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THE ARCHITECT'S APPRENTICE

FOREWORD BY GEORGE RANALL

Recently, after introducing Jose Oubrerie's lecture at the
school, | sat in the darkness of the auditorium watching the
images come across the screen.The first pair shocked me:a
study model of the Firminy Chuch and a photo of Le Cor-
busier in his studio with a very young Oubrerie at his side.
At that moment | was struck by the enormity of what | was
witnessing, Jose Oubrerie had worked with Le Corbusier!
One of the greatest architects of the twentieth century, Le
Corbusier produced a powerful body of work and Firminy
was one of a remarkable series of religious buildings that
had produced a singular, mystical, emotionally striking space.

Oubrerie was one of the last of the apprentices to work
for Le Corbusier and his responsibility was to develop the
sketch design that Le Corbusier had dashed off for Firminy.
As in every architect’s office, the role of the assistant is es-
sential to the formation and development of the project.
It is not simply a matter of redrawing the design more
definitively but rather an elaboration of the implications
of the original sketch. Since Le Corbusier spent much of
the day painting, Oubrerie and the other assistants were
left to interpret and redefine the design by infusing it with
their own ideas. At the end of each day Le Corbusier
came back to the studio to review the work and decide
what conformed to —and confirmed - his original impulse
and what was to be jettisoned as irrelevant.

Much has been made over whether the executed project
for Firminy is Le Corbusier or Oubrerie. This is not a use-
ful question: The building was produced in much the same
way as other Corbusier projects. Although Corbusier never
completed the construction documents for Carpenter
Center at Harvard University nor visited the the project
during its construction or after its completion, no one

doubts the impact of Le Corbusier's hand - or of the influ-
ence of Jose Luis Sert.The drawings were, in fact, completed
by Sert's Boston office and Sert supervised the construc-
tion. This was a method used by Corbusier to complete a
number of projects, although with differing results. Clearly,
the hand of Oubrerie can be strongly felt in the Firminy
project, from concept to completion. Firminy is the work
of collaboration across many years between an architect
and his apprentice, only completed years after the master's
death. The apprentice himself had grown to mastery over
the decades, a maturity that infused the original work with
new ideas and techniques nurtured slowly over time.

The Miller House, built while Oubrerie was Dean of the
School of Architecture in Lexington, Kentucky, is more
clearly the work of Oubrerie after he emerged from
the Le Corbusier studio. Although traces of other Corb
houses can certainly be seen in this building, Oubrerie
has taken the house into another realm altogether. The
Miller House grows from questions of form and space
that developed after Le Corbusier's time and these are
evident in the development of the design. Intricate ideas
about the program and the form of the house inter-
weave throughout. Although the house at first appears
to be a platonic solid, it is formed out of a collection of
fragments brilliantly assembled into a tour de force of
space, form, structure, texture, and surface. The interior
passages from level to level are beautifully orchestrated
around the central vertical space across which rooms
can be seen and through which the landscape expands
beyond. The design is deeply considered down to the
details - including built-in furniture and color panels - and

_the resolution is impeccable, delivering an exceptionally

executed work both outside and in.



The Firminy Church and the Miller House bear testimony
to the imprint of Le Corbusier's work on the younger
architect's imagination. Far from the disconnected and in-
coherent pastiche of so much current form, work that
pretends divorce from the ever-immanent traditions of
architecture, Oubrerie has taken the history he inherited
through Le Corbusier and subtly and richly transformed it
into his own formal lexicon of space, program and design.
The result is astonishing and deep in its elaboration of
the eloquence of a language that bears the connection
from ages past to the current moment. Jose Oubrerie has
achieved one of the most difficult qualities in architecture:
through rootedness he has achieved timelessness.

George Ranalli, Architect

Dean

Bernard and Anne Spitzer School of Architecture
City College of New York

January 2010
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ON THE WORK OF JOSE OUBRERIE

INTRODUCTION BY KENNETH FRAMPTON

José Oubrerie was one of four young architects who were
to assist Le Corbusier during the last seven years of his
life. Having been previously trained as a painter, Oubrerie
joined Le Corbusier's atelier in 1958, and not only worked
on the design of the church at Firminy-Vert, but was also
involved in the Venice Hospital project, with which Le Cor-
busier's career was brought to a close. Oubrerie was as in-
timately involved in the genesis of the church at Firminy as
a medieval mason would have been in the development
of a cathedral, at a time when such undertakings extended
beyond the life-span of any one individual. Seen in this
light, all the controversy as to whether the building should
have been finished by another hand is just so much ped-
antry, given the intimacy of Oubrerie's involvement with
the design since its inception. All of this was revealed in
the documents depicting the genesis of the church, which
were first exhibited at the Institute for Architecture and
Urban Studies, New York in the summer of 1981.Then, as
now, Oubrerie’s plans, photos and sketches documenting
the evolution of the design both before and after Le Cor-
busier's death testify to his continual involvement with the
project from 1961 onwards,

Firminy has its origins in two earlier pieces by Le Cor
busier; in a sketch for a church at Le Tremblay, dating
from May/June 1929 and in the conic shell built over the
assembly hall in the parliament at Chandigarh, during the
first half of the '50s. Originally, the church was conceived
as a conic form set directly over its central axis on a cu-
bic base. Soon after this formulation Le Corbusier opted
to make one face of the cone vertical, thereby bestowing
an eccentric profile upon the initial form. Subsequent
budget restraints would lead to a reduction in its overall
height while Oubrerie's re-working of the plan and sec-

tion over time would lead to a subtle modification of
the original parti. However, the transformation from a
square podium to a truncated cone had already been re-
solved by the time of Le Corbusier's death and Oubrerie
would thereafter; in essence, do little more than realize
this geometrical transposition. Moreover; the plasticity
of the interior had also been formulated by December
1962 with the ramped seating of the nave assuming a
kidney shape in plan. Additional refinements would be
made one year later via a wooden model dating from
December [963.This was also the year of a perspectival
lithograph by Le Corbusier which would be used to raise
money for the completion of the church. Although con-
struction began on January 28, 1965, it would soon cease
when the construction company went under. Although
Oubrerie would have the chance to take the project a
stage further in 1973, nothing extensive would happen
until 1977 when another period of sporadic construc-
tion followed.

In 1996 the unfinished church was designated a historic
monument by the French State and this enabled the
creation of a consortium involving the state, the town
of Firminy, the St. Etienne metropolitan region and the
department of the Loire. However, so much time had
elapsed since the beginning of the work that the pro-
gram had to be modified, firstly because the congrega-
tion had effectively disintegrated, and secondly because
the population of the area was now more or less evenly
divided between agnostics and Muslims. In the event,
given Le Corbusier's ambivalence towards religion it is
somehow fitting that this space should now have a more
secular character, as today it is only intermittently used
for services.



