each other in a row, or perhaps a
series of stills from a movie. What is more, in the “Roneo”
drawing the fenétre en longueur does slide open; and, when
opened, one glass panel is overlaid on another. This win-
dow is divided into three square panels; the central one is
fixed. The individual does not occupy the center of the
window when opening it, but must stand to the side. More
than at Corseaux, he is displaced.

We imagine a boat going down the lake. Viewed from a
porte fenétre there would be an ideal moment: the boat
appears at the center of the opening directly in line with
the gaze into the landscape — as in a classical painting.
The boat would then move out of vision. From the fenétre
en longueur the boat is continuously shot, and each shot is
independently framed.

With Le Corbusier’s fenétre en longueur we are returned to
Dziga Vertov, to an unfixed, never reified image, to a se-
quence without direction, moving backward and forward
according to the mechanism or the movement of the
figure.
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Notes

A condensed version of this text is
published in German and French
in L’Esprit Nouveau, Le Corbusier
und die Industrie 1920-1925, ed.
Stanislaus von Moos (Berlin: Ernst
& Sohn, 1987). It is also a chapter
in a book in preparation L’Esprit
Nouveau: Le Corbusier and the Me-
dia. Financial support for this study
came from a grant from the Fonda-
tion Le Corbusier. I would like to
thank Kenneth Frampton, Michael
Hays, Alicia Kennedy, and, espe-
cially, Sandro Marpillero for their
careful reading and suggestions.
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