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Architecture as  a  Work of Art and the 

Sense of the His torical Whole

an introduct ion to

Le Corbusier,  His tory and Tradition

I had a feeling, which became positively overpowering and could not find 

wonderful enough utterance, that the past and the present were one. I saw 

them in a way that brought something ghostly into the quality of  the present. 

This feeling is expressed in many of  my larger and smaller works, and always 

has a beneficial effect in my poems, although at the actual moment of  direct 

expression in life it was bound to appear strange, inexplicable and perhaps even 

unpleasant to the reader.

Goethe (Dichtung und Wahrheit)

Tradition . . . involves, in the first place, the historical sense . . . and the 

historical sense involves a perception, not only of  the pastness of  the past, but 

of  its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his 

own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of  the literature 

of  Europe from Homer and within it the whole of  the literature of  his own 

country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order. This 

historical sense, which is a sense of  the timeless as well as of  the temporal and 

of  the timeless and of  the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. 

And it is at the same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of  his 

place in time, of  his own contemporaneity . . .  
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No poet, no artist of  any art, has his complete meaning alone. His significance, 

his appreciation is the appreciation of  his relation to the dead poets and 

artists . . . what happens when a new work of  art is created is something that 

happens simultaneously to all the works of  art which preceded it. The existing 

monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the 

introduction of  the new (the really new) work of  art among them. The existing 

order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the 

supervention of  novelty, the whole existing order must be, if  ever so slightly, 

altered; and so the relations, proportions, values of  each work of  art toward 

the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity between the old and the new.          

. . . the past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed 

by the past.

. . . He [the poet] must be quite aware of  the obvious fact that art never 

improves, but that the material of  art is never quite the same. He must be aware 

that the mind of  Europe – the mind of  his own country – . . . is a mind which 

changes, and that this change is a development which abandons nothing en route 

. . . But the difference between the present and the past is that the conscious 

present is an awareness of  the past in a way and to an extent which the past’s 

awareness of  itself  cannot show . . . [The poet] is not likely to know what is 

to be done unless he lives in what is not merely the present, but the present 

moment of  the past, unless he is conscious, not of  what is dead, but of  what is 

already living.

T. S. Eliot (“Tradition and the Individual Talent”)

Look at any building you like, as remote as you like from consciousness of  

aesthetic purposes, and you will notice how as soon as a choice of  alternatives 

comes before the builder he inevitably conforms to some dimly perceived 

tradition of  formal arrangement. There is no escape.

John Summerson (“The ‘Poetry’of  Le Corbusier”)
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While in certain academic circles the anti-historical bias of  the Modern 
Movement still presents few riddles, the view of  modernism as representing 
an epistemological break between technology and history and tradition 
has long been challenged. The influence of  the past is recognizable in, for 
example, the blending of  classicism and organicism in Alvar Aalto’s work, 
the legacy of  Dutch town houses in Pieter Oud’s domestic architecture, and 
the composition of  Mies van der Rohe’s buildings.1 In Le Corbusier’s work, 
however, this influence can be seen on the most abstract level. Le Corbusier’s 
assimilation of  the past is shaped by his creative process which, as John 
Summerson had already noted in the 1940s, is comparable to the processes 
of  avant-garde poets and painters: his experimental architecture resulted 
from subverting the logic of  every situation, bringing different fragments 
together and fusing them in a new synthesis. Summerson’s comparison was 
made with specific reference to Picasso’s belligerent process of  creation 
through destruction and subsequent transformation in order to achieve 
“a more substantial result and profound possession of  form.”2 “Just as in a 
painting by Picasso, Braque or Léger the appearance of  a thing is torn to 
pieces, broken into bits and reconstituted in a ridiculous jigsaw which has, 
nevertheless, a perfect logic of  its own,” Summerson writes, “so a building 
by Le Corbusier is a ruthless dismemberment of  the building programme and a 
reconstitution on a plane where the unexpected always, unfailingly, happens. 
Herein is Le Corbusier’s poetry—or his wit.”3

This comparison with avant-garde abstract art involves issues of  form. For 
Summerson, for example, the tension in Le Corbusier’s plans is comparable 
to that of  Picasso’s drawings.4 More than a problem of  form, however, the 
similarities concern a fundamental problem of  method and attitude towards 
the creative process. It is the interaction between this creative process and the 
past that would seem to explain why Le Corbusier’s work has proved to be 
an inexhaustible reference point in the debate on the relationship between 
modern architecture, history and tradition.

In fact, underlying the modernist “creation through destruction” is a 
deep historical consciousness that was common to Le Corbusier and his 
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modern contemporaries. He shared the same sense of  the historical whole 
that can be found in T. S. Eliot’s view of  the new in artistic creation as the 
coexistence of  past and present. The search for unity of  past and present 
was translated into modern art through various aesthetic principles. Two 
aspects in particular are worth noting. On the one hand, the creation of  
the new implied the abandonment or subversion of  former conventions 
and a new form of  interaction between multiple past and present references 
and discourses through fragmentation and the subsequent juxtaposition 
of  contradictory allusions. On the other hand, the re-equation and re-
elaboration of  these fragments in new formal arrangements was guided by 
the attempt to attain the timeless through fundamentals. In this endeavour, 
the past acquired ontological weight and symbolic dimensions. The focus on 
form as a bearer of  meaning was a means to bring past and present together. 
This is expressed, for example, in the role attributed to myth, seen as a means 
to secure transhistorical and cross-cultural ties and to construct a new order 
through universal values.

Thus we find two complementary aspects of  the fundamental involvement 
of  history and tradition in modern art and architecture. On one level, 
the past provided modern aesthetics with raw material, i.e. with referents 
equated through their intrinsic and operative qualities independently of  
any historical or temporal sequentiality, which could be fused with present 
references through innovative creative processes. On another level, these 
processes were informed by a sense of  the historical whole which established 
the basis of  the modern narrative—a metanarrative that was humanistic in 
nature, operating as the lens through which past, present and future could 
be viewed.

Colin Rowe’s seminal essay “The Mathematics of  the Ideal Villa” (1947) 
marks the beginning of  the debate on the first aspect—Le Corbusier’s 
use of  history as a source of  architectural referents. Since then, criticism 
has continued to reveal how Le Corbusier’s architecture constitutes a re-
elaboration of, rather than a rupture with, the past, extending Rowe’s debate 
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on the links with the “high” tradition of  architecture to include antiquity, the 
idea of  origins, and the vernacular.5 

One milestone in this debate is Alan Colquhoun’s “Displacements of  
Concepts in Le Corbusier.”6 Colquhoun characterized Le Corbusier’s 
process of  creation as a “displacement of  concepts” which resulted from 
his approach to architecture as a work of  art, consisting of  an artistic 
reconciliation of  opposites of  two kinds. One kind of  “displacement” 
occurred when elements of  the “high” tradition of  architecture were 
transformed, subverted and adapted to new solutions which contradicted 
their original use. In this process, the new was established with reference to 
a given tradition, knowledge of  which was required in order to interpret its 
principles. To give one example, the rules prescribed in the “Five Points” 
entail a subversion of  the tripartite division of  podium, piano nobile, 
and entablature that characterizes the traditional articulation of  building 
elements, and hence can only be fully understood with reference to the 
principles of  classical composition.

Another kind of  displacement consisted of  the assimilation into 
architecture of  elements outside this tradition. Summerson had already 
noted that Le Corbusier had found “fragments of  real architecture” outside 
the traditional realms of  the discipline. His modern buildings resulted from 
fusing fragments from the worlds of  engineering, shipbuilding, industrial 
construction and aircraft.7 Continuing the thread opened up by Summerson, 
Colquhoun argued that Le Corbusier’s works achieved a new unity by 
bringing together opposite self-referential concepts and attempting to resolve 
the conflict generated by their dialogical juxtaposition. The self-referential 
concepts ranged from the vernacular to those from the “high” tradition 
of  architecture, from antiquity to contemporary works of  architecture 
and engineering, and from modern construction techniques to industrial 
equipments, i.e. the processes and grammar of  industrial production.8 

In this artistic reconciliation of  opposites, then, referents from the past 
and present were not only emptied of  historical sequentiality, but their 
operative value was equally devoid of  any disciplinary framework.
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The referents were not always submitted to such processes of  “destruction” 
and “dismemberment,” however, and many have noted how, in Le Corbusier’s 
work, the past assumes other—perhaps more conventional—forms of  
allusion. This is markedly so from the 1930s onwards. If, as Rowe has noted, 
Palladio’s geometrical and proportional principles surface only implicitly 
and fragmentarily at Garches, shifting from symmetry to asymmetry, the 
dwellings in the Plan Obus and Rio de Janeiro building-viaducts are a more 
direct reference to the loggias in the arcades in the port of  Algiers. If, as 
Francesco Passanti has shown, the ceremonial dimension of  architecture in 
the Villa Savoye aims to re-conceptualize the vernacular relationship between 
people and their artefacts through the concepts of  Sachlichkeit and Typisierung, 
the skyscrapers in the Montevideo plan openly quote the interplay between 
the vertical architectural thrust and the horizontal expanse of  water at the 
fortress of  Negotin which Le Corbusier photographed on his journey to the 
East.9 And—one last example—if, as Jacques Lucan and others have noted, 
the projects for the Palace of  the Soviets, the United Nations Headquarters 
and many of  his buildings subversively translate the Piazza dei Miracoli in 
Pisa into compositions of  free elements, the lighting towers at Ronchamp are 
a re-appropriation of  the Serapeum at Hadrian’s Villa.10

 In order to characterize these comprehensive relationships between 
Le Corbusier’s work and the past, Bruno Reichlin has borrowed the 
poststructuralist notion of  intertextuality from hermeneutics.11 As in 
literature, every architectural creation consists of  an elaborate process of  
cultural assimilation and transformation. Influence is the driving force 
behind artistic creation, establishing a dialogical relationship with existing 
works, whether through deformation, completion, rupture, re-appropriation 
or recreation. The sources of  intertextuality extend far beyond architecture, 
ranging from the client and collaborators to the architectural programme, 
from folklore to real-world experiences, and from narratives and literature 
to the visual arts.12

Be it as it may, the modernist attitude towards the past is always framed 
by an undeniable attempt to escape from tradition. Yet the attempt itself  
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2. Le Corbusier 

Sketch associating the dwellings in the Rio 

de Janeiro building-viaduct with the loggias 

in the arcades in the port of  Algiers:

“p. les viaducs telemli reconstituer les 

loggias des arcades du port” 

Carnet C12, 121 (1936)

See also C12, 123

For Algiers see C10, n.p.
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constitutes a tradition, as Stanford Andersen has argued. Responding to 
Reyner Banham’s critique of  the Modern Movement for evidencing the 
influence of  tradition, Anderson countered that the problem did not lie in 
seeing technology as the converse of  tradition, but in recognizing a debt to the 
past without establishing it as an authority. The Modern Movement’s attempt 
to shift from the authority of  tradition to that of  science and technology did 
not imply a rejection of  the past, but a revised attitude towards it which had 
close affinities with the epistemology of  science: the tradition of  a critical 
attitude towards traditional theories in an attempt to address problems that 
older theories had been unable to solve.13

A similar position was held by Jürgen Habermas in the early 1980s. 
Reacting against the shift from the tradition of  modernity to the postmodernist 
historicism of  the works exhibited at the first Venice Architecture Biennale in 
1980, Habermas noted that the term “modern” has appeared repeatedly in 
the history of  Europe since antiquity whenever the consciousness of  a new 
epoch is shaped through a renewed relationship with ancient civilisation. 
The difference in the twentieth-century modernist consciousness is that, 
rather than seeing antiquity as a model to be recovered through imitation, it 
established “an abstract opposition between tradition and the present” in an 
attempt to free itself  from all historical ties. In this search for novelty through 
abstract opposition, Habermas concludes, the modernist consciousness 
preserves a secret tie to the past.14 It is this secret tie that we find, for example, 
in the tripartite composition underlying Le Corbusier’s formulation of  the 
Five Points. In short, the modernist tie to the past is essentially formalized 
through abstract aesthetics and principles, through which former conventions 
are subverted and re-elaborated in new formal arrangements.

The second aspect of  the fundamental involvement of  history and 
tradition in modern art and architecture—the search for the timeless 
through fundamentals—lies in the grand narrative of  modernity: the belief  
in historical progress leading to a higher human condition. As the words 
of  Eliot reveal, for modernism the past meant something deeper than just 
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an escape from the impossibility of  creating anew in a cultural void. The 
“grand narrative” of  history provided the basis of  modern architecture 
and its meaning, and in this meaning lay the message of  modern art and 
architecture.

Postmodern discourses, rallying around the themes of  history and 
tradition, claimed that architecture should have an allusive quality. A new 
communicative architectural language could be achieved by incorporating 
history and tradition into the realms of  architecture, thus recovering 
recognizable forms by and symbolic dimensions broadly accessible to the 
populace. Reacting against the iconographic postmodernist exploration of  
architecture which would allegedly solve the semantically mute aesthetics 
of  modernism, some have argued that the communicative dimension of  
modernist architecture went unnoticed by its critics. Modern architecture 
entailed a fundamental message that postmodernism failed to understand, 
namely that of  a modern way of  life, made possible by its functionalism 
and symbolically expressed through the aesthetics of  the machine.15 Herein 
lay, for William Jordy, the unifying principle and essence of  the modern 
movement of  the 1920s: the aesthetics of  the machine consisted of  a 
symbolic objectivity, encompassing both the technological aspirations and the 
metaphysical essence of  modernism. Modern architecture was not only 
deemed to be modern (functional, mechanically produced, etc.), but also 
symbolically modern. In this regard, it involved the symbolic objectification of  past 
monuments, reducing them to their elemental qualities to create a primal 
architecture through which the past would literally be reborn.16 

What distinguishes postmodernity from modernity is, in Jean-François 
Lyotard’s analysis, the end of  “grand narratives.”17 Whereas the view of  
modern architecture as semantically mute results from the postmodernist 
disbelief  in metanarratives, for modernists the most profound role of  the past 
lay in this comprehensive historical vision and the attempt to communicate 
it. Modern architects considered modern architecture to be redemptive, and 
because they believed in a higher human condition, their message would 
naturally be accessible to the common man. Their endeavour, idealistic as 
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it was, involved communicating fundamentals through a new aesthetics, 
bringing the past and present together in an abstract, supratemporal 
language with universal meaning. The ultimate symbolic message of  
modern architecture was therefore the “grand narrative” of  human history: 
the attainment of  a higher human condition through the recovery of  the 
timeless fundamentals of  the past.

In order to understand this supratemporal, universal meaning, we have to 
look back at the preceding centuries. As the initial quotation from Goethe’s 
Dichtung und Wahrheit indicates, the attempt to combine past and present 
in one in artistic creation was not new. In fact, the modernist historical 
consciousness can be traced back to a new historical vision that began to 
take shape in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European thinking and 
that was consistently formulated in the nineteenth-century intellectual and 
spiritual revolution in Germany.18

Between the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the positivist 
concept of  world history as a chronological process of  cultural and social 
progress and straightforward narration from the religious to the secular 
began to be challenged by a new sense of  historical development imbued 
with nationalist and spiritual tones. The classical view of  universal values 
derived from Natural Law was replaced by the idea that values change in 
different historical and environmental contexts. Each society, culture, and 
nation was seen as a dynamic, “organic” whole, submitted to internal laws of  
development and moral and spiritual values. The universal ideal of  classical 
art was replaced by the view of  art as an expression of  a particular people, 
their morals and life as a whole, and thus dependent on specific features such 
as climate, political constitution, national character and the spirit of  the age.

A sense of  universal history was nonetheless present in this relativist view 
of  history and art, shaped by a transhistorical ontological idea which bound 
together the various different organic societies. In his “Über die Aufgabe 
des Geschichtschreibers” (1821), Wilhelm von Humboldt saw history as a 
chain of  events linked in space and time.19 Although organic societies were 
governed by dynamic, internal processes, they were nevertheless subject to 
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a more powerful active principle: original and eternal ideas which, although 
they were not directly visible since they lay beyond the finite, provided 
impetus and direction for world history. The historian’s task was to reveal the 
essence of  history by unveiling the idea or hidden spirit beneath the surface 
of  historical events. 

The polarity between organic societies and the supranational cause was 
further developed by the historian Leopold von Ranke who, despite arguing 
that history should focus on particular societies and their individual innate 
laws, nevertheless had a sense of  the historical whole.20 The individual 
(particular societies) and the general (the large-scale course of  events) were 
inextricably interwoven, since although each society developed according 
to its own patterns and spiritual foundations, it was also subject to external 
influences which bound them together into one, defining the future of  
the western world. The historian therefore had to study each individual 
society whilst observing the large-scale course of  events, examining the facts 
objectively but also seeking to capture the spirit of  each society.

These discourses gave rise to the view of  history as something endowed 
with a purposeful direction. The most extreme vision of  the teleological view 
of  history emerging from these pioneers can be found in Hegel’s historical 
determinism. Despite the different variants of  this historical reasoning, 
the essential is that the idealistic faith in a renewed western society that 
established the basis of  the modern metanarrative rested on this sense of  the 
historical whole and the belief  in a transcendental, transhistorical idea that 
would unite individual societies.

One of  Hegel’s main opponents was Friedrich Nietzsche, whose ideas are 
of  interest here due to the operative role he attributed to history. Drawing 
on Ranke’s ideas, he criticized the excessive importance ascribed to history, 
seeing the nineteenth-century “consumptive historical fever” as inhibiting 
creative action, thus preventing the birth of  modern culture. Writing in On 
the Uses and Disadvantages of  History for Life (Von Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie für 
das Leben, 1874), Nietzsche argued for a critical history that was capable of  
examining the past and revealing its fundamental, suprahistorical values.21 
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The recovery of  a living culture and the creation of  “a unity of  the artistic 
style in all expressions of  the life of  the people” were to be achieved through 
a re-elaboration of  these suprahistorical values. “To be sure, we need 
history,” Nietzsche argued, but “we need it for life and action,” and in thus 
standing “in the service of  life, it stands in the service of  an unhistorical 
power,” in a subordinate position that should not “be able to become pure 
science.” The purpose of  understanding the past is to “serve the future and 
the present,” and this would be achieved by “being able to feel to a certain 
degree unhistorically.”22

Nietzsche was therefore paving the way for modernist thinking. He 
asserted that the goal of  historical development should be the creation of  
a “living culture” rather than technology (a key feature of  the Modern 
Movement greatly overlooked by canonical twentieth-century historians), 
argued for the operative quality of  a non-authoritative history, and focused 
on “unhistorical” essentials. He looked to a suprahistorical time in search of  
an original living culture, finding its timeless essence in ancient Greece, as 
illustrated by his interpretation of  the Greek tragedy in The Birth of  Tragedy 
out of  the Spirit of  Music (Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik, 1872).

The new historical consciousness of  the late nineteenth century became 
characterized by the association between the notion of  human progress 
and the idea of  a supratemporal unity of  past and present—despite the 
conflicting tension between nationalism and universalism, and however 
it varied between Hegel’s historical determinism, Ranke’s notion of  an 
upward movement in which individual societies continuously shape general 
development in new ways, Goethe’s notion of  “circum-gress,” or Nietzsche’s 
concept of  “eternal recurrence.”

Through this nineteenth-century conception of  history focused on 
supratemporal and cross-cultural values, on the one hand, and the Nietzschean 
operative role of  history on the other, modernism could overcome Romantic 
eclecticism and shift from the formal attention to styles of  past monuments 
towards their elemental qualities in search for a primal  architecture; or as 
Jordy put it, towards symbolic objectivity.
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Eliot’s words illustrate the legacy of  these discourses in modern art. “The 
historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation 
in his bones,” he writes, “but with a feeling that the whole of  the literature 
of  Europe from Homer and within it the whole of  the literature of  his 
own country has a simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous 
order.” As for Le Corbusier, I have discussed elsewhere how he absorbed 
this nineteenth-century historical vision in a consistent way through books 
such as Edouard Schuré’s Santuaires d’Orient (1898), which he read in 1908, 
and how his subsequent autodidactic agenda was driven by this.23 Nietzsche 
was another key influence: by the same time, he had also read Thus Spake 
Zarathustra and been struck by Nietzsche’s concept of  the Übermensch and its 
allegorical representation of  a higher human condition.24 

From this early period onwards, history signified an ongoing process of  
cultural and social progress for Le Corbusier, driven by a transhistorical, 
ontological idea binding together the history and traditions of  various different 
organic societies. The transcendental status of  the idea which was to unite 
societies in a living cultural whole implied an original existence which was to 
be retrieved to renew life in a unified modern society. Thus he saw modern 
architecture as a “broad emerging crusade towards the universal thought” 
envisaging a “millennial relationship between man and nature.”25 This view 
was informed by the operative quality of  history. Although artistic expression 
in the various organic societies and cultures differed, they nonetheless shared 
this ontological idea. In expressing this supratemporal essence, they were all 
equally valid sources for the creation of  a new artistic expression. Hence Le 
Corbusier’s interest in Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Gothic and peasant art and 
architecture; hence his interest in ancient mythology, a primal expression of  
the idea. Historical destiny, as Schuré put it in Sanctuaires, would be achieved 
by applying the old traditions and symbols to a new universal meaning.26 
This goes without saying that the artist had a key role in this humanist task: it 
is well known that Le Corbusier thought of  himself  as a redeemer of  society 
and that this Nietzschean idea of  the artist was first assimilated during this 
early period.27
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Thus we find three complementary aspects in Le Corbusier that were 
inherited from nineteenth-century historicism: (1) a faith in and focus on 
an emerging future, understood as part of  a historical evolutionary process, 
(2) a relativistic view of  history in which art is an expression of  the internal 
cultural laws of  each society, which nonetheless share transhistorical and 
universal essentials, (3) the belief  that these essentials, in relating to an original 
existence, were more faithfully expressed in the art of  ancient civilizations 
and vernacular artefacts. Le voyage utile, a sketch by Le Corbusier published 
in L’Art décoratif  d’aujourd’hui showing the itinerary of  his educational trips 
between 1907 and 1911 (from Tuscany to Paris, Germany, and the journey to 
the East) reflects these three aspects under the labels of  culture, folklore, and 
industry.28 Industry stands for the future of  western civilization, culture for 
the high achievements of  art history in the large-scale course of  events, and 
folklore for vernacular art, expressing particular “organic wholes” within the 
course of  the history of  civilization, still uncorrupted by industrialization.29 
All these were framed, for Le Corbusier, by a common historical sense.

In the light of  this idealist legacy, it becomes clear that the diverse 
aesthetic expressions in Le Corbusier’s work throughout his career are united 
by a common historical vision and essential attitude towards the past. The 
machine aesthetics of  the 1920s aimed to convey the new historical era of  
the second machine age through symbolic objectivity. From the 1930s onwards, 
well before the postmodernist turn, this became informed by new aesthetic 
expressions associated with notions such as tradition, the primitive, or the 
vernacular, evident in works such as the Maison de Mandrot, the Swiss 
Pavilion at the Cité Universitaire in Paris, or the Petite Maison de Weekend 
in Celle-St-Cloud. This transitional period led to his subsequent work which 
reflects a growing focus on myth, as illustrated in the paradigmatic examples 
of  the Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles, Ronchamp, and Chandigarh. 
The layering of  fragments and their dialogical juxtaposition remained a 
characteristic of  these works, with their mytho-poetic allegorical qualities 
still aiming for a primal universal language as much as the machine aesthetics 
of  the 1920s.30 All these aesthetic differences moved in one single direction, 
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3. Le Corbusier 

Le voyage utile.

Sketch showing the itinerary of  

Le Corbusier’s formative trips, labeled 

with three categories: 

industry, “high” culture, and folklore.

A similar version was published in 

L’Art décoratif  d’aujourd’hui (1925)
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bound by the same fundamental creative process and philosophical idealistic 
positioning. Herein lies the fundamental meaning of  history and tradition 
for Le Corbusier. The message of  the symbolic objectivity of  the 1920s and the 
later infatuation with the primitive, the archaic and the mythical is essentially 
the same: the renewal of  human condition through the search for the 
timeless. Le Corbusier remained, in this sense, deeply modern. As Gianni 
Vattimo stated, for the moderns, the new was legitimated through a process 
of  “appropriation and re-appropriation of  its own ‘foundations,’” often 
understood as “origins,” presenting itself  as ‘recovery’, rebirth, or return.31

Contributions  to the Debate

The essays gathered here contribute, in different ways, to the ongoing 
research into Le Corbusier’s relationship with history and tradition. They 
explore particular episodes which bring to light both the operative role 
of  the past in his creation of  a new abstract synthesis and his modernist 
historical consciousness. The legacy of  nineteenth-century historicism and 
idealism is particularly explicit in the two opening essays. Ivan Zaknic offers 
a comparative analysis of  Le Corbusier’s Voyage d’Orient and the journal of  his 
travelling companion August Klipstein, revealing that the friendship between 
Le Corbusier and the art historian nurtured the influence of  nineteenth-
century German historicism in Le Corbusier during their 1911 trip. Klipstein 
believed that artistic traditions and styles should be juxtaposed, compared 
and interpreted using philosophical-aesthetic principles rather than in 
strict historical terms. His arguments echoed Worringer—under whom he 
studied—and his view of  art as an expression of  the psychological needs of  a 
given organic society, which allowed him to assert that figurative and abstract 
categories are timeless and reflect different psychological worldviews, rather 
than being forcibly submitted to temporal sequentiality. While, as Zaknic 
argues, Klipstein helped Le Corbusier to objectify his “unstructured, 
sensual receptivity to his surroundings,” it is clear that, for Le Corbusier, 
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Klipstein’s—and Worringer’s—philosophy of  art meant the consolidation 
of  Schuré’s discourse, his assertions about supratemporal values shared by 
artistic expression in different epochs, the historical relativism associated 
with this, and the psychological-experiential dimension of  art. In short, 
his friendship with Klipstein helped pave the way for a creative process of  
abstract synthesis involving judiciously selected fragments, independently of  
historical sequentiality.

This way of  looking at different artistic expressions is further explored 
in Arthur Rüegg’s contribution. Rüegg investigates Le Corbusier’s intimate 
world, showing how the selection and display of  Le Corbusier’s collection 
particulière in his Parisian apartments was not subjected to chronological 
criteria. Objects representing different worlds instead find affinities through 
their aesthetic qualities and meaning. The worlds of  primitive, archaic, 
and vernacular objects, expressing collective memories—some of  which 
collected during the journey to the East—share transhistorical values with 
contemporary art. The gradual development of  a “technique of  grouping” 
these objects by recognizing “patterns of  unity across time,” and the 
understanding of  a process of  formal perfection over time through use and 
serial production, operating on a conceptual and formal level, illuminate the 
nature of  a design strategy based on the “displacement of  concepts” which 
ultimately resolves the opposition between tradition and utopia.

The third essay discusses monastic life, another concept displaced by Le 
Corbusier. David Leatherbarrow shows how, for Le Corbusier, the belief  in a 
higher human condition underlying the modern metanarrative was reflected 
in the search for an ideal way of  life. Leatherbarrow also reveals the extent 
to which, for Le Corbusier, utopia was humanist rather than technological in 
nature. The significance Le Corbusier attributed to monastic life developed 
from his 1907 visit to the Carthusian Monastery in Il Galluzzo, in val d’Ema, 
and has been discussed by other historians.32 Leatherbarrow revisits this 
subject, showing that the individual-collective complementarity pursued and 
the way of  life envisaged by Le Corbusier reinterprets a historical pattern 
that traverses the tradition of  western monastic culture: the rejection of  
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contemporary culture, recovery of  fundamental experiences through retreat, 
and re-articulation of  a new way of  life and balance between personal and 
communal life. It is a tradition that is revealed both in sacred and secular 
terms. This link to the past, the author concludes, is just one of  the many 
ways in which modern architecture built upon history and tradition, 
as exemplified in the continuity of  spatial ordering principles, building 
techniques, and even adaptation to the historical legacy of  building location.

The two contributions which follow focus on specific aspects of  the 
operative role of  the past in Le Corbusier’s work, one devoted to urban 
design and the other to architecture. Christoph Schnoor approaches the 
issue of  town planning to show how, in this respect, Le Corbusier also 
instrumentalized history in his attempts to understand urban design. Schnoor 
focuses on the period between 1910 and 1915, when Le Corbusier acquired 
the basis for his future urban visions, revealing the operative value that he 
attributed to history. His research into urban history and theory during this 
period reveals his interest in principles through which the problems of  the 
contemporary city could be addressed rather than in historical narratives. 
It was this interest in principles that enabled him to maintain and reconcile 
arguments pertaining to opposite aesthetic attitudes within the contemporary 
urban debate to which he was exposed. As the author shows, the categories 
of  the picturesque and the monumental were gradually and simultaneously 
assimilated through these discourses and never completely discarded in Le 
Corbusier’s work and ideas. On the contrary, ambivalences were part of  his 
artistic conception.

With Francesco Passanti the focus shifts to the field of  architectural space. 
One of  the key aspects of  the debate on urban design that influenced Le 
Corbusier during his research in Germany in 1910-1911 was, as Schnoor 
shows, the notion of  space. Le Corbusier’s approach to architecture gained a 
perspective on space during the 1911 journey to the East, influenced by the 
Sittesque debate on urban design. Passanti shows how this early attention 
to architectural space was assimilated and re-elaborated in his architectural 
explorations in the 1920s. The tension between continuity and individual 
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parts in Le Corbusier’s architectural space was conceptualized by combining 
historical references, such as Pompeian villas and Hadrian’s Villa, with the 
modern aesthetic discourses of  Cubist painting and Symbolist poetry. The 
operative role of  history in this process of  synthesis through the combination 
of  different references and discourses evolved from the notion of  centrality 
to one of  continuity achieved through the play of  spatial volumes. This is 
demonstrated through the analisys of  Le Corbusier’s early sketches and 
architectural works and some of  his villas of  the 1920s, namely the Maison 
Cook, the Villa La Roche-Jeanneret and the Petite Maison in Vevey. Yet it 
brings to light the spatiality of  perhaps even more puzzling cases, such as 
that of  the Villa Stein’s main floor.

In this demonstration of  the operative role of  history in Le Corbusier’s 
spatial conception there is also a suggestion of  the legacy of  nineteenth-
century historicism: the Petite Maison, as Passanti argues, illustrates how the 
play of  spatial volumes is given symbolic and emotional meaning through 
the continuous ribbon window, which internalizes a contemplative landscape 
that evokes a primeval existence.

The extent to which the nineteenth-century tension between the idea 
of  an evolving universal history and the specificity of  organic societies and 
cultures—with obvious nationalist contours—endured in Le Corbusier’s 
work surfaces in Johan Linton’s essay. The universalizing nature of  Le 
Corbusier’s call for a new modern architecture and society scarcely needs to 
be mentioned. Yet he saw France as a leading culture and, as Linton shows, 
his early attraction to French culture and the city of  Paris soon became 
a reference point for his theoretical and architectural work. Linton thus 
expands Schnoor’s arguments on Le Corbusier’s early adherence to French 
urbanism. The comparison between Le Corbusier’s readings on French 
architecture and his writings and arguments shows that the proclaimed 
rupture with the models of  the past accompanied his lifelong attempt to 
align with the French cultural heritage. Le Corbusier thought of  himself  and 
his own work as a rebirth of  “the spirit of  the French genius,” continuing 
a tradition which, establishing autonomy from Italian art, linked the Abbé 
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Marc-Antoine Laugier to Viollet-le-Duc, Louis XIV to Napoleon III, and 
André Le Nôtre to Baron Haussman.

The continuing influence of  history and tradition in Le Corbusier’s 
late career is highlighted in the two concluding essays. Stanislaus von 
Moos provides us with a perceptive discussion on the period following 
World War ii, characterized by the crisis in modern architecture and the 
emerging debate on the communicative capacity of  architecture. This essay 
illuminates the extent to which Le Corbusier’s historical vision remained 
unchallenged and how he remained deeply modern. With a truly modernist 
faith in the future—the same faith underlying the tabula rasa proposed in 
the 1920s—Le Corbusier saw the destructive consequences of  World War ii 
as an opportunity for the rebirth of  a new civilization. The Platonic volumes 
of  purism of  the 1920s had given way to an expressive, symbolically charged 
language which, rather than following the emerging discourse on the aesthetic 
demands of  ordinary people, found affinities with the “primitivism” and 
mythic allegories of  Picasso’s work. Similarly, he maintained his Nietzschean 
stance as the redeemer artist against the advocates of  collective participation, 
seeing architecture as a redemptive art, as iconographically illustrated by 
the “Open Hand.” Even if, as von Moos argues, there is no simple key to 
deciphering the mytho-poetic quality of  his late work, it seems clear that 
Le Corbusier was still in search of  a primal universal idiom through the 
recovery of  transhistorical, universal values. 

María Candela Suárez’s essay, in turn, explores the design for the Villa 
Hutheesing-Shodhan in Ahmedabad. Suárez shows how the modern 
architectural lexicon that Le Corbusier developed and consolidated during 
his life was re-elaborated at a late stage through his contact with Indian 
architecture and culture. On the one hand, Indian tradition played an 
operative role in his relentless research, as demonstrated by the development 
of  architectural elements such as the brise-soleil, redesigned through Indian 
tradition in order to adapt to the local climate and way of  life. In Rüegg’s 
words, the brise-soleil, is subjected to a process of  formal and conceptual 
perfection through Indian tradition. On another level, for Le Corbusier India 
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meant a reencounter with an essential and timeless world and a spiritual way 
of  life of  a mythic past, bringing him back to his 1911 trip with Klipstein.

In short, the contributions to this book reveal the ongoing, vital 
significance of  history and tradition in Le Corbusier’s work, from his early 
study trip to the East to his late works in India. In accepting the fundamental 
role that history and tradition played in Le Corbusier’s work, and given the 
complexity and richness of  his creative process, a book of  this nature cannot 
attempt a comprehensive approach to the subject. The essays gathered 
here are only fragments of  the still developing story of  Le Corbusier’s 
modernism. Nevertheless, they illustrate how the past participated in the 
modernist creative process of  abstract art, from the 1920s machine aesthetics 
to the late infatuation with myth. They also shed light on the extent to 
which the operative quality of  the past was framed by a comprehensive 
historical vision that took the form of  metanarrative. Neither the analytical 
studies on Le corbusier’s architecture nor the synthetic approaches to his 
philosophical thinking—nowadays involving countless inflammatory 
discourses on his political agenda—should dismiss such a historical vision, a 
quintessential characteristic of  modernity, as Lyotard put it, which is crucial 
to understanding modernism in general and Le Corbusier in particular.

Notes

The idea for this book originated from two lectures on Le Corbusier, one by Francesco Passanti 

and the other by Arthur Rüegg, presented at the Department of  Architecture of  the University of  

Coimbra in July 2014. Although their subjects were different, both emphasized the significance 

of  the past in Le Corbusier’s work. I am deeply grateful for their enthusiasm and commitment to 

this publication. I am equally most thankful to all the contributors for accepting to embark on this 

project. Warm thanks to Nuno Nina from Nozzle for the unconditional support in test prints.
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