HETEROTOPOLIS

Glass Symbolism, Experiential
Transparency and Privacy in
Maison de Verre'

Use of glass raises several questions about privacy especially
when its extensive use is introduced into domestic contexts.
Maison de Verre,*built in Paris between 1927-32, is a sugges-
tive example to discuss some of the paradigmatic themes of
modern architecture such as symbolism of glass, and the rela-
tion between transparency and privacy. Maison de Verre is con-
sidered as the most important work of the French architect/de-
signer Pierre Chareau; yet the contribution of Bernard Bijvoet,
Louis Dalbet, as well as the clients Mr. and Ms. Dalsace cannot
be overemphasized. All of the interiors and furniture were de-
signed to the utmost detail through collaboration between these
people to the extent that the house can be considered as a ‘big
piece of furniture,” as Kenneth Frampton characterized it.* The
house further raises questions about mechanization and bour-
geois domesticity, symbolism of machine and craftsmanship,
Gesamkunstwerk and client collaboration, as well as the depen-
dence of these issues on the separation and intersection of
gendered spaces within the house. Due to my limited time, in
this paper I shall only interpret the house in relation to the inter-
play between transparency and privacy both on the elevation
and in the interior of the house.

Maison de Verre is situated in a narrow and squeezed urban
spot of Paris, surrounded on both sides by the walls of the neigh-
boring buildings. Originally there was an 18th century townhouse
on the site, and the Dalsaces (the clients) were intending to de-
stroy the whole building to construct a totally new one. How-
ever the resident on the 3rd floor refused to move out and the
building had to be constructed underneath the slab of the last
floor. During the construction, the 3rd floor was held in the air
by steel columns, and everything else was built within the limits
of this structural system.*

The house contains both the workspaces for Doctor Dalsaces,
spaces for semi-public gatherings and private working/living
spaces for all family members. Both the site plan and internal
organization of the house was designed to attain a balance be-
tween privacy and publicness. Different levels of privacy exist
simultaneously among the outdoor spaces, such as the public
street, front courtyard and backyard. Inside, the house is sec-
tionally divided into public, semi-private and private floors. On
all floors the service spaces are segregated from the main living
spaces by their placement in a side wing. The first floor of the
house is reserved for the professional medical services of Dr.
Dalsace and can be considered as the most public realm of the
house (Fig. 1). Upon entering, the patient is directed into a de-
fined procession where she is under the gaze of the secretary
who sits in a central room bounded with transparent and mov-
able surfaces (Fig. 3). The patient is then taken to the waiting
room, from where she proceeds to the doctor’s study (Fig. 4)
and examination room by passing through the glazed corridor
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Fig. 2. Maison de Verre, Second Floor Plan
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Fig. 3. Maison de Verre, First Floor,
Mobile boundaries in the Secretary and Doctor’s Examination
Rooms

situated along the garden facade. The dwellers of the house and
their guests are taken to the second floor that can be considered
as the semi-private realm of the house (Fig. 2). They are taken
to the main hall of the second tloor by climbing up the main
stairs toward the light that filters into the space through the trans-
lucent glass bricks (Fig. 5). The main hall of Maison de Verre is
particularly designed for occasional use of semi-public gather-
ings that were an important part of the Parisian Salon Culture
(Fig. 6). There are two separate private rooms on the second
floor - Mr. Dalsace’s private study room (Fig. 8) and Ms.
Dalsace’s dayroom (“boudoir”) (Fig. 9). Given the physical con-
nection of the ‘boudoir’ to the bedroom above and doctor’s room
to the medical services below, these two rooms stand as the joint
spaces between the public and private realms of the house. The
functions of these rooms imply that the differentiation of these
realms were also gendered - reserving the public work spaces
for the male, the private spaces for the female user of the space.
Nevertheless, visual and physical intersections between these
separated gendered spaces are also tenable in the house. For
instance, the private dayroom of Ms. Dalsace and private study
room of Mr. Dalsace are connected to each other via the sliding
doors and a corner niche provided in each room. Other visual
connections and their possible implications will be discussed
throughout the paper. Finally, the third floor is the most private
realm of the house and is reserved for bedrooms and an abun-
dant use of highly mechanized bathrooms. A semi-transparent
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Fig. 4. Maison de Verre, First Floor,
Interior glass bricks in Doctor’s Study Room

book case is used as the boundary between the gallery connect-
ing the bedrooms and the main hall it overlooks.

Symbolism of Glass

Chareau explained the use of glass in Maison de Verre in rela-
tion to very pragmatic reasons. He explained the necessity to
take the maximum amount of light in a site squeezed by the
neighboring walls on both sides and a tight courtyard. The deci-
sion to use glass bricks, rather than totally transparent glass on
the other hand, was probably the result of privacy concerns. Large
light projectors were also installed on the outside, to illuminate
the interior at night and achieve the same principle of lighting
throughout the day. Apart from these functional concerns, I would
rather like to discuss the use of glass in the house in relation to
two arguments concerning its symbolism and what I would like
to call experiential transparency.

A history of modern architecture can be written in terms of
different symbolic connotations of glass, which is an unavoid-
able theme for Maison de Verre. Historically, glass has been ac-
companied with different meanings in relation to transparency,
translucency and reflexivity. The relatively more established
view of glass popularized by the ‘International Style’ has em-
phasized direct transparency by dissolving the separation be-
tween inside and outside. However in the case of domestic con-
texts, it would not sound too speculative to claim that the exten-
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Fig. 5. Maison de Verre, Stair connecting First and Second Floors

sive use of glass has been popularly judged as a violation of
privacy. Yet, within the history of modern architecture, direct
transparency expressing values such as honesty, dissolution of
the boundaries between interiority and exteriority was not the
only symbolism of glass. In the revolutionary writings of Paul
Scheerbart and Bruno Taut, and Taut’s glass utopias, glass was
not necessarily used to create total transparency. Instead, Taut
and Scheerbart were highly devoted to the mythic/poetical ori-
gins of glass/crystal imagery and their program was directed
toward introducing glass as the symbol of spiritual transcen-
dence. Their texts referred to the possibility of glass in creating
a dream world through which social change would be achieved.’

Though these two traditions of glass symbolism were cer-
tainly not the only ones, they are the most important ones to
remind the reader for my purposes in interpreting Maison de
Verre. 1 suggest that the use of glass in Maison de Verre creates
a specific condition in which we can see features of both. A
similar condition can be observed in the 19th century Arcades
of Paris that might have intuitively influenced the designers.
Walter Benjamin who commented on the use of glass in the
same space-time context of Maison de Verre - 1930’s Paris -
referred both to Scheerbart (though his ideas about Scheerbart
were full of temporal hesitations), and to Gropius and Le
Corbusier via Giedion.® Benjamin appreciated glass for its pos-
sibility of creating both direct transparency and a dream world.
In other words, to describe the Parisian Arcades, Benjamin re-

Fig. 6: Maison de Verre, Interior perspectives
(regulating lines are drawn by the author)

ferred to some issues from both of the traditions of glass sym-
bolism that I have differentiated.

First, (unlike Foucault for whom the Glass House represents
gaze, control, surveillance and domination) for Benjamin the
Glass House is an architectural metaphor of a Surrealist dream
world.” For Benjamin'’s Surrealists, dreams, where one steps out
of the external reality, are necessary steps for profane illumina-
tions and intellectual awakenings. Just as the Surrealist experi-
ence of dreams, or Scheerbart’s glass utopias, Benjamin con-
sidered the Arcades ot Paris to be phantasmagoric dream worlds,
that had the possibility of bringing a collective awakening. (He
called them “Maison de reve” - dream houses - whose French
coincidentally echoes Maison de Verre.)

Second, for Benjamin glass was also important for its poten-
tial to challenge the strict separation between inside and out-
side, and thus between the public and the private. “To live in a
glass house is a revolutionary virtue par excellence” Benjamin
said, asserting that this exhibitionism would challenge the ob-
session with isolated privacy that the bourgeois class inherited
from the aristocracy.® The Arcades attracted Benjamin’s interest
because they blurred the categories between inside and outside
through the use of glass vaults above the streets. The flaneur,
has the tendency to turn the Arcades into his home, and to “turn
the boulevard into an interior.” For Benjamin, the Arcades chal-
lenge the traditional dichotomy between the interior and the
exterior, by carrying the interior to the other side of the facade.
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Fig. 7. Maison de Verre, Second Floor, Main Hall

As a result, the interior of the Arcades forms its own micro-
cosmic dream world while the indirect relation with the condi-
tions of the exterior is still attained by way of the diffused light
that is let inside through translucent boundaries. The boundary
between outside and inside, privacy and publicness is blurred
not through the evaporation of the opaque wall into a transpar-
ent glass, but through the creation of an ambiguity where one
feels both inside and outside.

I suggest that in the main hall of Maison de Verre there is a
similar blurring of boundaries to the one in the Arcades. This
can even be asserted to be intentional when one pays attention
to the perspectives drawn for the house. These perspectives
emphasize planes in a cosmos that extend infinitely in three di-
mensions. Unlike more conventional interior perspectives that
would have one vanishing point, these perspectives have mul-
tiple vanishing points for specific purposes (Fig.6). In the gal-
lery perspective for example, the rules of the conventional one-
point perspective is broken in order to express the visual expan-
sion of space. In the main hall perspective, on the other hand, it
is ambiguous whether we are inside the space looking in, or
whether we are outside looking at a series of objects each repre-
sented with two vanishing points. Unlike a usual interior per-
spective whose aim would be to show the interior boundaries of
the space such as walls and ceiling, we see that the limits of this
space are not defined. Rather some objects and planes are rep-
resented in an un-enclosed vacuum. It is as if we are not looking
at a bounded interior space at all, but at a vast open space that
extends to infinity in three dimensions. It is ambiguous whether
we are inside or outside. We rather seem to be in a micro-cos-
mos that has its own infinities.

The extreme spaciousness of the main hall in Maison de Verre
(Fig. 7), its conception as a semi-private space for social gather-
ings as distinct from the other private realms of the house, the
use of rubber tiles as floor finishing are other indications that
imply the intentional creation of such a spatial ambiguity. While
totally transparent glass in buildings is a medium for achieving
a direct relation with the exterior, and an almost total dissolu-
tion between inside and outside; the translucent glass and spa-
tial ambiguity of the main hall in Maison de Verre establish nei-
ther a total transparency, nor a total opaqueness, but an indirect
relation with the exterior. In the main hall of the house, we are
both inside and outside. We have both the necessary conditions
for privacy and a space for publicness. We are in a micro-cos-
mos that keeps its indirect relation with the exterior through dif-

fused light, and that seems to extend to its own infinities. In
Benjaminian terms, this would be another architectural mani-
festation of a Surrealist experience, where the direct relation with
the external reality is temporarily suspended, but not denied.

Given the two different uses and symbolisms of glass, being
direct transparency on the one hand and mythic-poetic sugges-
tions of Scheerbart and Taut on the other; the main hall of Maison
de Verre takes features from both. On the one hand, similar in-
tentions with direct transparency, such as blurring the catego-
ries of inside and outside or of the public and the private, are
shared. On the other hand, the attempt to create a microcosmic
interior and a dream world also seems to be pursued. These two
intentions are brought together in the main hall of Maison de
Verre by creating an ambiguous space or an intermediary me-
dium where one hesitates whether one is outside or inside. The
translucent boundaries both create a relative isolation from the
exterior, and re-attain an indirect relation with the weather con-
ditions outside by way of the filtering light.

Transparency: Literal, Phenomenal or
Experiential?

Use of glass also invites a discussion on transparency in rela-
tion to the one initiated by Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky in
their two part essay “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal.”"
Contrasting Gropius’s Bauhaus building and Le Corbusier’s Villa
Garches, Rowe and Slutzky not only differentiated literal and
phenomenal transparency, but they also passed their value judg-
ments for each. For them, literal transparency that is experi-
enced with a glazed opening by simply seeing through is an
ordinary experience; whereas phenomenal transparency that al-
lows optical ambiguities and multiple readings is a sophisticated
one. Taking help from Kepes’s definition of transparency, Rowe
and Slutzky define phenomenal transparency as the optical ex-
perience when “one sees two or more figures overlapping one
another, and each of them claim[ing] for itself the common over-
lapped part.”"! Here Rowe and Slutzky are concerned with the
psychology of seeing and ambiguities (illusions) that occur dur-
ing the act of looking at an object. Le Corbusier’s Algiers Sky-
scraper for instance, is an example of phenomenal transparency
for them, because at least four different readings of its facade
are possible.'? Similarly, at Villa Garches, the viewing eye can
enjoy a continuous play of vertical and horizontal planes that
divide the volume in complex ways. In the “gridding of space”
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Fig. 8. Maison de Verre, Second floor, Doctor’s Private Study Room

achieved through multiple vertical and horizontal layering, the
eye can see different fluctuating forms simultaneously. Rowe
and Slutzky’s essays have been highly intluential in the criti-
cism of ‘orthodox modernism’ which has been more or less as-
sociated with literal transparency. However lately, the hierarchy
dictated between these two transparencies and the explanatory
power of their definitions have been challenged by several his-
torians.'?

When one asks whether Maison de Verre is ‘literally’ or ‘phe-
nomenally’ transparent, I shall also argue that the explanatory
power of Rowe and Slutzky’s differentiation has its limits. When
one concentrates on the front facade, Maison de Verre has all
the ‘bad” monotony and ‘orthodox modernity’ that Rowe and
Slutzky are criticizing in non-phenomenal transparency. The
front fagade is not open to any optical ambiguity or multiple
reading. On the other hand, when one concentrates on the inter-
nal volume, one may argue that the complex play of planes within
the volume suggests a phenomenal transparency, as in Villa
Garches. However, this play of volumes can not be appreciated
by looking at the object from outside with a single viewpoint. It
is not a matter of frontality as Rowe and Slutzky are concerned
with. Though the definitions of Rowe and Slutzky are extremely
suggestive in reading architectural exteriors, they are limited in
their ability to theorize other aspects of transparency in archi-
tecture. They focus only on realms that architecture shares with
painting (the main inspiration for phenomenal transparency was
Cubist paintings), and fix the observer in a position where he or
she looks at a facade, as if looking at a painting. Though their
interpretations have suggested a lot about elevational transpar-
ency, one needs to expand their categories to explain the experi-
ence of transparency in buildings such as Maison de Verre.

I would like to propose the term experiential transparency to
come to terms with Maison de Verre. In the house, the use of
glass is not only a matter of an external facade. After using trans-
lucent glass on the exterior, the designers created various other
plays of transparency and semi-transparency, of seeing and hid-
ing, of opening and closing in the interior.

The internal boundaries of Maison de Verre have a rich con-
tent of materials including transparent, translucent glass and
perforated sheet metal. This creates a play on transparency that
comes to terms both with Panoptical gaze and privacy concerns.
To give some examples, the glass-box room of the secretary on
the first floor permits a perfect point of gaze that has control
over almost all of the first tloor (Fig. 3). Similar visual control

Fig. 9. Maison de Verre, Second floor, Ms. Dalsace’s ‘dayroom’

points are allowed to two other women in the house. One is the
person (maid) in the service bay who is the only one that can
overlook both the courtyard and the main hall. Since the bound-
aries between inside and outside are translucent, it is hard to see
the exterior courtyard from the main living hall. Yet the maid’s
position that has visual access both to the living hall via the
gallery and to the courtyard through the transparent window is
the only position that controls both inside and outside.'* Simi-
larly, Ms. Dalsace can overlook her husband’s patients on their
way in the corridor from the waiting room to the doctor’s study
room, through a narrow internal window in her ‘boudoir’. This
position allows Ms. Dalsace to see her husband’s women pa-
tients (Dr. Dalsace was a gynecologist) from behind, while it
blocks their possibility to see her.!* These points of visual con-
trol allowed to women, may be regarded as several twists that
reverse the ideology of Panopticism by using its own tools of
control.

To give some examples of semi-transparency one can count:
The doctor’s private study rooms both on the first and second
floor are indirectly related to the rest of the house by way of
internal glass brick walls and sliding walls (Fig. 3,4). The main
stair is veiled from the general public of the first floor by way of
semi-transparent glass and perforated boundaries. The bookcase
on the third floor gallery is another semi-transparent boundary
between the private realm of the bedrooms and semi-public realm
of the main hall.

In the house one can not fail to notice the extensive and cre-
ative use of flexible and mobile boundaries. I consider this as
another play on transparency. The mobile boundaries allow a
choice of openness and closeness. In other words, the levels of
transparency and thus privacy can be changed at will. The main
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stair’s circular sliding doors, the sliding walls between doctor’s
study and examination room on the first tloor (Fig. 3), as well
as the ones between doctor’s private room and main hall on the
second floor, the curtains between doctor’s private room on the
first floor and the corridor of the medical floor (Fig. 8) can all
be listed as examples which allow a choice for transparency.

In Maison de Verre, multiple paths of vertical circulation are
possible in relation to difterent levels of privacy. While there
are principal stairs between the floors which are used by the
guests, there are other possible vertical paths designed espe-
cially for the doctor, Mme. Dalsace, servants, and children. For
instance, the stair to the third floor - the most private part of the
house - is hidden by spatial arrangement. The flexible stair from
Ms. Dalsace’s dayroom to the bedroom upstairs (Fig. 9), or the
stair from doctor’s private study to the workspace downstairs
are designed exclusively for the users of that specific room. To
give another example for the multiple paths that can be con-
structed in the house, it may be interesting to quote an anecdote
from Marc Vellay’s childhood (grandson of Dalsaces):

As a child at my grandparents’ house I created my own paths
for myself.

Avoiding the main entrance and the majestic staircase so as
not to interfere with the doctor’s office, I slid around to the right
toward the service stairs. In the shadows, clinging tightly to the
grillwork, I climbed the steps two by two and passed by the
kitchen. The closed door prevented any glance from falling on
me, any question from stopping me as I started up the stairs that
led to the private floor.

Even if there was company, I knew how to climb up without
being seen. On the evenings of big parties, at the end of this
discreet climb I could lie on my stomach in the long corridor
that separated the bedrooms from the hall. Sheltered by the black
perforated metal screens, I could spy on the world of adults
moving back and forth in the light (my emphasis).'¢

These examples demonstrate that glass bricks on the exterior
are not the only transparent/translucent elements in Maison de
Verre. Different levels and qualities of transparency are attained
through various mobile materials and spatial organizations.
Numerous plays of physical and visual circulation, of seeing
and hiding, privacy and publicness, looking and controlling,
opening and closing are being performed in the house. This ex-
periential transparency - I would call it - can be appreciated
only by moving in the house and experiencing it in different
times; rather than looking at it from a single viewpoint. Just as
Paul Nelson realized, the house is “cinematographic” rather than
“photographic.”"’I would like to add that this cinematographic
character is achieved not only because there are possible prom-
enades one can enjoy in the house, but also because the whole
interior is designed like a flexible, convertible furniture.

To summarize this section briefly, for Rowe and Slutzky, the
question is the psychology of seeing, or the perception of trans-
parency that is at stake while looking at the object. Whereas to
explain the transparency in Maison de Verre, one has to come to
terms more with the experience of transparency than with the

perception of it, more with the phenomenology of experience
than the psychology of seeing, more with being in the object
than looking at it.

And to conclude briefly, the two kinds of interplay between
transparency and privacy that were discussed so far, elevational
translucency on the exterior and experiential transparency in
the interior, falsifies the direct causality between use of glass
and violation of privacy. Rather it demonstrates how the flex-
ibility attained in transparent boundaries can provide spatial
ambiguities, different types of relation with the exterior and rich
experiences of privacy and togetherness. The relation between
these solutions and the need to provide complex experiences
for gendered spaces, as well as the implications of symbolism
of machine and domesticity within the house still needs to be
discussed in a longer paper.

NOTES

! I would like to thank Kenneth Frampton for all his help and inspir-
ing comments during the process of writing the longer version of
this paper in 1998.
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