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Foreword

For Le Corbusier, the years 1920--1923
represented: “A period of great problems,
a period of analysis, of experiment, a pe-
riod also of great aesthetic confusion, a
period in which a new aesthetic will be
elaborated”. (1)

Le Corbusier’s beliefs, which in 1923 rap-

idly took the form of a doctrine through

the publication of his book “Vers une Ar-

chitecture”, were based on the following

assertions:

“In architecture the old bases of construc-

tion are dead. We shall not rediscover the

truths of architecture until new bases

have established a logical ground for

every architectural manifestation.” (2)

“Modem life demands, and is waiting for,

a new kind of plan, both for the house

and for the city.” (3)

“A great epoch has begun.

There exists a new spirit.

Industry (...) has furnished us with new

tools adapted to this new epoch, ani-

mated by the new spirit (...).

The problem of the house is a problem of

the epoch.

Industry on the grand scale must occupy

itself with building and establish the ele-

ments of the house on a riass-produc-

tion basis.

We must create:

- the mass-production spirit.

- the spirit of constructing mass-produc-
tion houses.

- the spirit of living in mass-production
houses.

- the spirit of conceiving mass-production
houses.” (4}

Upon reading the above, Henry Frugés

an industrialist from Bordeaux decided
in 1923 (5) to commission Le Corbusier
and Pierre Jeanneret with a project. (6)
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He described this as a “smail workers’
housing estate in the grounds of a fac-
tory (a sawmill) that | have just acquired
in the Arcachon region (...) the construc-
tion of half a dozen four- or five-roomed
dwellings in Lege”. This was followed by
another project in 1924 for a garden city
in Pessac, comprising 130 to 150 houses
with shops.

For Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret,
the construction of these two housing
schemes between 1924 and 1926 fitted
neatly into their research on the Dom-Ino
and Citrohan Houses, which addressed
the issue of the machine & habiter (ma-
chine for living in) and standardisation.
Lege and Pessac thus acted as a testing
ground for the architects, enabling them
to gauge the public's opinion with re-
spect to their concepts on applying
standardisation and mass-production
techniques to housing estates: “classify,
typify, slot in the cell and its elements —
Economy — Efficiency — Architecture! al-
ways, when the problem is clear”, de-
clared Le Corbusiey, for whom the project
served as a doctrinal manifesto to which
he would unceasingly refer. (7}

Guided by their research into the stand-
ard plan, standard here interpreted as
“that which is modelled to perfection”,
and by the principles of industrial con-
struction, the architects were gradually
able to fix the base element, cell or mod-
ule, that could be mass-produced. This
process entaited prefabricating compo-
nents ranging from the shell right down
to the interior fittings, with the aim of
minimising costs — a specific request for-
mulated by their client.

This crusade for a universal construction
process was to take material shape
through the perfection of a regular sys-
tem of structural bays linking stanchions,
panels and beams into one reinforced
concrete framework which “enables pre-
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liminary sketches and design studies to
be drawn up in an independent, more or
less abstract fashion” (working from a
grid system of 5m x 5 m) “and desf™
nates the parallelepiped as the absolute
architectural volume”.

The architectural independence of this
structure, coupled with the abstraction
generated by the system, guarantee an
"architectural certitude” and “funda-
mental unity” that Le Corbusier envis-
aged in two forms:

“ - the same construction process must
be applied to all types of housing, both
luxury and ordinary”.

" - the same process provides a solid
base for tackling the issue of urban lay-
out”. (8)

This design process which proposed “a
new plan for the house” was not only
adopted for Lege and Pessac but also for
a number of other projects built around
the same time, such as Ozenfant’s studio
and the Villa Besnus at Vaucresson in
1922, along with the Villas La Roche-
Jeanneret in 1923 and the Pavillon de
I'Esprit Nouveau in 1925.

Both collectively and individually, these

works were the proving ground for the

“Five Points of a New Architecture”,

which were not to be formally defined

until 1927, at the inauguration of the

Weissenhof Housing Development in

Stuttgart:

1. the pilotis

2. the roof garden

3. the free plan

4. the strip window (fenétre en
longeur)

5. the free facade

The projects likewise served as a labora-

tory for the architects’ research into inte-

rior and exterior polychromy.
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This quest for a standard plan also in-
duced exploratory study on “a new plan
for the city” and it is in this respect that
Pessac stands unique among Le Corbu-
sier’s ceuvres. In line with his belief that
“the exterior is the result of an interior”
(9), Le Corbusier's concept of urban lay-
out was based on a redefinition of the
relationship between a unit and its exte-

rior environment, closely linked with a fo-

cus on plasticity involving light and
movement. Hence, although Pessac is
rich in references to the garden city
model (10), at the same time it is clear
that there is a purposeful break: a con-
tinuum of green spaces has stepped into
the place of juxtaposed individuat gar-
dens and a subtle play of volumes struc-
tures the urban space.

This interplay is further enhanced by use
of polychromy on the exterior facades of
the dwellings — one of the most striking
elements of the Cité Fruges. Le Corbusier
described this process in 1925:

“A new, unexpected aesthetic has
emerged from the housing constructed in
Pessac. But this aesthetic is licit, condi-
tioned by imperatives imposed at once
by construction requirements and by the
primordial requisite for architectural sen-
sation — volume. The prisms stacked side
by side comply with the rules of propor-
tion and we have sought to render the
relationships between them eloquent
and harmonious. We have also drawn on
an entirely new concept of polychromy,
inasmuch as we have focused on a
purely architectural objective: sculpt the
space through the physical quality of col-
our — bring forward some volumes while
making others recede. In short, compose
with colour in the same way as we have
composed with form. This is how architec-
ture is transformed into urbanism”. (11)
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