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Modernism or Mannerism: Villa 
Stein-de Monzie and the Updating 
Knowledge of Modern Architecture

It, according to the mercurial architect himself, typified a very difficult composition.1 Yet, 
without further explanation given for that, the emphasis was placed on the structural per-
formance, functional arrangement, mathematical precision, and implementation of the 
celebrated five points.2 These all contributed to a new architecture diametrically opposed 
to the academicism that he condemned for stylistic pastiche and negligence in realities.3 A 
few progressive historians in the late 1920s such as Sigfried Giedion immediately noticed this 
house, accepting its formal manifestations as crystallization of Modern Architecture—refer-
ence to historical styles was eliminated and a new aesthetic was taking shape.4 Nonetheless, 
in 1947, Colin Rowe, then a graduate student, not only revealed certain unexpected simi-
larities between Villa Stein-de Monzie and Palladio’s Villa Foscari, but also identified their 
crucial differences.5 Those parallels suggested that instead of eclectic stylization there were 
other meaningful approaches to precedents. Those distinctions implied that modernist space 
still awaited extended interpretations. Moreover, the complexities of Villa Stein-de Monzie 
exposed in Rowe’s analysis bear close resemblance to the mannerist expression that three 
years later he would investigate and astonishingly associate with Modern Architecture.6 
A textbook case of Modernism may uncannily turn out to be an inopportune variant of 
Mannerism.

Here some attempt will be made to conduct a brief but fundamental review of the respective 
comments on Villa Stein-de Monzie by Sigfried Giedion and Colin Rowe. From the former to 
the latter, besides deepened insights into the building itself, broadened is the understanding 
of Modern Architecture, particularly with respect to the idea of architectural space and the 
notion of architectural history.

MODERNIST “SPACE-TIME”: SIGFRIED GIEDION’S CONCEPTUALIZATION
Sigfried Giedion, the author of Space, Time, and Architecture: The Growth of a New Tradition 
and the first secretary-general of the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM), 
is commonly known as “the official historian of the Modern Movement”.7 He always wanted 
to convey a vision of a modern architecture that renounced the traditional values of the 
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In Le Corbusier’s didactic Œuvre Complète 1910–1929, Villa Stein-de Monzie at Garches, 
France (designed from 1926 to 1927, and built from 1927 to 1928), is an intriguing 
piece of work.



371Open: Hoarding, Updating, Drafting Shaping New Knowledges

discipline and attained a genuine synthesis under contemporary conditions. Villa Stein-de 
Monize is one example that he regarded as a notable contribution towards the emergence of 
a new architecture.

In the 1928 book Bauen in Frankreich, Bauen in Eisen, Bauen in Eisenbeton, Sigfried Giedion 
observed that Villa Stein-de Monzie far exceeded its “cubic dimensions”. It “attacked the 
facade of the building with enormous boldness”, and was “so penetrated with air that one 
can almost speak of a crushing of the actual house volume”. In those terraces and bridges, he 
found that there was “an almost balanced manipulation of spaces and particles of space that 

Figure 1: The Terrace of Villa Stein-de 

Monzie, showing air penetration that 

crushes the building volume, Photo 

from Sigfried Giedion, Building in 

France, Building in Iron, Building in 

Ferroconcrete, trans. J. Duncan Berry, 

(Santa Monica, Cal.: Getty Center for 

the History of Art and the Humanities, 

1995), 182.
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continuously interpenetrate”.8 He felt no doubt that the house helped “to loosen up the still-
too-rigid means of expression in architecture”.9 (Fig. 1) Though his thinking had not become 
fully mature by that time, he was acutely aware that in this building existed a sort of formal 
phenomenon beyond historical styles. To grasp his idea properly, it may be suitable to turn 
attention to the conception of “space-time” that he later formulated on the basis of a certain 
historical view.

For Sigfried Giedion, history is a linear, irreducible, and continuous process which consists of 
the entangled past, present, and future. In every period of history, there is a spirit of age that 
permeates into all progressive human activities. A historian, like an innocent artist, is imbued 
with the intuition about the spirit of the age and the course of the history. The duty of his-
torians is to discover in the past the constituent facts that establish the beginnings of the 
future, and to indicate the successive phases in historical evolution. Thus, Sigfried Giedion, 
a self-conscious historian, constructed a grand narrative of architectural development. To 
him, the overall history of architecture could be reduced to a three-stage growth of space 
conception. The first stage is architecture as volume, exemplified in the constructions of 
Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece.10 The second stage is architecture as interior space, exem-
plified in the structures of Roman, Medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque eras. The third stage 
is architecture as both volume and interior space, namely “space-time”, exemplified in mod-
ern creations from the 1920s on.11

With such a philosophy of history, Sigfried Giedion offered an explanation of “space-time” in 
modern art before applying it to modern architecture. For him, from the Renaissance to the 
first decade of the twentieth century, “perspective” was one of the most important “con-
stituent facts” in painting, and the three-dimensional space of the Renaissance was actually 
the space of Euclidean geometry. But around 1830, a new sort of geometry was created “in 
employing more than three dimensions.” Like the scientist, the artist came to recognize that 
classic conceptions of space of volumes were one-sided. The essence of modern space lay in 
“its many-sidedness, the infinite potentiality for relations within it”. Accordingly, comprehen-
sive description of a thing became impossible merely from one point of reference, because its 
character would change with the point from which it was viewed. “In order to grasp the true 
nature of space the observer must project himself through it.”12 Also, Sigfried Giedion took it 
for granted that in Cubism, Futurism, and other avant-garde paintings, a new way of perceiv-
ing and expressing space was devised. Cubism broke with Renaissance perspective. “It views 
objects relatively: that is, from several points of view, no one of which has exclusive author-
ity. And in so dissecting objects it sees them simultaneously from all sides—from above and 
below, from inside and outside. It goes around and into its objects.” Therefore, added to 
the three dimensions of the Renaissance is a fourth one—time. Sigfried Giedion stated, “the 
presentation of objects from several points of view introduces a principle which is intimately 
bound up with modern life—simultaneity… The advancing and retreating planes of cubism, 
interpenetrating, hovering, often transparent, without anything to fix them in realistic posi-
tion, are in fundamental contrast to the lines of perspective, which converge to a single focal 
point”.13

Here two key points deserve close attention. First, Sigfried Giedion believed that “space-
time”, the new space conception, was totally different from “perspective”, the old space 
conception, and that modern artists abandoned outdated forms and methods entirely. 
Second, Sigfried Giedion thought that “space-time” was identifiable by certain formal 
characteristics, such as planes, abstraction, simultaneity, interpenetration, transparency, 
superimposition, and interrelation, among which the especially important is the interpen-
etration of inner and outer space.

Sigfried Giedion then tried to figure out similar manifestation in contemporary progressive 
architecture. One of the most famous instances that he promoted was the Bauhaus building 

Figure 2: The Comparison between 

Villa Foscari and Villa Stein-de Monzie, 

Drawings from Andrea Palladio, The 

Four Books of Architecture, trans. Issac 

Ware, (New York: Dover Publications, 

1965), Plate 33; the author; Le 

Corbusier, Œuvre Complète 1910-1929, 

eds. Willy Boesiger, et al, (Basel: 
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at Dessau, Germany (1926), whose overlapping planes, transparency, interpenetration of 
interior and exterior were supposedly comparable to those in the cubist painting L’Arlésienne 
(1911–12). Hence he asserted that modern architects followed modern artists’ steps, replac-
ing the old with the new completely. 

It is now evident that Sigfried Giedion regarded Villa Stein-de Monzia highly primarily 
because apart from eschewing stylistic elements the building embodied the interpenetration 
of inner and outer space, which is essential to “space-time”, or the spirit of modern age.

Sigfried Giedion was criticized by later architectural historians and theorists for his historical 
determinism and “space-time”.14 Nonetheless, his ideas, more programmatic than historio-
graphic, were typical of the protagonists of Modern Architecture. To them, an irrevocable 
break with tradition and a rise of new paradigm were emphatically assumed; a meaning of 
being modern was attached to a new set of forms. 

Figure 3: The Comparison between 

Villa Foscari and Villa Stein-de Monzie, 

Drawings from Le Corbusier, Œuvre 

Complète 1910–1929, eds. Willy 

Boesiger, et al, (Basel: Birkhäuser, 

1995), 144; http://www.archweb.

it/dwg/architetture_del_passato/
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contenta.htm.
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MANNERIST AMBIGUITY: COLIN ROWE’S ANALYSIS
When it became universally accepted after the Second World War, a few sharp minds sought 
to subject Modern Architecture to a rigorous examination, and Colin Rowe was among the 
pioneers. His comparison between Villa Stein-de Monzie by Le Corbusier and Villa Foscari by 
Palladio is provocative.

While it seems facetious to bring the two—one modern, the other classical—together, the 
similarities of the massing and the structural bay are not difficult to see. (Fig. 2) Both Villa 
Foscari and Villa Stein-de Monzie are single blocks with variations in roofs, each measuring 
8 units in length, 5.5 units in width, and 5 units in height. Furthermore, their structural bays 
are rather comparable. Each building reveals as well as conceals an alternating rhythm of 
2:1:2:1:2 on the front and back, and a tripartite distribution (5.5 units) with a projecting ele-
ment (1.5 units) on the sides. In addition, each house puts the main floor on the second level.

Then the approximate configurations are transformed differently. At Villa Foscari, the main 
floor is symmetrically and hierarchically organized. In the center, there is a cruciform hall 
with an outward portico in the front, which constitutes the major axis; at each end, there is a 
suite of three rooms and one staircase. A cross minor axis is evident by means of the doors of 
the cruciform hall and the windows on the side walls. At Villa Stein-de Monzie, the situation 
is complex. The main floor is asymmetrically balanced. A central living room, which replaces 
the cruciform hall at Villa Foscari, is combined with a dining hall and a library to form a Z 
shape. A terrace in the left lower corner (3 units), which corresponds to the portico at Villa 
Foscari (5 units) but lacks perceptible relationship to the central living room, is an inward 
volume diagonally echoed by a kitchen in the right upper corner. One staircase occupies a 
position like its counterpart at Villa Foscari; the other is moved and turned 90 degrees. A 
cross movement is implied fragmentally by the windows on the side walls, but obstructed 
by other interior partitions. A re-reading of the structural bays on the sides also introduces 
difference. At Villa Foscari, the spatial interval proceeds in the ratio of 1.5:2:2:1.5, with an 
emphasis on the cruciform hall and the portico. At Villa Stein-de Monzie, it proceeds in the 
sequence of 1.5:0.5:1.5:1.5:1.5:0.5, equally without any prominence. 

The elevations are quite dissimilar. At Villa Foscari, the front and back elevations fall into 
three divisions vertically and horizontally. Vertically, they are solid walls pierced by openings 
with outer subsidiary accents and a central highlight strengthened by the upper pediments. 
Horizontally, they are separated into the base, the main floor and the attic. A symmetrical and 
hierarchical organization is obvious. At Villa Stein-de Monzie, the situation is, again, complex. 
The garden and entrance elevations are a series of horizontal strips with equal interest in 
both center and end. On the garden elevation, the terrace and the roof pavilion, which cor-
respond to the portico and the upper pediment at Villa Foscari, are displaced to suppress 
symmetry. On the entrance elevation, a central element on the fourth floor corresponds to 
the upper pediment at Villa Foscari, but the development within itself is not symmetrical. 
Though it echoes the central window on the first floor, the horizontal gashes of the windows 
at the bottom prohibit any linking of the two. No symmetry is promoted at all.

Furthermore, the roofs are different. The roof of Villa Foscari, a pyramidal solid, is additive. 
The roof of Villa Stein, a flat surface, is subtractive.

Colin Rowe then claimed, “Le Corbusier… would appear also, sometimes, to be tinged with 
a comparable historicism. For his plans he seems to find at least on source… in the inge-
nious planning of the Rococo hotel… one may often discover in a Beaux Arts utilization of 
an irregular site, elements which if they had not preceded Le Corbusier might seem to be 
curiously reminiscent of his own highly suave vestibules and boudoirs. Le Corbusier admires 
the Byzantine and the anonymous architecture of the Mediterranean world; and there is 
also present with him a purely French delight in the more overt aspects of mechanics.”15 He 
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further commented, “Le Corbusier is, in some ways, the most catholic and ingenious of eclec-
tics… with Le Corbusier there is always an element of wit suggesting that the historical (or 
contemporary) reference has remained a quotation between inverted commas, possessing 
always the double value of the quotation, the associations of both old and new context.”16

Colin Rowe’s observations are quite contrary to Sigfried Giedion’s in several aspects. While 
Sigfried Giedion emphasized the break of the modern with the traditional, Colin Rowe 
stressed the link between the present and the past, whether unintentionally or intentionally. 
While Sigfried Giedion was worried about stylistic creation, Colin Rowe was concerned with 
typological transformation. While Sigfried Giedion approached a building mostly from the 
perspective of an architectural visitor, Colin Rowe dissected a house chiefly from the per-
spective of an architectural designer. In fact, it is Colin Rowe’s closing reading of the spatial 
organization that draws further attention.

As Colin Rowe’s analysis indicates, there is a permanent tension within the floor plan and 
the elevations of Villa Stein-de Monzie. There are the organized; there are the fortuitous. 
There are implications of a hierarchical order; there are counter implications of an egalitarian 
one. There are vestiges to provide central focus; there are fragments to introduce peripheral 
interests. There are tendencies to expand; there are boundaries to check. Conflicting strate-
gies are simultaneously made use of. All is clear, and all is perplexing. Such a sort of ambiguity 
reminds one of the mannerist manifestations that Colin Rowe would delve into later in 1950. 
As a historiographical device, the conception of Mannerism is a product of modern think-
ing. Around 1920, art historians discovered in certain Cinquecento paintings something quite 
foreign to both High Renaissance and Baroque. Fascinated by those recognizable qualities, 
they coined the term “Mannerism” to designate a unique artistic style that predominated 
in Italy from the end of High Renaissance around 1520 to the emergence of Baroque around 
1600. From the 1930s on, comparable phenomena were detected in the architecture during 
the Mannerism age owing to the efforts of a few scholars such as Rudolf Wittkower, Nikolaus 
Pevsner, and Anthony Blunt. Although there are different proposed causes for Mannerism, 
there seems a common denominator of its formal characteristics. Beneath the diverse man-
nerist appearances lies a governing principle: unstable movement generated by insoluble 
conflict. The presumption of a normal reading will soon be denied by the observation of 
abnormal facts that inescapably leads to a contrary reading. With no vital clue, the inher-
ent tension is never resolved. At last, with every attempt failing to reconcile conflict, the 
eyes have to wander around incessantly. Therefore, Villa Stein-de Monzie must be a modern 
instance of Mannerism. It is probably the difficulty to design such mannerist ambiguity that 
led Le Corbusier to consider this building a difficult composition.

DISCUSSION
Facing the two divergent interpretations on Villa Stein-de Monzie by Sigfried Giedion and 
Colin Rowe, what kind of conclusion can be drawn? If partiality could be consigned to obliv-
ion, both opinions should have their own merits.

Concerning the view of architectural history, though his grand narrative of architectural 
development is too reductive to be consistent with historical reality, Sigfried Giedion was 
perceptive to point out the modern break with historical styles. Colin Rowe did not disagree 
with this undeniable fact, and he simply called attention to the potential link to the prec-
edents, the parti of which can be reused creatively. Historical disruption in one way does not 
necessarily prevent historical continuity in another. Disruption and continuity are dialectical. 
As an early sponsor of Modern Architecture, it is understandable that Sigfried Giedion was 
interested in promoting something new. As a “graduate” of Modern Architecture, it is reason-
able that Colin Rowe was interested in digging out something neglected by his predecessors.
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Considering the view of architectural space, both Sigfried Giedion and Colin Rowe endeav-
ored to identify modern spatial creations. Though he neglected that many buildings in 
history were well-know for their integration of interior and exterior space, Sigfried Giedion 
realized that new material such as transparent glass opened up exciting possibilities for new 
spatial experience. He was just not able to describe it precisely through the conception of 
“space-time”. Colin Rowe, trained as an architect, was extremely capable of analyzing spatial 
composition, and was quite sensible to spot the inherent ambiguity in Le Corbusier’s archi-
tecture. But he could not tell the difference between Le Corbusier and the Mannerists in the 
sixteenth century. While the Mannerists relied on conventional plastic elements and per-
formed their formal operation mainly on two-dimensional facades, Le Corbusier came up 
with his inventions in three-dimensional space, and made historical reference by abstraction, 
conceptually transforming parti.

Taken together, Sigfried Giedion and Colin Rowe made their own efforts to improve the 
understanding of Modern Architecture. Although recent historiographies have more or less 
surpassed their achievements, it should be acknowledged that both of them shaped new 
knowledge for the discipline of architecture at their time. In the early twentieth century, 
while Henry-Russell was confined to the matter-of-fact “international style” and Nikolaus 
Pevsner was immersed in historical sources, it is Sigfried Giedion who provided a comprehen-
sive and lucid interpretation to promote Modern Architecture. In the mid-twentieth century, 
while Reyner Banham was preoccupied with technology in a Futurist manner and Robert 
Venturi was proposing Post-modernism as well as Populism, it is Colin Rowe who calmly 
assessed Modern Architecture to imply the enigmatic interaction of the past, the present, 
and the future.
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