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Concert room, Monte-Carlo Casino

The main source of Charles Garnier’s fame
is the Paris Opera House, the most costly
and ambitious French project of the second
half of the nineteenth century. It is, without
exaggeration, an endeavor that will establish a
historic moment in the history of architecture.

Garnier's works can easily be seen to take in
a wide diversity of projects of different sorts:
he is the creator of mausoleums, of public
recreational spaces, of private establishments,
and of private homes built in his retirement
in Bordighera, on the Italian Riviera. But in
his every piece the volumes keep to a strict
relation with the internal spaces, for Garnier
respects the purest rationalist style while fusing
it with a more natural intuition marked by the
older rationalism of architects of the period,
people like Viollet-le-Duc or Henri Labrouste.
All of Garnier’'s work posits an alliance
between tradition and innovation since, on
the one hand, he used building features taken
from classical architecture and, on the other
hand, he firmly believed in the advantages of
the new use of iron and technology. To each
element he knew how to allot a pinch of his
alchemy, as witness the original decorative
gestures given the mausoleums, or the display
of a more easygoing fantasy in the Bordighera
buildings than what is found in the Parisian
architecture.
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Garnier's Opera, Paris
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A close and measured analysis of his work
shows an array of characteristics that are
never absent: minuteness of detail, the use
of a range of materials, and a sure visual

understanding of the whole composition.

Garnier transformed and revitalized the beaux
art tradition of the nineteenth century. He
created an innovative and brilliant architecture
without losing sight of the academic origins
and requisites, and this is all visible in his
impeccable technique.
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Location: Rue Scribe, Paris, France
Date of construction: 1861~1875

In 1860, Charles Garnier entered his bid in
the competition for the construction of the
Paris Opera House. Although the preferred
architect just then was Viollet-le-Duc, Garnier
convinced the judges with his project, which
he called “Napoleon Il style”. The building
took fourteen years and represents his peak
work, to the point of bearing his name. The
modular subdivisions the building presents
organize the space by its respective uses.
The total area is divided into two zones: in
one of these is the vestibule, the stairway,
and the auditorium; in the other, the stage
and the administrative offices. The architect
makes the polygonal shape of the building’s
emplacement consequence of the design and
not the reverse. The building is crowned by
a large dome whose original purpose—the
extraction of gases—went out of fashion with
the advent of electricity. The decoration of the
facades is the work of different artists, and
dressed with a wide array of sculptural forms.
But the monument seems to have devoured
the sculpted pieces that make it up. An artistic
synthesis is the result, making for movement,
forms, and color to create a great architectural

spectacle.
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