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THE MAJESTIC LINE

Nothingexistsin Buenos Aires, but what astrong and
majestic line!
- Le Corbusier, Precisions

The late twenties were prolific for Le Corbusier who was
fascinated with global issues and grand schemes. William
Curtisdescribed histhinkingas" obsessive, forward-looking
and utopian™' — this idealism routinely preceded contro-
versy and disappointment.In April of 1928 Lecorbusier and
Pierre Jeanneret submitted their final proposal for the Soci-
ety of Nations. It wassummarily rejected in May of that year.
in June, at a subsequent meeting of the CIAM in La Sarraz,
Switzerland, hiswork was labeled as " aestheticist™ by Mart
Stam, Hans Schmidt and Hannes Meyer.? They confronted
Le Corbusier's attitudestoward architectural formand tech-
nology. El Lissitsky, who had recently returned from Paris
wherehe visited Le Corbusier's villas, referred to himasan
isolated snob artist, someone who was preoccupied with
originality, obsessed with the new, and unconcerned for the
inhabitantsof hisParisian villas.* Ernst May &l so questioned
thehabitabilityofLe Corbusier'stwohousesat theWei ssenhof
Siedlungen in Stuttgart.* Additionally, an invitation to
present a project at the Siedlungen of Frankfurt was blocked
by the radical branch of socialist architects. this attitude
typified the intense debate which confronted the ideas and
architectural language of Le Corbusier during the formative
period of the CIAM.

Althoughthe climate of the CIAM and the eventsof that
year seemed 1o create a negative atmosphere in which to
conduct his affairs, Le Corbusier was to receive a positive
word and acceptancefrom South America. In august of that
year he received a request from Victoria Ocampo, asking
him to design her house in Buenos Aires. Suited to his
aspirations of international stature, he also received an
invitation from the " Friends of the Arts” to visit Argentina
an giveaseriesof lectures.’ Theyear of 1929 would become
vita for LeCorbusier's career. Hisprojectfor themundaneum,
tripsto the USSR in January and march, the contract for the
construction of Centersoyuz in May, and the lectures in

South America from September to December would dignify
Le Corbusier with international recognition. The CIAM was
deliberatingthe theme for its next meeting and considering
Ernst May's proposal to addressthe problem of designing a
dwelling for minimum existence. Adopting this theme, the
conferencemarkedly embraced the German ideology. Con-
sequently, Lecorbusier was resolved to accept theinvitation
tovisit Argentinaand decided to postpone his participation
in the CIAM. For him, thetimeto begin aGrand Traveaux
had arrived.

Through his relationship with the poet Blaise Cendrars,
with whom he worked on L’ Esprit Noveau project, Le
Corbusier created an idealistic image of South America.
Cendrars, a Swiss-born native of La-Chaux-de-Fonds, vis-
ited South America in 1924 and returned in 1927. In
Cendrars poems, this continent appeared as a place of
infinite possibilities, where nature and the physical dimen-
sions of the landscape seemed overwhelming. Like Le
Corbusier, Cendrars first visited South America to escape
from what he saw as an increasingly negative tone in
Europe. Was it discontent with the European intellectual
atmosphere or the intriguing disorder, solitude, apparent
lack of traditions, and sensuality of the continent which
brought both Cendrarsand Le Corbusier to South America?
There:" Nothing matters but that furious greed, that abso-
lute confidence and optimism, that daring that work, that
toil, that speculation which have ten houses built per hour
in every style, ridiculous, grotesgue, beautiful, big, small,
northern, southern, Egyptian.

That absolute confidenceand optimism appealed to the
furiousgreed of anarchitect and pamphl eteer whowasready
to be heard. He endeavored to implement his ideas and
develop afollowing. Hoping this new continent would hear
hismessage, heresolvedhimself*“to conquerSouthAmerica™™'
Lecorbusier arrived in Buenos Airesin September of 1929.
Itwasspringin Argentina. after fourteen daysof solitudeand
silence a sea, he encountered the aluring coast line upon
whichthecity lay. Two monthslater, on board the L usitania,
while writing his book Precisions, he would recall that
moment:
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" All of a sudden, beyond the first beacon lights, | saw
Buenos Aires. The smooth sea, flat, unlimited to left or
right; above, your Argentine sky so full of stars, and
Buenos Aires, that phenomenal line of light beginning
attheinfinite rightand escaping totheinfiniteleft... The
simple meeting of the pampa and the ocean, in one
line...Mirage, miracle of the night: thesimple, regular,
and infinite punctuation of the city lights shows what
BuenosAiresistothe eyesof thetraveler who hasbeen
alone for fourteen days on the ocean”

For Le Corbusier, the moment was intoxicating. He
concluded: " This image has stayed with me, intense, mas-
terly. | thought: thereis nothing in Buenos Aires. But what
a strong and majestic line.” This impressive landscape —
dimensioned for the airplane— seemed empty and
expanding...”nothing, no hope, except in oneself alone.”
His self-confident attitude was enhanced by the young
educatedelite who attended hislectures. Fromthetimeof his
arrival, he seemed surprised by the Argentinean vitality and
fascination with French culture. Le Corbusier felt that they
had discoveredthe best Parishad to offer.'° Le Corbusier felt
that Argentina would hear his voice and understand his
message. An assured sense of avant-garde governed his
strategy. Whilereceiving a small number of small commis-
sions, heset out to propagandizehisideasand developgrand
plans for the country. A group of dedicated followers aso
lobbied the government to accept his design for the city of
Buenos Aires. In later years, many of these devoteeswould
cometo powerful positionsand collaboratewith hisoffice
in rue de Sevre.

LeCorbusier's Argentinawasaplacewheretheurbanism
of the future"'would carry the sign of the creative spirit™ yet
reflect the character of the region. He studied the geographic
characteristicsof the continent: the magnificent mountains,
the ocean, and particularlythe grand gesture of theplainsand
horizon.!"!

DO YOU OPEN YOUR EYES?

"l think that theseten lecturesat Buenos Aireswill be,
for me, the last on the subject of an architectura
revolution fomented by modem techniques'

- Le Corbusier, Precisions

Ten lectures were scheduled between October 3rd and
October 19th. For Le corbusier, it was an opportunity to
express himself. In his words, these improvised lectures
constituted moments in which he "experienced a sharp
lucidity and crystallization of thought.”'? Sketching with
colored chalk on large sheets of paper, he produced cogent
drawingsintendedto confirmthe integrity of hisideas. This
visit, the lectures, and the resulting book preceded the
beginningof hislarger projectsincludingproposalsfor nine
cities. Moreover, it provided the opportunity to address his
European criticsand dismisstheir derogations. Findly, he
underscored the importance of a rational approach toward

technology and closed his reflections on an architectural
revolution cultivated by modem technique. His lectures
often affirmed the new eventscaused by mechanization: the
destructionof regional cultures, communication, and mobi-
lization."* He proposed to resolve these problems through
standardization,massproductionand efficiency, whilemain-
taining a sense of poetry and individual expression. He
emphasized the necessity to breakaway from stagnant cus-
tomsand academic thinking. Y et in hissearch for harmony,
he continuallyidentifiedthat which hasendured. ' Onething
remains constant, man...man and his dimensions, the con-
cern for rhythms and the relationships of surface illumi-
nated.”'* He described architecture in "functiona" and
"rationa" terms, like the human body, with a skeleton for
carrying,amuscular fillingfor action, and organsfor feeding
and evacuation. * Whilelecturing, he described the earth as
an empty glass,'® achaotic placeawaiting the interventionof
the architect. For Le Corbusier, " architecture is an act of
conscious will power. To create architecture is to put in
order...withreasonand passon.” "' Reasonand passionseemed
themaost powerful attributesfor the Le Corbusier whovisited
Argentina. Hewaseager toexpressboth. Hisproposal for the
city was carefully considered yet assertive. The plan main-
tained the fabric and postureof the city However, anew city
center, set on areinforced concrete platform, was created by
theedgeof thesea. Intheinitial placehe saw upon hisarrival,
was envisoned what Le Corbusier referred to as the new
"city of affairs." the proposal consisted of five prodigious
towers —"glass prisms, shining and geometrical under the
stars.”'® Le Corbusier, egotistically, described them as* cold
reasoningand poetry,...anew stateof consciousness.” It was
an encounter of earth and sky; a "pure human creation”
conceived in modem materials. Le Corbusier boldly pro-
claimed thisproposa as: "My Buenos Airessong.”"® During
the time of these lectures, Le Corbusier aso met with
potentia clients. He received four commissions, including
the onefor the Errazuriz housein Chile.?® To his disappoint-
ment, not one of these houses was built. It was however an
event which was loosely entered in his book, and would
proveto be decisive in hisrelationshipwith Argentina. With
hisfriend Gonzalez Garreno, Le Corbusier visited the small
city of La Plata, the capital of the Buenos Aires State.

THE PLEASURESOF MEMORY:
THE CURUTCHET HOUSE

Until then, he had never dwelled on the pleasures of
memory
- Jorge Luis Borges, "' The Maker"

Visiting different cities and then returning to Buenos Aires
reinforced Le Corbusier's convictions. He believed that the
region was abundant with " disorder typical of America, a
prodigiousvitality, incoherence, and improvisation.”' The
new continent acted asa powerful stimuluswhich served to
fonnulate hisintentions. The lecturesin Buenos Aires and
the resulting book Precisions, intended educate the public,
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emphasized Le Corbusier's role as an architect with vision.
In his book he stated, "'l cannot exist in life without the
condition of seeing.”? Le Corbusier contended that the
capacity for seeing must reflect an understandingof univer-
sal building techniques, yet their application is contingent
upon climate, topography, and cultural factors. Accordingto
Le Corbusier, technique and the machine precipitated man
and nature into a conflict. The architect resolves this di-
lemma by adopting buil dingtechniqueto natural conditions.
By emphasizing the strong light of the region, he under-
scored the need for contextual architectureto express the
diaphragmwindow, the brise-soleil, and the pan the verre.?

During hiseighth lecture, on October 17th, Le Corbusier

improvised several drawingsand recaled atwilight walk in
LaPlata. Inlater years, thesedrawingsand memorieswould
mindfully guide the design of the Curutchet house.* In La
Plata he saw commonhousesbuilt by Italian contractors, and
referred to the facades as "'the beautiful horror, the Italian
pastry" of the Vignola style. Accordingly, Le Corbusier
stressed the importance of beingwell trained; of being able
to see beyond fashion and styles; of developing an ability to
see "architectural facts”, to be able to see their archetypa
significance. He dismissedthe relevanceof thesedecorative
elements and intently stated: " This is not architecture, the
styles, alive and magnificent originally, they are now dead
bodies™? He patronized his audience by asking: "What do
you look at when you walk in a town?"' He rejected the
generadization that the Argentinean town had nothing to
offer and invited hisaudienceto look at the existing houses.
They consisted of pure forms which turned an unassuming
wall toward the street and opened the interior to pleasant
centralized gardens. By discarding the elaborate pilasters
and balustrades and removing the "'the beautiful horror of
South American pastry,™ he presented these housesas mod-
els for techniques of mass production which employ stan-
dardized and combinable concrete elements. He stated his
credo: architecturemeanscreating order through simplicity,
architecture as the purification of an object.
From these houses he distilled the following architectural
elements: 1- The architectural fact of the little door set into
the wall; 2- The door cutting the wall in two; 3- The big
garage door; 4- The narrow passage between the two prop-
erties: on one hand, the property wall on the right, the mass
ofabuildingwithaslopingroofagainst it; 5- A squareloggia,
and a roof terrace with a cylindrical water tank.?

These everyday houses, built by Italian contractors, ap-
peared to Le Corbusier asalogical expressionof lifein that
city. They conveyed correct dimensions, harmoniousforms,
and a carefully articulated relationship to the site.”’” He
encouraged the audienceto see in those standardized plans
and pure forms, the basic organizationfor a proper regiona
house. "You have",...Le Corbusier told the audience, "a
beautiful play of forms under your Argentinean sky."

After hisreturnto Europein 1930, thedemocraticgovern-
ment of Yrigoyen was overthrown by the first of severd
coups in Argenting; this one lead by Uriburu. Le Corbusier

unquestionablebelieved that this new government would be
"more apt to understand urban problems.”* In fact, the
authoritarian state represented by Uriburu resembled the
government which Le Corbusier described in June of 1928
when addressing his colleagues a La Sarraz.® He main-
tained that a strong state is a necessary instrument of good
management. Politically opportunistic and naive. Le
Corbusier was never to receive a commission from the
Argentinean government. Almost twenty years after his
lectures, hewasactivelylobbyingto havehisproposal for the
city of BuenosAiresbuilt, and the plan became an obsessive
dream for him. In 1940, he appealed to the French national
interest by writing to the French ambassador in Argentina
and requested his intervention in the matter. In 1947, with
General Peron in power, Le Corbusier's planfor thecity was
published. His utopian vision of environmental harmony,
order and theeliminationof class strugglewasabsorbed into
the official discourseand rhetoricof the day. But his project
of the city of Buenos Airessurvived on paper only.

Perhapsit was an anxiousconcern for his proposal which
compelled Le Corbusier to preserve hiscontact with Argen-
tina. This may explain why, at a time when his office was
engaged in a variety of important projects, he accepted a
request to design asmall housein La Plata. The offer came
through a member of Dr. Curutchet's family who visited
Paris. Commissioned by the surgeon Dr. Pedro Curutchet, it
wasto becometheonly domestic project Lecorbusier would
ever build on the Americancontinent. In September of 1948,
Le Corbusier acknowledged the request and by April of the
following year, his Paris office was ready to send the
drawings to La Plata. In a letter to Dr. Curutchet, Le
Corbusier stated hisinterest in creating a' work of simplic-
ity, convenience, and harmony.”® He was repeating the
words used earlier when characterizing the houses of La
Plata.

The city of La Plata, founded in 1882, waslaid out in a
Cartesiangridintersected by diagonals. Thehouseissituated
on alot common to the city. Long and narrow, measuring
approximately 23 by 9 metros, it was set  within three
preexistingwalls. To the west was a traditional house with
the facade following the diagonal line of the street. The
volume of the house to the east, however, ignored the
diagonal. Le Corbusier's solution resolvesthe program-site
relationship by respecting the geometry of the surrounding
context. It acknowledgesthe historictypology of housesin
the city, and attempts to define volumes best suited to the
intense light of the region. The young surgeon had severa
requirements. The principal rooms were top overlook the
park and his office was to be clearly detached. He sent a
sketch to Le Corbusier suggesting that the house include a
basement in which the doctor's office was located.?* A
specia requirement wasthat the house havean abundance of
natural light. Le Corbusier stated his conditions. He should
be alowed to use the Modular and standardize everything
possible. The client had no objection. Having received the
plansfor his future home, Dr. curutchet wrote to the archi-
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tect. "In every moment | discover a new interest, a new
mirror of intellectual beauty.”? He anticipated occupying
the house, an with time, assimilating the artistic essence of
this " architectural jewe' into his new life.

In an attempt to free the house from the surrounding
structures, LeCorbusier established afour by four meter grid
of dender pilotis while still relating the facade to the
diagonal of thestreet. Also, hesetin motionaset of opposites
by dividing the house into two basic volumes -a device
previously used in the twenties when designing the Atelier
Lipschitz. In both cases the frontal volumes absorb the
diagona imposed by the street. The difference in the
Curutchet houseis the manner in which the circulation ramp
links the two opposing volumes. By adopting a simple
scheme of rooms and courtyard, Le corbusier refers to a
predominatehousetypeinthecity, the' chorizo™ or "' sausage
house™. Thistypeis particularlywell adopted to the narrow
elongated lots resulting from the urban growth of the late
nineteen century. Brought to Argentinaby the Spanish, its
precedent can be traced to the Roman peristyle house, and
was modified by immigrants in the 1880's. It consists of
successive patios which facilitate light and ventilation. As
one penetrates the house, the intimacy of the patios is
apparent. It allowsfor privacy, protectionand agreater sense
of autonomy for the inhabitants, yet large windows in the
facade establish a visual link to the street. Le Corbusier
intentionally referred to these characteristics.

The compl exitiesimposed upon the program by anarrow
lot and the need to maintain views of the park made the
""sausage house™ an efficient type for Le Corbusier's solu-
tion. A ground floor provides a common entrance for the
office and family quarters, a garage, and a small service
court. A mezzaninelevel containsthe doctor's office and a
staircaseleading to the family areas. The next floor contains
theliving room, terrace, kitchen, and studio. The upper level
containshedroomsand bathrooms. A ramp, which links both
volumes of the housg, is located pardlel to an existing
perimeter wall, generating space for ashady courtyard. The
Argentinean patio houseand Le Corbusier's roof garden are
combined to create a generous central court and expand the
livingroom. Her Le Corbusierincorporatesnatural light and
model sthe volumesof the house. Typical of the patio houses
in thecity, LeCorbusier's drawingsproposea poplar treefor
the courtyard.

Some of the most significant episodesof the house occur
in section where a sequence of layersand the see-through
thickness of the braise-soleil are visibly manipulated. This
carefully articulated sequence allows brightness from the
sky and foliagefrom the park to visually penetratethe house.
In section, Le corbusier combines elements of organic
architecture with his earlier purist devices. A constricted
site, a demanding program, and Le Corbusier's tendency
towards" smplicity" coalesceto a result in a sophisticated
architectural solution. Inspiteof the constraintsimposed by
anarrow lot, the use of the ramp combinedwith theoverlap-
ping floors generates a architecture which is livable in

""space, indepth, in height.” In customary corbusian strategy,
the house exploresadial ogueof confrontation by accommo-
dating opposites. the composition of the facadeis the result
of two opposing yet complementary forces, the brise-soleil
in thefront facadeand the pan de verreor appliquein therear
facade, atype of modulation he later employedin the design
of the Millowners' Association Building.*

The architect combinesthe order of hisfive points with
organicshapes. thistensionintensifiesasoneascendsthrough
the upper levels. Walls begin to bend into organic shapes,
connoting sculptural spaces. the platonic, pure shapes are
dialectically opposed to the floating forms to distinguish
speciaizedrooms. Bathroomsand corridors, expressed with
convex forms, regain their significance. The opposition
between the expanding ground floor and the compression
and tension of the upper level is reconciled by directing
views toward the park. the floating brise-soleil, which ap-
pearsstrikingly heavy yet non-material,iscontrasted against
the rigid, tall pilotis. The orthogonal order of slender col-
umns interacts with the diagonal line of the exterior. This
facade was defined as "not explicable in terms of Le
Corbusier's purist architecture™ and also represents " his
emerging sense of the wall as a sculptural device." It is,
perhaps, in the front facade where Le Corbusier best inter-
prets the memories of his earlier visit to Argentina. The
impressions from the drawings which he produced while
lecturing in Buenos Airesrecur thematically in the facade of
the Curutchet house. As in his earlier improvised sketches,
a door bisects the front elevation. Le Corbusier's wall,
however, isdematerializedand interpretedas amesh screen.
The narrow passage which exists between two propertiesis
redefined to accommodate a ramp, and the loggia expands
the upper level. The distinction between the wall mass and
roof plane contraststhe thintenselayeringof columns, brise-
soleil, and screen against the dense, flat planes of the
surrounding houses.

LeCorbusier designedthe Curutchet housea most twenty
years after his lecturesin Buenos Aires. Although never to
returnto Argentina, the memoriesof hisvisit and regard for
his city plan are presented in the house. Not only would Le
Corbusier reinterpret images of the local context, but also,
his five skyscrapersin the mist of the stars would now be
abstracted into the design of the facade. The five shining
volumes, transformed into slender, transparent screen, de-
finetheboundariesbetweenthestreet, thehouse, and thesky.

THE PLEASURES OF MEMORY

The history of the people is never everything but...a
descriptionof oneself,aself definition. History doesn't
exigt, it is made up.

- Le Corbusier, Precisions

Under the supervision of local architect Amancio Willims
and Simon Ungars, construction of the Curutchet house
required nearly ten years. Pedro curutchet encountered
numerousconstruction problemsand was often outraged by
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thechangesproposedand someti mesactually built by Ungars.
When the residence was finally occupied, his family was
continually annoyed by curious onlookersand architectura
enthusiasts. Althoughlack of privacy and constant |eak of the
roof terrace urgently concerned Dr. Curutchet, the foremost
problem was excessive natural light. He felt it was never
properly governed, but rather, it was governing. After few
years the house was abandoned.* Curutchet was torn be-
tween respecting the architect's proposal and theinability of
this "architectural jewel” to accommodate his family's
necessities. Unable to reconcilethis contradiction, eventu-
aly he would denouncethe tyranny of the architectureand
thearchitect's ideas.*” It isnosmall irony that, after so many
years, a client repeated the same criticism made by the
German architects, criticism which, in part, convinced Le
corbusier to journey to America.

The inability to implement his proposal for the city of
BuenosAiresbitterly disappointedLeCorbusier.In 1949, he
was compelled to write: " Argentine has done, in what
concerns me, one of the most deceptivegestures| have ever
been objectin my professional career.”* Despitethisfrustra-
tion, latein hislife, Le Corbusierchosetoremember only his
idealism and the grandeur of Argentina. All of my theory,
my introspection and retrospection on the phenomenon of
architecture and urbanism come from those improvised and
illustrated conferences.

Perhapsthe maturemaster choseasmall housein LaPlata
as his find homage to that infinite shoreline which had
overwhelmed him upon reaching the Argentinean coast.
Many years later the "intoxicating dreams” he felt for that
country would live, vicarioudly, in the Curutchet house asa
reminder of those heroic times, gone for architecture, and
aso, in praise of memory.
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