
A PRIMITIVE AT HARV ARD 

A Critique of: 

The Carpenter Center 

Rtpnratrdfrom thP \farcl. 2 • 1963 wur oft hP Manchester Guard
Ian. 

HarYard·, ne\\ C<.·ntre for the Vi ual Ans. the fir t build-
in~ to be con,tructed b' Le Corbu,ier in America. ha no'' 
been r:omplctc:d. and it ha, alrcad' been de,cribcd nfhualh 
a' "of hi LOne importance.'' :\eedJe,, to c;a). it ha been ho
noured\\ ith the m.ual nattering di .. pla\ of polite coni ro\ er~). 
o;inn· if a building no\\~clda'., is not contro' er .. ial it i:. of no in
t<.·rc~t at all. 

Cuntro' c:r'' j., con idered e pccialh important in a unt
' c:r 11} building , for, a~o one leading architect Ill al periodt< at 
ha~ oho;erH:d: "To <~tecr dc.-ar of the· afe and famtliar' • ., one 
of the eam1arlo; of an\ good uni,er'>it) :·The <~afest and nw-.t 
famthar ''a} tu a'oid bc.·ing safe and familiar in architecture i., 
to de,•gn a building of alien shap<.''· alien materia(<;, and 
queer dio;po it ion,, ;md this i'i '"hat ha bec.•n done her<:. 

Cunou h enou~h. the.· hapeo; ha\e not ac hie\ed the 
hocltltat wa c:xpc.•cted, pc:rhap.; bccau'ie the building i'i al

mo 1 .1 replict of om• comtucted recellll~ b' l.c· Cor bu~ic.·r for 
a c utton-'>pinner · a cJciation lu:adquattc.·r in India, but 
rnainh beC"dll e \\e arc 110'' u ed to ~eeing Corbmic·rc.·,quc.· 
ha pc.• ju>..tapo eel a~ain'>l more.· tr<ldit ion a I building' in 

Arnc1 ird. ~fort'O\ c·r, I lanard'<> carnpu' ha!; long be.· en a 
laetcrogerwou tollc<lion of bmldtngs. ' llw cml~ thing that 
hod; the· ,j it or aboutthi" IIC\\ building i the <'XII am dinar) 

ptimittH·nc' of ib \IIIH tun· and mc.·c hanic ,tl c·quipntc•nt. 
Di,n•gardtllg tlw lac 1 rhat n<.'<H ly all tll<.' c CIIH 1 <'H' mul

hon haH· \\iH pt·d (\\}l('rc·b' le\\ of the· numc:r OU'> c·xtc.·lior 
door fu). the• mo 1 rlt~< cmrc·Jting fc<ttua·ofllw butld111g j, its 
;ur-r onduium11g c·quipnwnt . ' I his con,i!<t'l tlllpl) of <t ~c·r ic·~ 
of large motd1im·'· ~t<t11cling 'tarll} and nui il) in the.· middl<.· 
of t=ach floor, anti looking for alltlw \\ orld like· 'llrtt•,tli 1 im
age of nwcltt'\ I fm•plac c.· • ~o .... tlw Arm·••< .111 c mt<Hn of hid-

92.11 c 

ing air-conditioning equipment behind a '>mpended ceiling 
ma' "ell be rcprehen,iblc: indeed. 'eH•ral dt\tmgu•~hed ar
chneCls, such as Lou1' Kahn. ha'<.' gone to great troubk to ln 
to mtegratc.• thb equtpmcnt \\ ithin their structural frame-.. 
But Le Corbuster 'trlu,llh dt-.regard~ tht\ a\ a de ... tgn prob
lem. For him. archnec.ture h ''mph a matter of ab,tract 
'culptural ((mn~. and building technolob" . one feels. t'> either 
left to ubordinatc'> or left to take care of itself. 

Thts altitude eem' parti<"ularil~ cunom. for two rca~on.. 
One I!> that Le Corbu-.1cr has long taken delight in cllldmg the 
Americam on thetr mcompetence and timrdit) (hts most fa
mous bou mol being hi-. reph to an American newspaper re
porter to the eflect that :-..ew York\ shsnapers \\ere "much 
too small"). the other 1s that Ills lame "" a theon~t mainh 
rest~ on hio; plea for technolog•cal efhoenn, as expounded in 
Tol.t'artb a Xru . lrchrtutwe. But the \ ' tsual \rt Cemre at Har
\ard is. technologicall~.less ad,anccd e\c:n than the \tlla., he 
''a constructing 30 )<.'ar'> ago. and thrs must be particulanl) 
be\nldenng to Americans, .,mce mechamsauon usualh con
'litutes for them the es~enual comfort and status s~mbol or 
modem life. 

Doubtless these arti'>t'> · '>llldtos will funnion ''ell 
enough. because their funnion I'> -.o loose(> defined But 
\\hat of the cu culauon bet\\ een th<.•m' Access is either b\ an 
unobtru'>h c: door on the ground lloot 01 b~ a llambo' ant 
baroque ramp. w htc h ri~es 10 the• 1 h 11 d-flo01 level, pi<.•t n•s the 
buildmg from one.· \tde to the othet, and leads onl} to two in
.,ignificant !>.tudio doorwa\' < lc.·ath mat ked: " Ramp exit 
do'>cd. U'><: \lain\·a~." But pc·t haps <,uc h cnticism'> will lw 
di ... rcgarded ..,., indt'\<1111 for thi., butldmg is an olyrt r/'mt. and 
no future monograph on Le Corhu.,it•r (and mw\ itmrgtn,t
tion boggle.s at rlw thought of hem mam thc.·r e '' tll t'\C.'lllualh 
be) will hotht·l (() and!\ \C the C'fftnl'llC~ or the building. Ul 
t'H'll to examine: ho\\ it \\·c.· at ht'l'>. -.m c.<· ,1 (Omplclt· photo
graphic documcntc.ttion wa., C.''>tahli,hed while.· it wa'> ... ull in ir' 
pristine '>late. 

' f lw Har ',u cl C<·tllr <.·for 1 he \ 'i.,ual Ar 1' i'> undouhl <·clh of 
hi.,tot ic nnpor I<IIIH', hut ar tht• monu:nl lot one tlung mll}. 
namc:l) a-. tht fulftlment of tht prumtl\ IIOtton \\ hirh h,.., 
donunatc.·d ,,11 Le CoriHrsic.·r's c.·;u lt<'l wm k. For him . fill m ha' 
-.ddom bt•t•n t<.lat(•d to fun< ll<m, but simpl\- to tilt· notion 
that the tckal building typ<.· t\ th,ll of ;111 .tJIIst\ studio. I lis 
<"arh hou'><''> \H'Ie atlt\1,' ~luclto' lli-. Utut(· d'll..tbli.Jitoll, .11 
~fa1 'ICIJie, t\ a <Oil('( lion of actist'' '>llldtos lit' (,li('SI hlllld
ing is di.,tillgut\hc:cl histone all~ in that it i' a(lualh cle-.igtwd 
as an arti'>t'>' '>tuclto, and .,..,. c .tn \N uow that the gt<.'<tt ,u
chitt·uural a eh ant,tgt of nwdnu <llll'>l '' '' udw' (\\ hH h do 
1101 <'H'tl n<·<•d icl(•al lighting tu illurnin;tl<' ,, pmt·d nwcl<.'l) t'i 
that rhc·~ <all rake ;ut) c.onct•i,ahlc.· sh:tpe th<' anhitc.·c 1 hk<·' · 




