



















































































A stage el for wciors iy an idealised drama abont contemporary existence:

Advertisemenc for the 1927 Mercedes-Beny, set against Le Corbusicr and Pierre
Jeannered's Double-house, Weissenhofsicdlung, Statgaes, 1927

rong was the acstheric interest of the Modernists that it routinely
(')k'_.p;.‘eccdcncc over consideratons of efficiency. 'The Villa Savoye
ig it have looked like a practically minded machine, butic was in realicy
irtistically motivated folly. ‘The bare walls were handmade by artisans
ing costly imported Swiss mortar, they were as delicare as preces of lace
s devoted to generating fechngs as the jewel-encrusted naves of a

yinter-Reformation Chuarch,

By Modernism’s own standards, the rool of the villa was equally, and
ot more ruinously, dishonest, In spite of initial protests from the Savoyes,
¥ Corbusier insisted - supposedly on technical and cconomic grounds

Jane — that a fat roof would be preferable 1o a pitched one. It would, he

tred his clients, be cheaper to construct, easier to maintain and cooler
gammer, and Madame Savoye would be able to do her gpymnastic exer-
“ses on it without being bothered by damp vapours emanating from the
round floor. But only a week after the family moved in, the roof sprang
Jeak over Roger's bedroom, letting in so much water that the hoy con-
racted a chest infection, which tarned into pnevmonia, which eventually
: eq_uil‘cd him to spend a year receperating in a sanatoerium in Chamonix.
In September 1936, six years after the villa’s official completion, Madame
savoye compressed her feclings about the performance of the flat roof
into a (rain-splattered) leteer: ‘Te’s raining in the hall, ics raining on the
ramp, and the wall of the garage is absolutely soaked. What's more, it’s still
raining in my bathroom, which floods 1n bad weather, as the warer comes
‘in through the skylight” Le Corbusier promised that the problem would
be fixed straightaway, then ook the opportunity to remind his client of
how enthustastically his Aat-roofed design had been received by architec-
eural critics worldwide: “You should place a book on the table in the down-
stairs hall and ask all your visitors to inscribe their names and addresses in

it. You'll see how many fine autographs you will colleet’. But this invitation
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adernise architects privately desigoed with beauty in mind, why did
y justify cheir work principally in technological terms?

dear seems to have lain at the heart of their discretion, The end of a
{ef in a universal standard of beauty had created a climate in which
one style could be smune from criticism, Objections to the appear-

of Modernise houses, voiced by adherents of Gothic or Tyrolean

gh-handedness and arrogance. In aesthetics, as in democratic politics, a

[ arbiter had grown clusive,

“Hence the attractions of a scientific lanpuage with which to ward off detrac-
15 and convinee the wavering. Bven the God of the Old Testament, faced
h'the continual querulousness of the tribes of Isracl, had occasionally o

giite a prece of desere shrub to awe his audience into reverence, Technology

would be the Modernists barning bush. To speak of technology in relation
ne’s houses was to appeal - now that the influence of Christianity was waning
ind Classical culture was being ignored — 1o the most prestigious force in
acicey, responsible [or penicillin, telephones and aeroplanes. Science, then,

Beasetifil bust st reize-prooft would apparerly determine the pitch of the rool.

Rooftop, Villa Savoye, 1931

to philography was of litdle comfort to the rheumatic Savoye family, ‘After “Yet, in trathy, science is rarely so categorical. Tn 1925 the architect and

innumerable demands on my part, you have inally aceepeed that this house lesigner Marcel Breuer unveiled a elair which he touted as the world’s
which you built in 1929 is uninhabitable,” admonished Madame Savoye in “fivst soberly logical solution to ‘the problem of sitting”. Bvery part of the
the autumn of 1937, *Your responsibility is at stake and | have no need w - B33 chair was the resulg, he explained, of an intensive effore to banish ‘the
foot the bill. Please render it habitable immediately. T sincerely hope that ‘whimsical in favour of the rational’,
I witl not have to take recourse w tegal action.” Only the outhreak of the The BYs seat and back were made of leather for durabilivy; its oftser
Second World War and the Savoye family’s consequent flight (rom Paris angular shape was the inevitable answer o the needs of the human ver-

saved Le Corbusier from baving to answer in a courtroom for the design of tebrae; and its steel frame, because iv was a hundred vmes stronger than

his largely uninhabitable, if extraordinarily beautiful, machine-for-living, wood, would never splinter ar chip.
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hitecture, could not be shrugged off without inviting accusations of
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But Breuer’s attempt to make a scientfic case for his chair could nog
breach an impregnable reality: while it may be necessary to resort to spe-
cific materials and forms when constructing a bridge, there is no corre-
sponding technical need to imit one’s imagination in designing a piece of
living-room furniture, which must merely support the weight of a haman
body - and so can be buile of curved steel but also as happily of oal,
bamboo, plastic or fibreglass. A chair can equally well satisfy its modest
brief in the gaise of a B3, a Queen Anne or a Windsor armchair. Science
alone cannot tell us how our seats should look.

Liven in more complex commissions, the laws of engineering seldom
dictate a pardeular seyle. The Monguic Telecommunications Tower in
Barcelona, for example, could have tsken on any number of forms while
seill managing o transimit its signals adequately. The antenna could have
been sculpted to fook fike a pear rather than like a javeling the base might
have been made to resemble a riding boot rather than the prow of a space-
crafi. Dozens of opvons would have each worked well mechanically. But
as its architect, Sandago Calatrava, recognised, only a very few designs
would have conveyed with appropriate poetry the promises of modernity

to the people of Barcelona,

17.
The incoherencies of the Modernist relationship to science return us to
the confusing plethora of architectural options that the carly Modernists
had once hoped to eradicate. We return to the carnival of architecture,
Why not carve flowers on our buildings? Why not use concrete panels
imprinted with pictures of acroplanes and insects? Why not coat a sky-
seraper with Islamic morifs?

If engineering cannot rell us what our houses should look like, nor in a
pluralistic and non-deferental world can precedent or tradition, we must

be free to pursue all stylistic options. We should acknowledge that the
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dictited by selcaee?
A Brever, B3 chair, 1925
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Functional chairs:

Left: Queen Anpe Japansed armehair, e 1710

Right: High-back Windsor azmchair, 18508



lkI_LSti('}i] of what is beautiful 1s both mpossible to efucidate and shameful

id even undemocratic to mention.

{owever, there might be a way to surmount this state of sterile relatvism
vich the help of John Ruskin’s provocative remark about the eloquence of
r '_'laitecturc. The remark focuses our minds on the idea that buildings are
ot simply visual oljects withoat any connection to concepts which we
qan analyse and then evaluare. Buildings spesk — and on wopics which can
adily be discerned. They speak of democracy or aristocracy, openness

arrogance, welcome or threat, a sympathy for the futare or a hankering
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At yather thir selence:

- Opposite: Santiago Calatrava, Moneic Telecommunications Tower, Barcelona, 1991
%‘?&%ﬁ%ﬁ@% Fhe yetatrn of choice,

= Lelt: Herrag & de Meuron, Library of the Eherswalde “Lechnical Schiool, Eberswalde, 1999
Righe: Jean MNouvel, proposed skyscraper, Doba, 2004




Left: TMas Eckhofl, Regent Service, Porsgrand, 1961
Righe: Blae Cameo Service, Sdvres, 1778

Any object of design will give off an impression of the psychological
and moral atdtudes it supports. We can, for example, feel two distinet
conceptions of fulfilment emanating from a plain Scandinavian crockery
set on the one hand and an orpate S¢vres one on the other — an Invitation
o a democratic graceful sensibility in the former case, to a ceremonial
and class-hound disposition in the later _

[n essence, what works of design and architecture talk to us about is the
kind of life that would most appropriately unfold wichin and around them.
"Fhey tell us of certain moods that they seck to encourage and sustain in
their inhabitants. While keeping us warm and helping us in mechanical
ways, they simultancously hold out an invitation for us to be specific sorts
of people. They speak of visions of happiness.

To describe a building as beautiful therefore suggests more than a mere
aesthetic fondness; it implies an ateraction to the particular way of life this
structure is promoting through its roof, door handles, window frames,
seairease and furnishings. A feeling of beauty is a sign that we have come
upon a material articulation of certain of our ideas of a good life,

Similarly, buildings will strike us as offensive not because they violate
a private and mysterious visual preference but because they conflict with

our understanding of the rightful sense of existence — which helps to
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plﬁ]in the seriousness and viciousness with which disputes abour ficting

irectare tend to unfold.

1e advantage of shifting the focus of discussion away from the strictly
iial towards the values promoted by buildings is that we become able

y handle talk about the appearance of works of archicecture rather as we

wider debates about people, ideas and political agendas,

Arguments about what is beautiful emerge as no easier to resolve, but
ien again no harder, than disputes about what is wise or right, We can
in to defend or attack a concept of beauty in the same way we might
cfend or attack a legal position or an cthical stance. We can understand,
nd publically explain, why we believe a building to be desirable or offen-
ive on the basis of the things it talks to us abour.

"I'he notton of buildings that speak helps us to place at the very centre

‘of our architectural conundrums the question of the values we want to

{ive by — rather than merely of how we want things to look.
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Idleses, 200
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guchi, Villa, Karuizawa, 2003

acl Shanly Homes, (akingron Pace, Mi
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Right: Olfice of Maketo Yam,
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