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The Unfolding of an Architect, by Balkrishna V. Doshi
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Creative persons, in a sense, have no barriers of history,
time or space. They re-act to the mood and respond to
it with the utmost intensity and freshness. Their sense
of order is not only related to the field of their expertize
but it is usually the sense of the cosmic order expressed
through a medium which is their specialization.

What perhaps happens is something like this: they
take view of a problem and develop somehow a system
to solve it. The system has an order of situations and
experience, quite often spoken of or written about, but
many a time unexplainable. I call it “intuition or talent’.

In case of a genius the order takes even greater sig-
nificance because of its unconventional or yet undis-
covered paths. These are based again on the total freedom
of the spirit which lives in them.

In Le Corbusier’s case, all this appears to hold good.
His work, since the turn of the century, changed many
times and every time it expressed a new concept of look-
ing at the world of physical environment —shapes and

forms — particularly in city-planning and in one of its com-

ponents-buildings.

From his earlier and often misquoted statement “A
House is a machine to live in” he over a period of 55
years, evolved his city-planning and architectural theories
to suit the needs of place, the time and its own future.
He was, as he often used to say lately, “searching for

#RiTaT BB EH R o SRR E R - A [ER—FR
HRAWRES o |

1928 5F [ 0 ACHS Il BERT 1929 ~ 30 £Rfis] 35z L v Y i IR AL 71
FEFNEBR R 1951~ 55 F RS 7 ERMAL IS F ZE o BE R A1
A8 U B AF B VR Y - wl BAEHBIA LB R 1 AT —
HEACIER o

B R - MERREEE LAVBREE - Dl RS M T 3 e ARGt
e AR REANE BEWEE  RIFRMFMBEIHAE
s A HLIHE o R EFEK - ELFEBLITREFAAAE—
Lo Ay sl R F R BB ; R E W IE A o MPTIEESK
W JEEAFELERBHENEEESE - B 7 SREERE
MR AEEMECEF » YRBEFTRE 1954 FEK T IR (H
HEMEBRBENE » R EEER ) i ERERSMEET
RERMR TS e A4 SR ARER | [ BB WIERF I > 'BIE ~ #LO—m
{ich 585 o BEANBIVRFIIR ~ WA SR - ERWB FE - &
SRR EEHBEHENAKE o |

[ RERE 7T — @) MEEMH mBFANER > KX

a pact with nature”.

From the Villa at Carthage designed in 1928 and the
Villa Savoy at Poissy built in 1929-30 to the Villa Shodhan
and Villa Sarabhai built between 1951-1955, he demonst-
rated the above concern, even though they were individual
and particular buildings. _

Apparently this change in his attitude, and its influence
in the design of buildings, urban complexes or city plans
are difficult to grasp unless one studied them in detail.
Superficially these changes may seem to be born out of
the desire to create something new and shocking, but in
fact it is not so. What he was really searching was the
truth of architecture which is ever present and touches
the soul. To search this quality, he had to constantly
struggle with himself, and find new paths. In 1954 at
Cap Martin he explained to Mr. Varma, the then Chief
Engineer at Chandigarh and to me “Truth is not static,
it flows like a ripple in the river, which does not attach
to any bank, or take any side. In my architecture, I
search for this quality of dynamic truth.”

“When I visit a place, discuss with a client his/her
needs, I attempt to understand the problem as presented.
In each case, I try to discover its uniqueness and express
it as an event which is the soul of art.”

Working in his study, strangely enough, he never
theorized or discussed the quality of space, volume, form
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etc. He, I suppose, thought that these qualities naturally
belong to architecture and how can they be not there!
As a consequence of this attitude he was without any
constraints and thus was able to discover particular types
of spaces, volumes, forms, etc. These have, now made
architectural history. The freedom of this attitude per-
colated right down to each element and gave it its own
life and rhythm of behaviour. What he attempted to
achieve was the harmony of various elements through
appropriate orchestration. This desire to discover new
melody gave Le Corbusier a new chance with every
passing moment. He was able to re-question the value of
each part of the building and give it a more profound
meaning. The strip window at Villa Savoy, or the undulat-
ing musical window in his later years, or the use of
colour, or texture in various ways are but a few exam-
ples. In the Villa Shodhan one could perceive the free-
dom with which each element expresses itself.

This attitude of fresh approach is difficult to follow
in practice unless one had Le Corbusier’s capacity to
intergrate and create a total impact. As Bruno Zevi says -
“For a total impact it is unessential to expect, in fact
dangerous to expect, the same high aesthetic quality in
all parts of the building. Rather to increase the impact
of space, volumetric, and plastic value can be sacrificed
or deprived of independence.” In Villa Shodhan the
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facades, if seen seperately are uninteresting in many
parts; but, they were not attended to with the same
intensity, in order to achieve a total impact which is the
soul of the concept.

Le Corbusier, like many creative artists/architects
reviewed his earlier concepts which had lasting signifi-
cance. His Villa Shodhan is an updated and profounder
version of his Villa Savoy and Villa at Carthage. Similarly
the Sarabhai house is an updated version of his many
earlier schemes of parallel load bearing walls and brick
vaults. This desire to continuously enrich the concept
one liked most, perhaps stems from his involvement with
painting. “l am known only as an architect. No one
wants to recognize me as a painter. And yet it is by the
channel of my paintings that I came to architecture. I
think that if any significance is accorded to my work as
an architect, it is to that secret labour that its deep value
must be attributed. Neither beginning nor end, painting,
sculpture, architecture and city planning going hand in
hand.”

The selection of the Villa Shodhan and the Villa
Sarabhai for presentation in this volume of GA 32 is just
to give a glimpse of Le Corbusier’s ever renewing philo-
sophy of architecture. As he said “Each problem has
within it, its own solution, only one must search for it.”
In these two Villas, one can experience the total diversity
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of expressions. It is very close to an experience of listen-
ing to Indian music. A “Raga” a “mood’’ can be sung by
any artist and each master presents it in his unique way,
still retaining the mood. But here, it is one master building
two versions of the same problem “a Villa”.

One may therefore ask how did Le Corbusier arrive
at these diverse expressions for a similar problem in the
same city and within the same span of time. What did
motivate Le Corbusier to such inspired expression?

Again the answer lies in his desire to understand the
problem spatially, functionally, psychologically and spiritu-
ally significant and coherent terms. He presented to each
client a particular solution to each problem. For example,
the Villa Shodhan, designed for Mr. Hutheesing, a bachel-

or about to marry, had to express the life-style of the

owner. (Before construction started Mr. Shodhan bought
the plans from Mr. Hutheesing.) Mr. Hutheesing enjoyed
entertaining friends and had to express his social and
economic position. On the other hand Mrs. Sarabhai, a
widow, with two unmarried, but college-going sons, needed
according to Le Corbusier, a relaxed house, quite close
to the ground, surrounded by trees, a house which can
induce peace. Here the attempt, naturally, was to sup-
press all normally attempted expressions of architecture,
and design a house with a suppressed profile so that its
role of a ‘home’ is played quietly within the walls rather

I- Villa at Carthage, Tunisia, 1928
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than from outside. What became later, the Villa Shodhan,
on the other hand, had to be impressive even from a
distance, and express the gaiety of life that went in
throughout the day.

The parallel load-bearing wall-structure with catalonian
brick vault roof without any structural expression from
outside was Le Corbusier’s solution for Mrs. Sarabhai.
The concrete frame structure with various volumes, also
in concrete, placed within was the solution for Mr.
Hutheesing. To make them function well in the local
conditions he not only considered the climatic needs of
the place but also studied the Indian miniatures which
illustrated the life-style of the people of this region.

As he said while designing these buildings “An archi-
tect must adapt to the antagonistic requirements. Com-
fort is coolness. It is the current of air, it is the shade,
and yet the sun must penatrate at the proper time, in
the favourable seasons. Mosquitos are everywhere and
windows cannot be left open without special provisions
being made.” _

He further added “The conditions of the problem are
constantly dictated by a constant merciless sun with the
state of temperature, humidity and dryness varying from
one month to another, —all contradictory factors. To play
the role of a modern architect under these conditions is
not easy.”



Villa Savovye, Poissy, 1928-31
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As a result, for Villa Sarabhai, he followed the con-
struction of low vaults, covered with grass and watered
by an automatic system. The plan that he devised
attempts to realize the best possible conditions of shade
and natural ventilation. The orientation of the house and
the deep verandahs are dictated by prevailing breezes.

For the Villa Hutheesing, he created series of shaded
terraces. of various sizes and at various levels under one
large umbrella to invite the outside breeze. The plan of
Villa Shodhan, though based on the earlier studies of Villa
at Carthage, became Indian with required changes. A
comparison of the plans and sections of this building with
the pictorial miniatures explains his innovation. (Ref.
plans and sections of Villa Savoy, Villa at Carthage and
earlier sketches and final plans of Villa Shodhan.)

With these basic concepts established, and with his
belief that “the plan bears within itself a determined
primary rhythm”, the work develops in area and in height
in accordance with his prescriptions, with consequences
of the same law ranging from the simplest to the most
complex. “The unity of the law is the law of the good
plan: A simple law, infinitely modulable; rhythm is a state
of equilibrium, preceeding from simple to complex sym-
metries or studied compensations.” He thus developed
the final concepts of these Villas.

However, the richness of its spatial qualities did not
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come the first day. Over the years, studies were made
to discover a new meaning in each element, so that the
element can assert its position in space and time. To
illustrate, let me give an example; while working on the
Hutheesing/Shodhan house, it was discovered that the round
column as in Villa Savoy had many contraints. By its
nature it wanted to be independent of any other contact,
even the glass had to be away from the rounded surface.
A wall, like in the Sarabhai house, cannot be made free,
if it is to carry loads. If the spaces have to become
unique, freedom is essential, but, they must also be tied
together to indicate their oneness. Thus from a round
column a rectangular column was evolved so that it could
attach itself to a wall and allow the spaces to be formed
either inwards or outwards, expressing the multi-functional
need of space and structure. The loadbearing walls at
the Villa Sarabhai with a deep beam between the vault
and the wall, made the walls almost free; so that desired
apertures could be made wherever required.

Le Corbusier believed that any good idea based on its
own problem must generate many good solutions. This
conviction gave him opportunities to create the spaces,
volumes and forms in a totally different way, in both
these Villas. In the Villa Sarabhai, the spaces, though
move horizontally, are poised. For example, the spaces
formed by low brick vaults resting on the brick walls
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are made by calculated apertures, yet by providing a large
and deep beam on the walls, the walls which carry the
load seem to be flexible almost, as if about to slide. The
openings thus express a sense of lateral and perpendicular
movement in opposition to the one directional sense
created by vaults and walls. This quality of varied direc-
tional movement, through a simple plan, can be felt as
soon as one moves through the house. Again the house
expresses its single direction, as soon as the doors are
opened. and the verandahs and the outside spaces become
part of the interior. On the other hand when the doors
are closed, the direction of space again changes. This
sense of directional and spatial change, with low volumes,
is a different experience compared to that of the Villa
Shodhan. In addition, this internal experience does not
have the slightest indication from the outside, due to
suppression of vaults by vertical concrete walls. This
dual experience from within and without comes from the
belief that each occassion must express subtly its deeper
significance.

By contrast, the Villa Shodhan, with its demands for
exuberent actions, forces one to move in multi-directions
and directs one to change positions, look around the
multi-directional volume and make one realize the new
element: the polychromedceiling expressing subtly the
spaces above.

Hutheesing House, 1952
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To enhance these divergent qualities of both these
houses other elements such as openings and surfaces have
also played different roles in each of them.

The Villa Shodhan, with its combination of structural
and non-structural elements, has created surfaces which-
subtly suggest their main and subsidiary role. The panel
walls though in concrete are placed in jnxtaposition to
establish the function of the column as a supporting ele-
ment and walls as non-supporting elements. Similarly the
openings in the load-bearing brick-walls in the Villa
Sarabhai are placed in a manner to suggest the desire
to make the walls appear as sliding panels, enhancing
the quality of horizontal space. With the combination
of so many variables, one can imagine the master’s suc-
cussful handling of light within the Villas in two totally
different ways.

Use of large photomurals and selected coloured sur-
faces make the experience even more memorable.

From such experiences, one begins to understand Le
Corbusier’s belief that there are infinite things that each
element is capable of saying. And if one desires to sus-
tain interest, it is necessary to create variations out of
the same element expressing different values at different
times retaining its main objective. This subtle mode of
expressicn, with the bold and almost monumental expres-
sion juxtaposed through variety in the facades designed
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independently and yet with an altogether integrated im-
pact, is the greatest challange that he posed to his uniform
facades in his earlier buildings. The notion of form in
building in his earlier works was based only on theory.
This new understanding that for total impact it is neces-
sary to even suppress high quality in every part and
rather express the spirit with focus on the main element
is what he demonstrated in these mature designs.

If carefully studied it is apparent in the four facades
of the Villa Shodhan that each facade is not acceptable
in its proportions, rhythms, equilibrium or contrasts
between solids and voids, and yet they all hold together
in favour of the form, which seems to be awaiting for
the cool breeze to enter through the sun-breakers and
the shaded terraces.

Though similar experiences can be had at Villa Savoy
or many of Le Corbusier’s earlier buildings, the difference
of this experience in the buildings built after 1950 is
astonishing. These buildings suggest the strength through
variation and understanding of nature, rather than the
superficial niceties born out of only abstract theory. The
expressions of these two houses not only change, during
season, but also during the day since they are made to
respond to the sun and the shade. The shadows they
cast are varied and give a sense of relief.

As a result one begins to understand the value of
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proportions, changing pattern of light and space. This
continuously rich and ever present freshness does not
seem to belong to Le Corbusier’s earlier works, because
they were mostly the expressions of his theory rather
than his attitude to life. Here one begins to see Le
Corbusier, the mature architect expressing “life as a com-
plete process.” The dialogue at emotional as well as intel-
lectual level is easy to establish with these buildings.
Here one does perceive the sense of priorities that he
had in regard to what he believed to be true architecture,
and how important architecture is to nourish life.

During his last visit to Villa Shodhan, before leaving
for the airport he said to me “I am - Le Corbusier - at
the age of 68! I feel that I am now an architect. These
houses can be said to be my architecture.”

Mr. Futagawa, through these magnificent photographs,
is giving all of us the opportunity to experience the
qualities of these two Villas, which cannot be experienced
unless without studying them in situ. However, this volume
is a substitute next only to the original.



Le Corbusier
Sarabhai House, Ahmedabad, India. 1955
Shodhan House, Ahmedabad, India. 1956
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