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L’essai qui suit a été rédigé pour le cours “‘théorie de
Parchitecture du 20¢ siécle™ offert a Uuniversité McGill.
L’Unité d’habitation de Marseille y est analysé selon une
méthode établie par le professeur Radoslav Zuk.

The following essay, written for a twentieth
century architectural theory course at McGill, is
an attempt to analyze Le Corbusier’s Unité
d’habitation at Marseille. In our analysis, I will
first look at the image which the Unité projects.
That is, the idea which underlies the building,
the symbols it contains and the experience of the
building as a whole. I will then look at the space
organization of the Unité and, finally, dicuss its
nine systems. The nine systems are: movement,
space type, growth and change, space and
volume, geometry, enclosure, services, structure
and materials. I am entirely indebted to Profes-
sor Radoslav Zuk for the method of analysis
which I have employed.

“Le Corbusier viewed housing and urban

planning as a single problem—the problem of

human shelter...”! The Unité, which is a re-
sponse to this housing problem, “contained
within it and in its extensions all the services
necessary to complete family life; parking spaces,
shops, a day nursery, a laundry, space for recrea-
tion and physical exercise.”? A town planning
programme is implicit in the wholistic approach
Le Corbusier takes in the Unité. Hence, the city
is the source from which Le Corbusier drew the
idea for this building.

The underlying message in Le Corbusier’s
Towards a New Architecture is that “each previous
generation whose architecture is admired had
developed an architecture appropriate to the
times, whereas the buildings in which most peo-
ple were living in the 1920's were totally un-
suited to their age.”? Le Corbusier was preoc-
cupied with the search for an architecture that
symbolized its epoch. He anticipated, reacted to
and influenced the rapidly changing social, eco-
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nomic, and political forces of his century. His
genius lies primarily in this and in the conse-
quent broadness of his vision of architecture.
Towards a New Architectureis full of excited and op-
timistic statements such as, “A great epoch has
begun. There exists a new spirit.”* Or, “Indus-
try. overwhelming us like a flood which rolls on
towards its destined ends, has furnished us with
new tools adapted to this new epoch, animated
by the new spirit.”’ He appeals to technology to
create a new and healthier way of life by creating
an architecture that 1s born out of the machine
age. “The Engineer’s Aesthetic, and Architec-
ture,” he writes, “are two things that march to-
gether and follow one from the other: the one
being now at its full height, the other in an un-
happy state of retrogression.”® Le Corbusier
evolved an association between ships, i.e. the
fruits of technology that belong to the “Engi-
neer's Aesthetic,” and an architectural system.
“For him that association was a reflection of a
new morality, new creative potentials, and above
all a new way of life that was machine-oriented
and machine based.”7 A specific aspect of tech-
nology which excited and absorbed Le Corbusier
was mass-production.

He writes:

Architecture has for its first duty, in this
period of renewal, that of bringing about a
revision of values, a revision of the constitu-
ent elements of the house.8

He continues:

If we eliminate from our hearts and minds all
dead concepts in regard to the house, and
look at the question from a critical and objec-
tive point of view, we shall arrive at the
“House-Machine,”” the mass-produced
house, healthy, (and morally so too) and
beautiful in the same way that the working
tools and instruments which accompany our
existence are beautiful ?
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Le Corbusier wanted to free the house from all
superfluous things in order to make mass-
production possible. *“To this end he designed a
prototype house..., which he christened ‘Citro-
han’.”"10 The Citrohan House later evolved into
the Unité d’habitation. Hence, the Unité stands,
in a symbolic way, as a proud monument to tech-
nology. It expresses, in its Mediterranean set-
ting, resolute and profound optimism in the new
creative potentials of this century.

Vincent Scully, refering to the Unité, writes:

It can be seen primarily in neither structural,

spatial, nor abstractly massive terms—neither

as a mountain, nor a cage, nor a box—but

only as an articulated, unified sculptural

body.!!
In other words, like a Greek temple, the Unité 1s
experienced only as a sculpture, 1.e. as a thing in
itself, and it does not spark an analogue in the
observer’s mind.

The highly organized and controlled quality
of the Unité exerts a strong influence on its envi-
ronment. Le Corbusier’s conception of nature is
central to understanding his architecture, which
resembles, in its relation to nature, more to Hel-
lenic than to Medieval architecture. Scully refers
to Le Corbusier when he writes:

“The axis of the Acropolis,” he wrote in his
Vers une Architecture, of 1923, “runs...from the
sea to the mountain.” He went on: “The
Greeks on the Acropolis set up temples which
are anmimated by a single thought, drawing
around them the desolate landscape and
gathering it into the composition,”!2

He

then refers to the Unité when he writes:

It is in relation to the mountains and the sea
that the building as a whole should be seen.
This is the larger, Hellenic environment that
it creates.!3

The organization of the Unité should be seen, as
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Scully suggests, in broad terms to include the
Mediterranean to its West and the mountains to
its East. By looking at the Unité in such broad
terms, we learn something of Le Corbusier’s in-
tention. His building stands in nature, confronts
it and tries to order its intrinsic chaos.

Le Corbusier writes “Time, duration, se-
quence, and continuity are constituent elements
of architecture...”" He also writes, refering to his
Villa Savoie, that **...This house is a real architec-
tural walk that offers a series of constantly varied,
unexpected, sometimes astonishing views.”15
These ideas are clearly drawn from cubism.
When one looks at the movement system of the
Unité, one is struck by its straightforwardness in
plan. To grasp the nature of this system, one
must consider the following idea, which will also
emerge in our discussion of the services system.
The success of Le Corbusier’s buildings must be
ascribed, in large measure, to his brilliant blend
of poetry and pragmatism. In other words, the
circulation is straightforward, because this is
most appropriate to the building type, but the
opportunity is not missed to imbue it with poetry
and raise it to an important position in the build-
ing. This occurs in the link between the seven-
teenth floor and the roof terrace and in the
sculptural fire stair on the North side. As Scully
points out, Le Corbusier’s buildings are a stage
for action; movement and action are highly
valued by Le Corbusier and this finds strong ex-
pression in the Unité by the mentioned fire stair
and by the running track which graces the top of
the building. Le Corbusier writes:

Architecture can be seen only by a walking
man...so much so that when it comes to the
test, buildings can be classified as alive or
dead according 1o whether the rule of move-
ment has been applied or not.16

Hence, although the Unité does not offer an ar-
chitectural walk to the same degree as the Villa
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Savoie, the Capitol of Chandigarh or the Car-
penter Centre, it is nonetheless a living building.
The Unité has twenty three different types in
its 337 apartment units. But as Giedion points
out, “Le Corbusier had two great gifts: he could
reduce a complicated problem to astonishingly
simple basic elements, and he could summarize
these results in formulas of lapidary
clearness.””17 The twenty three different apart-
ment types in the Unité can be reduced to five
space types. These five space types are in turn
composed of only two elemental space types. Let
us call these two generic types A and B. Type A is
one by two grid modules in area and is one floor
in height. The grid is based on square modules
of approximately four by four metres. Type B is
one by two and a half grid modules in area and is
again one floor in height. The circulation is one
module in width, one floor in height and stret-
ches almost the entire length of the building.

The simplest space type is itself elemental
and consists only of generic type A. You will note
that type A is always on the same level as the cir-
culation and the two together form a T (see fig-
ure 1). The second space type, slightly more
complicated, is composed of the vertical stacking
of a type A and B (see figure 2). Type B is never
on the same level as the arculation. The third
space type is composed by the addition of
another B to the side of the previous space type
(see figure 3). Wherever a vertical stacking oc-
curs, as in types two and three, a double height
space is created. The fourth is again an addition
of a type B to space type two, but now the two B’s
are connected at their ends (see figure 4). The
fifth space type is composed by an addition of a
type B to the latter, in the manner shown (see fig-
ure 5).

The clarity and the simplicity of this system
is stunning and the efficient packing of the space
types reduces interior circulation to every third
floor. The shopping floors, seven and eight, are
the only exception to this.

The necessity for the inherent capacity of
growth and change, within a building, is a dif-
ficult idea to grasp. Its premise, however, is fun-
damental to the natural world. Heraclitus
claimed that everything is in a state of flux and
that never can we step in the same river twice; he
also, claimed that even the unchanging hills
change, but more slowly than other things. Serge
Chermayeff brings this idea closer to us, i.e. to
architecture, when he puts it in this way:

We are beginning to abandon the notion of

creating “complete” things. We are recogniz-

ing that we are participants in a process of

evolution: “change and growth.”18

The needs of an occupant of a house do not
undergo substantial qualitative changes over
time. In other words, we will always need toilets,
unless an unlikely evolutionary mutation makes
this unnecessary one day, and the standard of the
toilets at the Unité will probably remain ade-
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quate for a long time. The concept of growth and
change does not have as much significance to the
Unité as it would to a factory where changing
methods of production, changing products, ex-
panding markets and countless other forces may
require an internal reorganization or expansion
of the facility. Growth and change would be im-
portant to an institutional building as well. It is
true, however, that the spatial requirements of a
family change. When a home becomes too small,
two things may happen: i) move to a larger
home, or ii) acquire the adjacent home and link
the two. The former normally transpires. How-
ever, it should be said that, due to the inherent
quality of the structure and services of the Unité,
change in the form of the latter can conceivably
take place without any difficulty.

Whereas the Unité can easily accommodate
internal change, it is a different matter when 1t
comes to growth. Any kind of exterior addition
to the Unité will enormously compromise the
geometry and mass of the building, thus, making
it absolutely undesirable.

Let us now discuss the spaces of the living
units and then the volume or sculptural form of
the Unité as a whole. Giedion explains that:

All of Le Corbusier’s houses attack the same

problem. He was always endeavoring to open

up the house, to create new possibilities for

connections between its interior and exterior

and within the interior itself. We want rooms
which can be thrown open or enclosed at will,
rooms whose outer partitions fall away when

we wish.19
This description applies also to Le Corbusier's
apartment units in the Unité where spaces blend
into one another. The parents’ bedroom bor-
rows from the living room, the dining room bor-
rows from the kitchen and the play room flows
into the children’s bedrooms. This occurs both
horizontally and vertically. The latter often oc-
curs between the hving room and the dining
room. All the units, except for the bachelors and
hotel rooms, have a double height living room.
This high ceiling within the two storey apart-
ments creates a tension and performs what Le
Corbusier sets out to do as a cubist painter, pro-
duce spatial ambiguity. The result is what Gie-
dion calls a construction in space-time. The dou-
ble height living room also provides other
benefits. It gives the living room the dignity of a
high space and permits light to penetrate deeper
into the dwelling unit.

Space types four and five, described earlier,
constitute over two thirds of the apartment units
in the Umité. An important feature of these two
types is that they extend the entire width of the
building. Their sides are closed, as in the other
unit types, but are open at the front and rear
which in combination with the open plan, allows
cross-ventilation and creates a strong link with
the exterior.

The following quote, also from Giedion, re-
lates to the volume of the Unité.
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At one period in his development Frank
Lloyd Wright used to employ the smallest
crevices in the rocks to help bind his house
still more closely to the earth. In the Savoie
house Le Corbusier did exactly the opposite.
The city-dweller for whom it was designed
wanted to look out over the countryside
rather than to be set down amongst trees and
meadows. He wanted to enjoy the view, the
breezes, and the sun—to experience that un-
hurried natural freedom which his work de-
prived him of. This is another instance of op-
posed responses to nature: a contemporary
reflection of the difference between the Greek
temple, sharply outlined against its back-
ground, and the medieval town, attached like
a plant to the site on which it stands.20

These two diametrically opposed responses to
nature must stem from equally dissimilar con-
ceptions of nature. Le Corbusier’s Unité stands
over and above the natural landscape. Nature,
one is tempted to conclude, is perhaps seen by
Le Corbusier as an alien and hostile force, a con-
stant source of anxiety to man and a thing that
must be overcome. Such an attitude towards na-
ture might be the source for the highly ordered
space organization of this building. Similarly, 1t
might be the source for the volume, created by
Le Corbusier, which stands in such sharp con-
trast to its background. Both might be attempts
at overcoming nature.

Geometry is given a great deal of importance
by Le Corbusier. He wnites:

I built my first house when I was seventeen; it
was covered with decorations. I was twenty-
four when I built my second house; it was
white and bare: I had traveled in the mean-
time. The plans of this second house were ly-
ing on my drafting board. The year was 1911.
I was suddenly struck by the arbitrary placing
of the openings on the fagade. 1 blacked them
in with a piece of charcoal: the black spots
now spoke some kind of language. Again I
was struck by the absence of a rule or law. Ap-
palled, I realized that I was working in utter
chaos. And I then discovered, for my own
purposes the need for a regulating device.
This obsession would henceforth occupy a
corner of my mind.21

I'he idea of harmony and regulating diagrams
plays an important role in Le Corbusier’s theory
of architectural design. He writes:

A regulating diagram is a way of ensuring

ourselves against what is arbitrary: it is a test-

ing device to check a work that has been con-

ceived with passion.22
He points to the engineer while praising him for
achieving harmony by obeying the law of
economy and by letting himself be governed by
mathematics. Unlike the engineer, Le Corbusier
used regulating diagrams, the Golden Section
and his Modulor to attain harmonious propor-
tions. He explains that such methods were used
in great periods of architecture up to and includ-
ing the Renaissance and regrets strongly their
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subsequent neglect and disappearance. Le Cor-
busier developed the Modulor through his study
of the Golden Section. He believed that the mea-
sures of the Modulor, which related directly to
the human body, would make structures better
adapted to human requirements, and thus create
harmony. Unfortunately, Le Corbusier’s meth-
ods of attaining harmony are widely misunderst-
ood. “Many people believe that he was talking
about ready-made formulas when he was talking
about tools that like any tools, are effective when
used effectively.”23 He is absolutely clear about
the limitations of the Modulor or of the regulat-
ing diagrams when he writes:

The Modulor is a working tool, a precision
tool. You could think of it as a keyboard, a
piano that has been tuned. The piano is in
tune; how well you play on it depends on you,
and you alone. The Modulor does not give
talent, or sull less, genius. It does not sharpen
dull wits. It gives its user the satisfaction of
working with well-founded measurements.
But out of the unlimited supply of Modulor
combinations you are the one who has o
make the choice.24

Similarly, he warns that:

The regulating process, based on a geometric
equilibrium, thus merely orders, clarifies, and

n de Marseille
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purifies a design that has already been drawn
up. A regulating diagram does not supply po-
etic or lyrical ideas, it does not inspire
themes, and it does not create. Itis a source of
equilibrium. It is a tool for solving plastic
problems.25

Le Corbusier continues to say “‘I am, generally
speaking opposed to modules when they get in
the way of the imagination, and in pursuing ab-
solutes, end up by paralyzing invention.”26 In
The Modulor he writes: “Your eyes are your
judges, the only ones you should know.”27 The
Unité was, for Le Corbusier, the first experiment
in applying the Modulor. All its proportions are
based on the Modulor scale and the Golden Sec-
tion. Geomeltry permeates every aspect of the
building, from its overall form down to its cabi-
network. The grids, which generate the building
both in plan and in section, are also based on the
Modulor. The surprising thing about all this is
that a sensitive observer of the Unité can feel the
harmonious and mysterious presence of Le Cor-
busier’s careful geometry.

“Around 1910 Picasso and Braque, as the
consequence of a new conception of space, ex-
hibited the interiors and exteriors of objects si-
multaneously. In architecture Le Corbusier de-
veloped, on the same principle, the
interpenetration of inner and outer space.”28 By
1918, Le Corbusier and Ozenfant, who was an in-
fluence on Le Corbusier’s work, had published
their tract Aprés le Cubisme in which they argued
against the decorative aspects of cubism and put
forward a new art, purism. “Purism had taught
Le Corbusier the merits of clarity of outline and
geometric order combined with an ambiguity of
spatial arrangement, of transparency in the ser-
vice of dematerialization and of a restricted pal-
ette of broken pastel hues.”"29 We find these ele-
ments in Le Corbusier’s architecture and I will
now try to relate them to the enclosure of the
Unité.

The Unité, as mentioned above, resembles a
Greek temple in the way it stands with its profile
sharply outlined against the background. The
pilotis, by lifting the building into the air, make it
more plainly visible and heighten one’s experi-
ence of the building’s outline against its sur-
round. Hence, the pilotis here serve as a device
to achieve a compositional syntax taken over
from painting.

Three of the four facades on the Unité are
dematerialized. They are reduced to a transpar-
ent layer of brise soleil and balcony railings over an
inner skin of glass. As a result, an ambiguity is
created between the interior and exterior. The
apartments spill into the exterior space since
there is almost nothing to contain them.

All the fagades retain a strong geometric or-
der. This order is expressed on the three
dematerialized facades by the brise-soleil and bal-
cony railings. On its North facade, the only one
that is left entirely intact, geometry is expressed

by the construction joints between the precast
concrete panels.

The strong primary colours of the Unité are
different from the hues characteristic of his pre-
war schemes. Colour enlivens the facades and
corridors of the Unité. Its polychrome fagade,
however, was the result of an accidental event. A
mistake was made in some of the window divi-
sions and in the modules used to cast panels. Le
Corbusier writes: “'I was so distressed by this off-
hand treatment of measurements in the midst of
the Modulor harmonies that, in a fit of exaspera-
tion, I hit on the idea of a polychrome fagade.
But the polychromy would be so dazzling that it
would wrench the mind away from the disso-
nances by an irresistable torrent of major colour
sensations...Had it not been for those mistakes,
the Marseille building would perhaps not have
had a polychrome exterior.”30

Le Corbusier writes: “‘the elements of archi-
tecture are light and shade, walls and space.”31
Unlike the smooth white surfaces of his buildings
of a decade earlier, the Unité plays on light and
shade by its strong surface articulations and
rough concrete treatment. This rough concrete
treatment of the Unité provided inspiration, in
the 1960’s, to the school of thought called New
Brutalism.

The following quote I think describes per-
fectly, though not entirely, the genius of Le Cor-
busier and at the same time it discloses one of the
reasons the Unité enjoys such success. Refering
to Le Corbusier, the author writes: “The par-
ticulanity of his contribunion is due to a charac-
teristic blend of poetry and pragmatism that all
his projects reveal.”32 The Unité is indeed a very
sober building while being exciting and lyrical as
well. When one looks at its services system, the
point the author is making is brought home in
full force.

The distribution of services is very pragmatic
and intelligently solved by containing it in the
transversal masonry partitions between each
apartment unit. Hence, a multitude of vertical
risers reduces horizontal distribution enor-
mously and makes clever use of the construction.
The services play no aesthetic role within the
building. However, the genius of Le Corbusier
does not miss the opportunity to blend poetry in
the required air exhaust chimney which rises
above the roof terrace. In doing so, “...a purely
utilitarian development is transmuted into an ex-
pressive means.”’33 Thus, by transcending a
purely utilitarian need, architecture is created.

Le Corbusier’s Unité, as Scully explains be-
low, is not just a container for human action but
is itself in action.

Le Corbusier, after a lifetime of consistent ef-

fort, finally discovered a means for embody-

ing the human act in architectural form,

“_..His method became one which made a

building not only a container for human be-

ings and their functions—as most buildings
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are—but also—as most buildings are not—a
sculptural unity that itself seems to act, like
figural sculpture, and so acting to embody the
peculiar human meaning of the function it
contains. In accomplishing this, Le Corbusier
has created the monumental architecture of
his time...""34

It is my contention that the building’s structure
holds a very important position in this respect.
Naturally, other systems participate as well in
producing a vibrant building. It is in the nature
of good architecture and a sign of the presence
of a coherent intellectual order, which permeates
every aspect of the building, when in any discus-
sion the various systems flow into each other and
resist clear boundanies.

The most significant element of the struc-
ture, a poured concrete frame left rough, is the
pilotis. Le Corbusier first saw pilotis during his
travels along the Bosphorous. In the case of the
Unité, thirty six pilotis raise the prismatic form
into the air and give it monumental vitality.
Scully writes in his Modern Architecture:

Le Corbusier’s experiments of the thirties ap-
parently attempted three things: to create a
building more totally active, to unify that ac-
tion into monumental form and to make the
whole more structurally massive and solid.3%

Le Corbusier was employed part-time in the
atelier of Gustave and Auguste Perret. He was
exposed, during this period, to the most ad-
vanced building techniques of the time, particu-
larly to reinforced concrete. Le Corbusier writes
in Towards a New Architecture that “Passion can
create drama out of inert stone.””36 To create
drama,

In an age of very advanced technology and
building materials he favoured reinforced
concrete because it appeared to him the most
plastic of all available materials, endowed
with texture and pure surfaces.37

The open stairs on the North side and the air ex-
haust chimney on the roof terrace are good ex-
amples of dramatic sculptural forms produced
by the union of passion and concrete.

Giedion writes that “Le Corbusier took fer-
roconcrete as the instrument for the expression
in architecture of his ideas.”38 This is indeed
very true. However, something else also hap-
pens. The new materials, such as reinforced con-
crete, and their properties were in themselves
generators of ideas for Le Corbusier. He writes:

Steel and reinforced concrete..led to the
open plan; the open plan led to the nonbear-
ing fagade; the nonbearing facade led to the
glass skin. It was a natural, inevitable evolu-
tion. Together with stilts, which entirely free
the ground level, this evolution has created a
revolution in architecture and urban
design 39

He also writes:

New techniques have also produced a useful
instrument for those who create plastic forms:
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stilts. What a marvellous way to lift the center

of proportions, the center of all measure-

ments into the air, where its four sides are

plainly visible! Thanks to reinforced concrete

or steel, this raised prism is more legible than

ever 40

Concrete assumed the feature of natural
rock in the hands of Le Corbusier. He consid-
ered it as “reconstructed stone worthy of being
exposed in its natural state.”4! A few years later,
New Brutalism arose in England which took this
approach as its starting point.

This concludes our discussion of Le Cor-
busier's Unité d’habitation. Qur analysis has
taken us through every aspect of this building.
Due to limitations on length, however, there re-
mains a great deal that can still be said. Itis clear
that, despite certain faults, the Unité is a very
successful building. It is also a very significant
building because it embodies many ideas and at-
titudes of the modern period.
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