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Le Corbusier

Chandigarh, The New Capital of Punjab, India. 1951-
Edited and Photographed by Yukio Futagawa
Text by Takamasa Yosizaka
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Chandigarh: A few thoughts on how Le Corbusier tackled his work by Takamasa Yosizaka
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DIGGING ON THE COURT-HOUSE SITE

It was toward the end of autumn, 1952 that I first visited the
place where the future capital of Punjab was to be built. Since I was
a poor student then, I could only afford a train journey by night,
fourth class, from Delhi. I shared the carriage with a multitude of
non-paying passengers who, wrapped up in blankets, were huddled
up, shivering from the cold of the night, occupying every pocket of
space available on the floor. Totally ignorant of the local code of
behavior, | tried to offer some resting space to a nearby fellow
traveler, when a kind man warned me, saying, “You’ve bought a
ticket, so you go ahead and rest comfortably. But if someone sits
into the space created by your bent legs after you lie down, you
must not shove him away.” Each time the train stopped at a station
on the way, a multitude would get off and jump back on when the
train began to move. These were the non-paying travelers, I realized.

Could it have been about 4 o’clock in the morning? It was still
pitch-dark, and the sky was star-strewn. The same kind man told me
that, if I was going to Chandigarh, I should be getting off at the next
station. [ was somehow not quite convinced, but I pulled my luggage
together and got off. One or two other passengers got off with me.
We stood in the middle of nowhere, and as we forced our sight
through the enveloping darkness, we discerned something like a
hutment. But there was no light coming from any opening, In the
meanwhile, our train had puffed out of the station.

We, strangers to each other, spontaneously developed a sense of
propinquity from the fact that we had gotten off at the same place,
if not at the same station; we were, so to speak, on the same boat.
“It’ll be dawn soon,” said one of them, “and we can have a sip of tea
in that building. You can start moving after your tea.”

It was only after I had started heading due west aboard a truck
later the morning that I realized I was on the farther side of the dry
river flowing on the east side of the future city, that plot situated to
the extreme right of the map I had become completely familiar with.
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Dust-covered, gray-looking trees lined the road we were following,
the road whth code-named V2, was to be the first trunk road of
the city of Chandigarh. | still remember rather vividly the seven
segments of the V system we passed. Eventually we came out to the
central plaza.

A white placard carrying the writing, ““Capital Project,” casually
stood there. Further ahead, there was a building with rows of yellow
arches. Behind the road-side trees I discerned a few white-walled
single-storied houses.

Pierre Jeanneret, Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew were working on
the project staying in these houses. I deposited my luggage and lost
no time in going to see the Capitol site where the central
administrative building would be situated. The sun had already risen
high, and, although it was November, walking made me perspire.
Regular rows of stubs on the ground showed that harvesting had just
been finished; the whole place was a yellowish expanse of land with
cows resting sprawled here and there. Beside artificially heaped-up
platforms were pools of water. Earthen farm-houses stood in the
vicinity of such places. In the middle of all this scene was a
giant banyan tree, casting a cool shadow. There was a stone-rimmed
well right beside it.

Ox-carts, familiar to us from Mohenjo-Daro excavations, lay
ready for service. For over six millenia, an essentially homogeneous
life-style has been preserved in this region. So long as water is
available, the earth here continues to be fertile.

To the north, exactly as we had seen it in Le Corbusier’s sketches,
unfolded the faintly greenish hill at the foot of the Himalayas. And
at the foot of this minuscule hill was a small speck of brown: a
crowd of people busily at work on the site. Poles with white cloth
pieces tied to their tops stood here and there.

When I arrived at the foundation-laying scene, it had just turned
lunch time. The crowd made up of women in red and yellow saris,
half-naked men, small children, etc. had broken down into family
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units for lunch. They were eating chapati and other dishes with great
appetite. As I looked around, I noticed that each hole being dug had
a tower of soil left untouched in the middle. This tower was a
precious witness to the amount of work accomplished. It was, so to
speak, a pay scale indicator for each unit of work. The man dug the
hole, and the woman carried the soil in a basket which she balanced
on her head. She would gather up with one hand the hem of her long
sari so it would not hinder her walking. This method was more
efficient than the use of a railed lorry.

THE PERPLEXITY OF DRAWING ON BLANK PAPER

I dwelt above on the landscape 1 ran into because I wanted in my
own way to recreate on the authority of Le Corbusier’s casual
remarks made later, the scene which hailed him when he first arrived
there. Before a time-honored farming village, he must have been at a
Joss in proceeding to draw up plans for a totally new capital to be
built there. There was absolutely no clue to what he could begin
with! The Himalayas were simply too large-scale when compared
against the world of human beings. People lived in their bosom.

In what form could he implant rationality, efficiency and other
functions of modern Western civilization in this place? He became
aware that, in Latin America, or Africa, or Europe, all the drastic
proposals he had made for city-planning were made to apply a
surgical scalpel to the internal contradictions accumulated in city
life.

But here in Chandigarh, things were different. Here was a world
which represented a state of stable stagnation with a depth of time
of 6,000 years behind it! The various manifestations of human
contradictions were buried in nature in precisely the same form in
which they arose. Le Corbusier was, so to speak, given the task
of drawing freely the image of a totally new world on a sheet of
blank paper.

The perplexity he felt found expression in such grievances of his
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as, “It’s a pain to be completely free from all restrictions!”” He had
excelled as a problem-solver in situations where complicated
conditions prevailed. He would always come up with neat and
concise answers and flesh out well thought-out details later as the
work progressed, in some sort of a deductive fashion. But at
Chandigarh, he could find no decisive starting point!

There is one little suggestive episode about the origin of his
involvement with this project. I was not present at the scene, and
[ cannot guarantee the reader the veracity of the story which was
later told me as an on-dit, but it was said that at first the Indian
Government had approached an American architect, who in due
course submitted a blueprint drawn up on the model of an
automobile society. The Indian Government, not quite certain of
how to evaluate it, referred the proposal to Le Corbusier. Where-
upon the French architect said, “Look, I cannot criticize other
people’s plans. If you really want my opinion, let me do the job.” If
the whole thing had started in this manner, Le Corbusier would have
had every reason to be all the more serious about the whole
composition. |

His measurement theory known as the Modulor, which had its
origin in the measured proportions of the human body and the
world of the walker, now stood before a challenging test on a really
large scale. Let us pick out a few figures from the blue row: 449,
727 and 1177 immediately come to our mind. Adding to them the
widths of roads, we obtain such figures as 800 m and 1200 m. These
would set the norm for city quarter partitioning.

But Le Corbusier was not quite confident. When 1 had an
opportunity later to show him through the streets of Kyoto, he
learned that the city-quarter partitioning of Kyoto is based on the
ratio of 800:1200, and he looked profoundly satisfied. The
confirmation of the validity of his theory appeared to stimulate his
self-praise considerably.

Throughout the Chandigarh project he would carry around
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with him, wherever he went, his hand-made Modulor role kept in a
film can. But one day, while touring the site in a jeep, he
unfortunately dropped it somewhere. This “‘incident” was later
reported thus: Le Corbusier’s Modulor sown into Chandigarh soil.
On his earlier visits to Latin America, Le Corbusier had gleaned
useful ideas from local traditional city-partitioning methods based
on the use of the square which he actually used in his Bogotd
(Colombia) plan. Thus, the concept for his forthcoming Modulor

was already latently present in his mind. What remained to be

solved was the problem of dimensions.

But this approach he learned in Latin America would not apply
to the Capitol building complex. He first drew in his mind a square
of 800 meters. As that famous shopping street Ginza in Tokyo
consists of eight blocks, each of which is approximately 100 meters,
800 meters appears to represent the conclusion more or less
spontaneously reached as to the maximum length of shopping streets
and similar stretches. It is interesting to note that this length roughly
corresponds to half a mile in England and America. 800 meters of a
shopping street running through a residential area, then, “sits well”
in the given circumstances, but in the context of a central
administrative complex, 800 meters might be too long; it was an
untried figure.

For the purpose of solving this problem, he put two squares of
400 meters touching each other on one of their sides. He had done
a similar experiment earlier to confirm the validity of his Modulor.
He must have secretly expected that a miracle might materialize
once again. He then superposed the tangent side common to the
two squares on the middle portion of one of the sides of the square
of 800 meters he had in mind. The result was a beautiful design.

The three powers of administration can be arranged within these
lines, he thought, and the rest was a matter of architectural design.
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CONFRONTATION WITH TRADITIONAL STYLES

The first item of the project was the Palace of Justice. It was to
be composed of eight Courts of Justice and one High Court, plus the
Secretariat.

Where should this palace be situated? Of course, the constant
direction of the wind or the direction of the shades could provide
useful keys to answering the question, but there is also the question
of the relationship in which the building must be built to other
edifices on the extensive tract of land. On this subject, Le Corbusier
wrote in Modulor II:

“The question of visual sense became decisive when it was time to
determine the location of the Palace. We erected 8-meter-high posts,
painted alternately black and white and with a white flag atop each.
This was to complete the first phase of occupation of the terrain.
The corners of the Palace were signaled with black and white poles.
At this point, 1 took note that the buildings were a bit too far
apart. It was with great uncertainty and agony that 1 made
decisions on this boundless terrain. Oh, such a pathetic soliloquy! I
was alone and unaided in evaluating and making decisions. The
problem had nothing to do with reason any longer; it was all a
matter of sensation. Chandigarh is not a city of tycoons, princes or
kings enclosed within walls and the neighbors crammed together. |
had to occupy a plain. Geometric manipulation was, indeed, an
intellecutual sculpture. No clay in hand to try it out. No mockup to
give me a moral support for my decisions. I was in the middle of a
tension of mathematical nature which would not yield fruit until the
structures were completed. Correct point, correct distance, and then
evaluation. I was groping in the dark. It was like a battle of spaces
broken loose in the head. Arithmetic, texture, geometry and all will
be there when the work is finished! But for now, cows, oxen and
goats are crossing the fields scorched by the sun, led by peasants.....”

He applied arithmetical-diagrammatical, i.e. intellectual sculpture
to decision-making concerning the walls as well as sections of the
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building. He must surely have worked under the influence, if
indirect, of the Islamic legacy in the traditional architecture of the
Arabs, where geometry and other mathematical disciplines blossom-
ed to wonder.

He used squares as constitutive units of schematic arrangement.
Using the principles of the Modulor, he attached a square to another
square. He then placed five squares in the two squares, and, in the
five squares, eight squares and one large square. But this would leave
a plot of space unaccounted-for. So it would be put to some good
use. In this manner, his compositional concept began to assume a
clear shape. Rather than functionalism, respect and consideration for
form was given priority. Function, Le Corbusier reasoned, was only
a motivating factor.

When working on design at the Secretariat, each time he gave the
final touch to a functionally coordinated unit, he would make a
point of saying, “Now, from here we enter the realm of architec-
ture.” But this presupposed ‘that, before starting to work on the
given functionally coordinated unit, he had already formulated
distinct ideas about form. From here one would logically assume the
stand that in architecture, concepts for the framework and finishing
are all-important. It may be that the functional aspect is
only an object of interim check. After all, one could say, the manner
of using the building changes with the times. But we cannot build
different buildings each time such changes take place. This brings in
relief the importance of the form which, supported by agreeable
proportions, makes up a fixed space. This will be a very important
factor in larger cities.

At Chandigarh, I best of all like the Palace of Justice which was
the first edifice to be built there. The pond, which was built in front
of it later, reflects the building, duplicating the scene of the
building in a marvelous manner, in a manner somehow reminiscent
of the spirit in which two squares were placed side by side at the
stage of concept finalization. My attachment to this building may
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stem from such memories.-

The idea of adding a pond, incidentally, seems to have to come to
Le Corbusier’s mind during his visits to various places up and
down India. Indians have demonstrated no ordinary talent in giving
life to the presence of ponds in artificial landscapes. There are
innumerable examples of it. 1 wonder if the Indians may not have
gleaned the idea from the omnipresence of little pools of rainwater
monsoons leave behind. Le Corbusier once told me that, when I visit
Chandigarh, I should avail myself of the opportunity to go to see the
garden of Khalka. It dawned on me that the main source of
inspiration for the pond at Chandigarh may have been right here at
Khalka. It was not necessary to go all the way to Taj Mahal.

The brise-soleil, which is a salient feature of the facade of this
building, was used as an expressive leitmotif here, following initial
hesitant use of it in the porch of the Marseilles unité and later
confident use of it in Nantes. Indians enjoying an afternoon nap,
huddled up in brise-soleil frames, most eloquently prove, and in such
a picturesque manner, that this implantation has been successfully
acclimatized and has become an integral part of local Indian life.

The piece of fabric hanging on the wall of the court was woven
by prisoners in detention. On it is a design of highly spiritual nature,
much reminiscent of the enameled drawings at Ronchamp.

In short, this building may be regarded as an accumulation, or
perhaps a synthesis, of long years of his creative thought and activity
in the past, and this may be precisely the secret of the particularly
profound impression of charm one receives from communion with
.

OBSESSION SINCE THE ALGIERS PROJECT DAYS

In the early 1930s, Le Corbusier was brought by fate into
involvement with a redevelopment project for the harbor district of
Algiers. He was in the highest of sprits then, having digested a
number of housing projects and participation in the design competi-
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tion for the League of Nations headquarters. There was the prospect
of realizing highrise business quarters. Some time ago, letters and
documents exchanged between him and his friends about this time
were brought to light. They vividly illustrate how deeply Le
Corbusier was immersed in this Algiers project. In the latest-dated
letter in this batch, Le Corbusier expressively laments the non-frui-
tion of his effort and dedication despite the repeated modification
he had proposed of his plans over a period of several years. He must
have sworn to himself then that he was not going to see his plans
buried alive. He had to give them a chance.

Chandigarh gave him and his plans a chance. Foreseen in the
Chandigarh project was the construction of a giant administrative
complex to house more than 3,000 officials and office workers, an
edifice 254 meters long and 42 meters high. Seven departments were
to be accommodated in it. 63 spans and 252 columns were to be
erected. The finished product would be something like his vertical
Algiers building laid sideways.

Here, too, Le Corbusier’s Modulor came in handy in finalizing
basic dimensions. If that had been all, however, it would only have
helped create agreeable proportions for column arrangement and
floor elevations, the figure 254 meters providing the frame within
which to monotonously repeat the same pattern. But in reality, the
Modulor consisted of the blue row and the red row, in a 2:1
relationship to each other. This provided the possibility of eliminat-
ing monotony and enhancing size sense while saving giganticity.

Of course, when he was still working on his Algiers project, he
had not yet invented his Modulor, but he was already making
methodical use of such proportions as 1:2 and 1:3 throughout his
projects. The rupture of rigid regularity secured by these proportions
gives birth to a sense of ease of access and creates an antipodal world
to the super-highrise expressionless match-box buildings of only
commercial merit which are beginning to clutter Japanese cities
today.
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Rooftops naturally tend to be flat. Le Corbusier’s favorite
assertion was to make gardens on rooftops, which, as we have seen in
his dwelling units at Marseilles, create intriguing silhouettes.

He liked to use sloping floor-to-floor transfer systems as the
central axes of buildings. At Chandigarh, he made reversed use of the
idea, using the slope theme in tower form. Slopes were used quite
extensively in his earlier works, too, starting with the residence of a
doctor in Buenos Aires.

Thus seen, we can say that the central administrative complex in
Chandigarh was not exactly designed ex abrupto, but was really a
“recycling” of many of his vocabulary elements elaborated over a
long period of time. Ideas he had been treasuring and refining in his
head appeared to have finally been given an arena of blossoming en
masse. Le Corbusier was a type of person who would adhere to the
same motif for long, long years. He once drew the image of a
one-horned beast-like goddess on the wall of the Pavillon Suisse
(hostel for Swiss students) on the campus of the Cité Universitaire in
Paris. The same idea is found in a much earlier sketch. Twenty years
later, he was still drawing similar designs in the sketch-book he
carried on his way to and from Chandigarh.

As someone in constant search for the novel and in perpetual
pursuit of the unconventional, I was always impressed with his
consistency, which provided me with priceless pabulum. I thought
that, after all, an authentic value must be created only after many,
many years spent in re-thinking, ruminating, refining and repeating
the same process over and over again. It took him thirty long years
to realize that Marseilles dwelling unit after he had begun to work on
the idea. It was only too natural, then, that the ideas that sprouted
in connection with the Algiers project were finally brought to
fruition in Chandigarh.

The same can be said of the “Open Hand.”” He saw in it room for
a feeling he liked which was diametrically opposed to what the fist
can tell. Of course, he was just enjoying the act of sketching, but in
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1951 he abruptly nurtured the desire to make a concrete object of it
against the backdrop of the Himalayas. This coincided with the
request he received from Mr. Varma for the prompt realization of
such a monument. This was just what was needed to give life back to
the hollowed soil-collection site, which had been named “*Ditch of
Thoughtfulness.” Once again, the Modulor was called on to ofter its
services. All dimensions were finalized. But, to the regret of many.
this monument yet remains to be erected.

The Modulor had played the central role in the making of

Chandigarh. Under the strong influence of Le Corbusier, the
students of the Faculty of Architecture, which was created in the
same city later, took part in a number of construction projects with
the Modulor in hand. Housing complexes and offices were built in
the city by these young architects.
. But the Modulor, as its inventor himself once remarked, is only
something like a tuned musical instrument. If it is to produce a
meaningful effect, it takes a skilled artist. He himself was not always
the skilled artist it took, it seems, and on one occasion he came to a
rude awakening after having inadvertently misused the device of his
own invention.

This occurred when he was designing the Governor’s Palace.
Virtually all the buildings he had laid his hand on at Chandigarh
were public places to accommodate large crowds of people, and he
had consistently used the blue-row dimensions for optimum space
partitioning. He unthinkingly used the same scale of dimensions in
designing the Governor’s Palace. Someone put in the word that the
way things were developing, it was certain that the given budgetary
allocation would prove insufficient. Had it not been for this
warning, he would have completed a palace two times the size of the
originally planned edifice! This palace, however, has not seen the
light of day to this day, due to the political and economic
difficulties that developed in the meanwhile. Without the Open
Hand and the Governor’s Palace, the Capitol, in a sense, appears to
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lack the soul.

One other important building that cannot be overlooked is the
Palace of Assembly. When the project for this building got under
way, | was no longer with him, and I cannot say much in the way of
first-person reporting. One thing 1 do remember with singular
vividness is the huge gutters in his earlier sketches which he thought
would be appropriate in view of the heavy monsoon rain. It is true,
come to think of it, that the gutter was one of his favorite themes
which he pursued in the Court-House project and the Chapel of
Ronchamp.

It is not easy to obtain permission to enter this palace. After
much effort, I finally was allowed to be ushered in for inspection the
year before last. On its rotating main door was a rather Ronchamp-
like image in enameled drawing. When it was fully open, a gradiose
scene with a pond in the foreground and the Himalayas in the
background untolded.

But T felt the presence of a touch of unaccomplishedness in the
Assembly Hall and the row of columns around it featuring triangular
spans. I must admit that, perhaps because the Indian guide kept
hurrying me, 1 was somehow not very deeply impressed. It may be
that, unlike other buildings which were, so to speak, the fruit of
years of refinement, the Palace of Assembly was of relatively recent
origin in his scale of aging of ideas.

Le Corbusier has also left a number of houses characterized by
drastic simplification and resulting lucidity in plan. [ shall await
another opportunity to shed light on them.

(Translation from Japanese original by Terutoyo Taneda)
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The City of Chandigarh
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Site Plan

1 The Palace of Assembly

2 The Secretariat
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