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The 'Villa La Rocca'1  
Tim Benton 

Of all the writers discussed (only to be dismissed) by Sigmund Freud in The 
Interpretation of Dreams, one of the most evocative was K.A. Scherner. Freud credits 
Scherner as 'the true discoverer of symbolism in dreams', despite his rather fantastic ideas 
and overblown language. The problem grappled with by Scherner was how to link 
physiological and somatic stimuli to the apparently unrelated imagery of dreams. In 
Freud's explanation: 

What dream-imagination does to the somatic stimuli cannot, of course, be 
regarded as serving any useful purpose. It plays about with them, and pictures the 
organic sources, from which the stimuli of the dream in question have arisen, in 
some kind of plastic symbolism. Scherner is of the opinion .. that dream-
imagination has one particular favourite way of representing the organism as a 
whole: namely as a house.2 

It would be pleasurable to draw out the psycho-sexual functions of the La Roche and 
Jeanneret-Raaf houses, one of which was designed to house the architect's brother and his 
new wife (behind a long  glass window) and the other intended to 'frame the collection' of 
a fellow bachelor whose new bride could be said to be a collection of paintings, including 
those of the artist (in the collector's bedroom) (Ref to Boissonas photo of La Roche 
bedroom). The narrow steel doors, tight stairs, projecting balconies and steeply inclined 
ramp in the La Roche house might provoke lines of thought which would distract us. My 
excuse for introducing these poetics is that the house does not readily lend itself to 
rational explanation based on Le Corbusier's theory but requires some other kind of 
analysis to explain its more extraordinary features. 

I will argue that between Le Corbusier's evolving architectural theory, his rationalism, 
pseudo-functionalism and historicist interpretation of modernity, on the one hand, and the 
                                                 

1  Le Corbusier, et al. (1987), Le Corbusier und Raoul La Roche : Architekt und Maler, Bauherr und 
Sammler : eine Ausstellung im Architekturmuseum vom 6. Juni bis 9. August 1987 (Basel: Das 
Museum) 77 N6853.L3114 A4 1987; Avery (Non-Circulating) AA653 J3 L48945, p. 77. 

2 Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, Pelican Books, 1976, p.156 (Scherner's book, Das 
Leben des Träumes, Berlin, 1861). Die Traumdeutung, 1899,  was in its seventh edition in German by 
1922. According to Scherner, 'a whole row of houses' may indicate a single organ, or a stimulus from a 
particular organ might find expression in a part of a house. And Freud goes on to list architectural 
symbols related to neurosis and sexual anxiety: smooth walls, projections from walls, rooms and 
sequences of rooms, steps and ladders (invariably associated by Freud with the sexual act Idem). 'The 
'smooth' walls are men; in his fear the dreamer often clutches hold of 'projections' in the facades of 
houses'(addition in 1911, Ibid, p.472. Furthermore, in Freud's use of 'das Unheimliche' (Imago, 5, 
1919) as a distinctive form of repressed anxiety, he returned to the house as a metaphor of the body, a 
formulation with which Le Corbusier would have felt familiar. Beatriz Colomina has explored similar 
territory in her essay 'Where are we?', Architecture and CUbism, MIT Press, 1997, pp. 141-166, 
drawing attention to the disorientation produced by Le Corbusier's modernist interiors, which Le 
Corbusier himself celebrated in Précisions, (Paris, 1930, p.136). 



Page 2 of 19 

C:\Documents and Settings\Deb\Configuración local\Archivos temporales de 
Internet\Content.Outlook\N0Q5XFG3\LAROCCA_Basel.DOC//Created on 07/09/2007 19:35:00 

astonishing forms of his mature works, on the other, lie processes of transformation 
which need to be explained, and these might helpfully be compared to the transformation 
of the somatic stimuli of dreams into the elaboration of the dream-work. Le Corbusier 
himself later described these processes of transformation of physical stimuli into 
inspiration in terms of digestion. In one of the drawings used to illustrate his lectures in 
Argentina, he showed the 'three dishes of economy, sociology and technology' below a 
line, above which are drawn the symbols of mental and spiritual imagination: a smoking 
pipe, a little bird and a cloud labelled: 'Lyricism = individual creation: drama, pathos = 
eternal value' (Fig 1) . My own approach is to try to uncover both the stimuli, or 
'elements' of Le Corbusier's designs, and the process whereby these design components 
are transformed and distorted into a poetic language3.  

That there is a puzzle to be solved in interpreting this house emerges clearly from the 
literature4. Different authors have struggled to find words, images or references to explain 
the experience of visiting the La Roche house. La Roche called it 'Villa la Rocca'5, giving 
it a reference to Italian hill town fortresses, as well as playing on his own name and a 
memento of an interest in Italy which he shared with Le Corbusier. Siegfrid Giedion 
thought of Baroque chapels, Kurt Forster has looked to the House of the Tragic Poet in 
Pompeii6. Bruno Reichlin has perceptively established a connection with the De Stijl 
exhibition at the Léonce Rosenberg gallery in Paris (15 October - 16 November 1923)7, 
while others have compared the house's colouring and handling of form to Cubism or 
Purism8.  It's difficult to see how all  these interpretations can be right. Despite 
considerable familiarity with the La Roche house, over nearly thirty years, I am still 

                                                 

3  I have outlined elsewhere the linguistic metaphor used by Le Corbusier to contrast the 'mots solides' 
of his 'standarts' and the 'poèmes' which could be created out of these certainties. I have associated this 
to the idea of a 'laboratory', with the Villa designs serving both to discover the 'standarts' (fenêtre en 
longueur, demonstrative pilotis, roof garden, roof skylights, ramps, etc) and experimenting with new 
ways of combining them in ways which can be compared to the 'marriage of contours' in his painting 
(Le Corbusier Architect of the Century, London, 1987, p. 46 ff (adapted in Le Corbusier, une 
encyclopédie, Paris, 1987, p.336). 

4 Elisabeth Blum refers overtly to the 'detective skills' required by the visitor, 'Promenade architecturale 
oder: "wie das Zauberwerk in Gang gesetzt wird", Le Corusier und Raoul La Roche, Basel, 1987, pp. 
27-31. This article, with its fetishised drawings chopping up the spatial sensations, resumes nicely the 
sense of unreality and abstraction which never fails to surprise the visitor.  

5 Letter dated 'nouvel an 1927', FLC Dossier La Roche. IN a dedication of a copy of L'atelier de la 
rechercge patiente, to La Roche in 1960, Le Corbusier referred to the house: 'On l'a baptisé: 'la villa 
della Rocca' pour faire entendre qu'on y avait mis certaines intentions bien intenses, bien novatrices, 
bien créatrices' (FLC E 2-7 (151) 

6 Kurt Forster, 'Antiquity and modernity in the La Roche-Jeanneret Houses of 1923', Oppositions, 
15/16, Winter/Spring 1979, pp. 131-153 

7 Bruno Reichlin, 'Le Corbusier vs De Stijl', De Stijl et l'architecture en France, Liège, 1985, pp. 91-
108 

8 Chris Green, 'The architect as artist', Le COrbusier Architect of the Century, London 1987, pp. 110-
118 
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struck by the 'unheimlich' and other-worldly qualities of the internal spaces9. Two 
photographs taken around 1926-7 by the English photographer F.R. Yerbury bear witness 
to the shock value of these unexpected and unrecognisable interior spaces (Fig 2) (Fig 3) 
. The overpowering sensation of being pressed uncomfortably close to large smooth 
horizontal and vertical surfaces, imposed by the circulation routes in the house, is still 
disturbing (Fig 4) . 

I believe that these processes of transformation are particularly revealing in those designs 
in which Le Corbusier is transforming his practice and 'rediscovering' in the products of 
his own intelligence and observation, the materials of a new imaginative world. The La 
Roche house, the Villa Baizeau10, the Villa Savoye11 and the Villa de Mandrot12 are all 
poignant examples of this kind of transformation. The period March 1923 to February 
1924, when the La Roche and Jeanneret-Raaf houses were designed, was by many 
measures one of personal transition in Le Corbusier's life. His brother Albert married his 
Swedish divorcee student Lotti Raaf in June, Le Corbusier's book Vers une Architecture 
was published and sent to all his friends and contacts13, a deal with Jean Budry to 
relaunch Esprit Nouveau for one last year was signed on 20 April 1923, with No 18 
appearing in November after a gap since June 1922 . This was a prolific time for writing 
(1923-4), when the articles for Urbanisme, La Peinture Moderne and L'Art Decoratif 
d'Aujourd'hui were researched and written. Most importantly, his first two new Parisian 
houses were built and published14, and by October 1924, the Lipchitz and Miestchaninoff 
studios were nearly complete, work on the Ternisien house had started as had the house 

                                                 

9 Anthony Vidler, The architectural uncanny, Cambridge Mass, 1996, pursues the literary and 
psychological roots of the uncanny in detail, not without perpetuating the ambiguity about whether the 
uncanny can reside in the form of buildings or whether, as he says: 'If there is a single premise to be 
derived from the study of the uncanny in modern culture, it is that there is no such thing as an uncanny 
architecture, but simply architecture that, from time to time and for different purposes, is invested with 
uncanny qualities' (p.12). Nevertheless, Vidler does pay attention to physical features of  buildings and 
to the literary tradition which uses built form (imaginary or real) to stimulate feelings of terror and 
unease in the reader. I have no intention of engaging with the Freudian theory of the uncanny. 
Particularly resonent to this discussion, however, is Freud's perception that the uncanny often 
coincides with its opposite, that sensations of domestic comfort (such as the fireside) often sit closely 
alongside unease at what lies outside the circle of firelight. Le Corbusier's strong sense of the domestic 
(rooted in his experience of wintering in the fireside rooms of remote Jura farmhouses) is expressed in 
the La Roche house in 'places of contemplation' next to open fires, for example in the gallery and 
library. 

10 Tim Benton, 'La matita del cliente', Rassegna, 3, July, 1980, pp. 17-24 
11 Tim Benton, 'Villa Savoye and the architect's practice', Le Corbusier, vol. 7, Garland,  1984, pp. ix-

xxxi 
12 Tim Benton, 'La Villa Mandrot i el lloc de la imaginació', Quaderns, 163, Barcelona, Oct-Dec 1984, 

pp. 36-49. 
13 The Agendas (Le Corbusier's diaries), record a number of books to be sent by the publisher Cres to 

clients, neighbours and business contacts (autumn 1923). 
14 His earlier extension and redecoration of an older property in the nearby Villa Montmorency for Mr 

and Mrs Berque (1921-July 1922) was a substantial project, costing more than the Besnus house in 
Vaucresson and the Atelier Ozenfant. 
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for his parents in Vevey and the Maison du Tonkin in Bordeaux. With the honoraires 
mounting,  Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret were able to open their new studio at 35 rue 
de Sèvres between 27 September and 4 October 192415. The partnership with Pierre 
Jeanneret was developing from requests to help with drawings16 to a fully shared practice 
in which Pierre played the leading role in the day to day running of the office17. This 
transition is clearly identifiable in the documentation of the Besnus house, where Le 
Corbusier writes most of the letters until August 1923, at which point Pierre Jeanneret 
took over the regular routine in the office18. Earlier in the correspondence, Besnus would 
ask after 'votre cousin' but clearly considered him an assistant or junior partner. At this 
time, Le Corbusier referred to 'mes honoraires', but it was a question of joint royalties for  
'Pierre et moi' when it came to discussion with Lotti Raaf19 or, later, Raoul La Roche. The 
interaction between Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret was an important element in the 
development of Le Corbusier's finest work, and the La Roche and Jeanneret-Raaf houses 
are the first real instance of this discourse. 

The transformation of  'Le Corbusier' from his persona as author, to emerge publicly as 
an architect of flesh and blood, can also be documented during 1923. To Besnus, Le 
Corbusier was obliged to say: 

J'ai toujours omis de vous signaler que le nom Le Corbusier est le pseudonym 
sous lequel je fais ma campagne d'architecture, mon nom est Ch. E. Jeanneret20 

It was to be many years before Le Corbusier would sign his name 'Le Corbusier' in 
business correspondence21. By September, however, with Vers une Architecture in the 
book shops, Le Corbusier could feel confident enough to write to Plousey, the academic 
architect who had frustrated him at every turn in his dealings with the Banque 
Immobilière de Paris: 

Je puis simplement, pour rassurer ces Messieurs, vous confirmer que l'hotel de 
Mr La Roche sera conçu en une architecture convenable, étant donné qu'il doit 
être signé Le Corbusier22 

                                                 

15 The first letter by Pierre Jeanneret to Louis referring to the 'nouvelle addresse' was dated 4 October 
1924, while only a week earlier, he was writing to the same entrepreneur from 29 rue d'Astorg.  

16 The agendas for 1922 and early 1923 record notes to visit Pierre to ask for or receive drawings; eg the 
Agenda (3/7/22 ff.) p. 11: 'Pierre p. dessin d'ensemble meuble Berque' or (20 11 22 - 20 1 23), p. 6: 
'Aller Pierre chercher dessin...'.  

17 According to Hélène Cauquil, Pierre Jeanneret la passion de construire, Mémoire de Diplome, U.P.8, 
Paris, the first project on which Pierre Jeanneret and Le Corbusier worked together was the 'Ville pour 
3 millions d'habitants', for which Pierre did the drawings. According to Cauquil, Pierre worked for 
Perret from 1920 until December 1922. 

18 Pierre only enters the La Roche/Jeanneret-Raaf correspondence in July 1923, when the tenders for the 
Jeanneret-Raaf house were being prepared. 

19 Letter  to Pierre Jeanneret offering them 666.60 francs on account for their honoraires (9 July 1923) 
20 Le Corbusier letter to Georges Besnus, 24 January 1923 (FLC H1 (9) 4) 
21 His standard signature on correspondence in 1923-4 was a monogramatic version of 'CHEJ'.  
22 Le Corbusier to PLousey, 21 September 1923 (Doc 104) 
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The La Roche house was to put Charles Edouard Jeanneret's identity as artist, decorator 
and architect to the test, and he would emerge in 1925 confirmed in his own eyes as Le 
Corbusier, modern architect. 

First steps in the design process 

The history of the designs for the Jasmin site has been told many times23. The site was a 
difficult one, the back lots enclosed behind the gardens of new terrace houses being built 
by speculative builders or private clients following a lotissement offered by the Banque 
Immobilière de Paris and its academic architect M. Plousey (Fig 5) .  

The first designs for the Jasmin site24, along the North East side were all variations on the 
theme of Citrohan. The set prepared around 30 March 1923 to impress Mr Esnault, 
Director of the Banque Immobilière de Paris25 were for the second site along the road (18 
metres long) and apparently intended for a M. Sarmiento (a friend of Charles de 
Beistegui). The house takes the ingredients of Citrohan (the double height studio with 
large window, the mezzanine floor overlooking it, the semi-covered roof terrace which 
Stanislaus Von Moos has compared to the Type A Citroen26) and has gentrified it as 
befits Auteuil (three cars instead of one, five bedrooms, additional windows, a porte 
cochère and an English butler in a frock coat). In the next fortnight, Le Corbusier worked 
on designs for three smaller plots along the North East side of the private road, offering a 
more modest and practical version of the Citrohan house27. The previously unidentified 
drawing FLC 30957, dated 5 April 1923, is probably an elaboration of the second of 
these three houses, for an 8 metre frontage, adapted to the needs of the Jeanneret-Raaf 
household (Fig 6) . This project includes a music room or study and bedrooms for the 
two daughters. The elevation sketches indicate the pine trees which cover the site and the 
traditional houses being built along the rue Henri Heine. The basic elements of the earlier 
drawings survive, but the living room and kitchen are now raised to the second floor, 
with a projecting bow window expressing the main living space. Le Corbusier thought he 
had been offered this 10 metre plot at a meeting on 18 April 1923, after which Lotti Raaf 

                                                 

23 Russell Walden, 'New light on Le Corbusier's Early Years in Paris: The La Roche-Jeanneret Houses', 
The Open Hand, MIT, 1977, pp. 117-161. Walden discovered interesting material from Lotti Raaf's 
daughters but made no attempt to reconstruct the design history of the house and misinterpreted the 
documentation. Kurt Foster looked more closely at the documents, op.cit., but equally did not manage 
to put together the written evidence with the drawings, misunderstanding the sequence of drawings he 
chose to discuss (FLC 15116, 15113, 15101, 15100, 15111 and 15114). I sorted these out in my book 
Les Villas de Le Corbusier, Paris, 1984, and again in 'La collection et la villa La Roche', in L'Esprit 
Nouveau, Zurich and Strasbiourg, 1987, pp. 80-93. Jacques Sbriglio, Le Corbusier: Les Villas La 
Roche-Jeanneret, Birkhauser, Basel, 1997, follows my chronology closely. 

24 So-named by all involved after the rue Jasmin which framed the site to the South West. Le Corbusier 
had already imagined locating a block of his 'Immeuble-Villas' on this site (I am grateful to Francesco 
Passanti for drawing this to my attention). 

25 FLC 15146, 15124, 15135, 15123 (the last two illustrated in Oeuvre Complète (O.C.), I, p. 58) 
26 Esprit Nouveau, Strasbourg, pp. 258-9.  
27 FLC 15102, 30957 and a lost pen sketch illustrated in O.C. 1, p.60. bottom. 
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sent the bank 7,500 francs as a deposit. The bank manager sent Le Corbusier to consult 
with their architect M. Plousey who vetoed any use of land on the North East side until 
the plots on the rue Henri Heine had been sold. That the architect of the Banque 
Immobilière practised conscious deception on Le Corbusier and his clients becomes clear 
when we realise that two of the plots Le Corbusier wanted, including the one on which 
Lotti Jeanneret had placed her deposit, were shortly sold to other clients who built houses 
which can be seen today.  

From the 'cellule' to the urban street (21-28 April 1923)28 

The bank offered Le Corbusier sites on the less favourable South West side of the cul de 
sac and it was here that  the parti of FLC 30957 was absorbed into a new scheme29. The 
drawing FLC 15108 (Fig 7)  marks the transition where the single houses are transformed 
into an urban solution, with two symmetrically disposed houses leading on to a third with 
a small return wing facing down the private road. These sketches show an exposed piloti 
supporting the centre of the twin houses. This scheme is graphically represented by the 
pen  bird's eye view perspective (FLC 15111) of 7-10 May 1923 (Fig 8) by which time 
the exposed piloti had been swallowed up by the two garages. Le Corbusier was here 
following the implications of his opening statement to Esnault on 30 March: 

Je serais particulièrement disposé à vous faire une étude de toute la rue estimant 
que vous pourrez donner une plus-value à ces immeubles sacrifiés par une 
architecture judicieuse avec des plans ingénieux et des façades ayant de l'unité 
entre elles impeccables30 

Similarly, in his letter of 23 April 1923 to Plousey, he included 'un petit imprimé relatif 
aux questions d'urbanisme...'. The fact that he was working on the articles for 
Urbanisme31, and that he was pursuing a similar group of plots on Mr. Robert's land in 
Vaucresson at exactly this time indicates that his thoughts were moving from individual 
cells towards more 'urban' solutions. From this point on, the 'cellules' would not read as 
such, but as part of an urban street frontage. The melting together of these distinct forms 
can also be thought of in artistic terms, as one of those moments of 'inspiration', of formal 
inventiveness, merging the incompatible ideas of individual cell with collective living.  

                                                 

28 The dates are fixed by the correspondence with Esnault and PLousey in which Le Corbusier was 
informed (on 21 April) that the plots on the NE side of the road were unavailable, ending with a letter 
of 28/4/23 in which Le COrbusier claims to have come to an agreement with PLousey over the three 
houses 'á droite de la voie privée et au fond'. 

29 Four drawings record the discussion of 23-28 April very precisely (FLC 15102, 15201, 15199, 15108). 
In these drawings, plots are marked on both sides of the private road, with Lotti's plot to the North 
East marked 'retenu' and with the plots marked 'A', 'B', 'C', and 'D' (see letters of 23/4/23, to Plousey 
and Esnault respectively).  

30 Le Corbusier letter to Esnault, 30 March 1923 (Doc 69). 
31 'Le chemin des ânes...' had already appeared  (E.N., 17, JUne 1922); the remaining chapters, beginning 

with 'L'ordre', emerged from issue 18 (november 1923) onwards.  
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These little sketches establish the dominant parti for the Jasmin site, a purely perspectival 
rule which dictated the projecting bay window, the long window seen end-on and the 
'end-stop' at the end of the private road.  Here the small wing which returns to the North 
East, facing down the voie privée, is shown with an empty space underneath it, although 
this space would soon fill up. Le Corbusier described a similar moment, during the design 
of the Besnus house around 5 April 1923. The change was a modest enough one, turning 
round the staircase extension from its position at 90 degrees to the façade to make it a 
continuous extension of the façade. Where the staircase had been 'expressed' as different 
to the body of the house, it was now put to service to make the façade to the street more 
impressive: 

Soirée au Vel d'Hiv, pendant les 'Six Jours': spectacle magistral de grandeur, 
d'unité; en sortant de là, dans ce silence mental que vous donne la rue, il apparut 
subitement que cette cage d'escalier perpendiculaire était un rhythme 
antagonisante brisant l'unité de la composition. Et l'escalier décrivit un quart de 
tour et s'aligna au long de la façade, la poursuivant, l'amplifiant. Ce sont là de ces 
moments intenses qui donnent leur leçon pour toute la vie: on tourne le dos à 
l'accident; on sacrifie le détail piquant; on recherche l'unité. Il faut employer tout 
son terrain; il faut toujours exploiter la plus gande dimension, etc. On s'aperçoit 
qu'en architecture on peut aussi faiure de la spéculation plastique; on peut faire 
de bonnes ou de mauvaises affaires 'plastiques'.32 

It's hard to imagine a more dream-like sequence, in which the grandeur and unity of an 
indoor cycling arena is displaced into a practical design decision in a small suburban 
house. The Jasmin drawings which record the melting together of the 'cells' into an urban 
street have a similar intensity. What Le Corbusier is discussing here is the awesome 
responsibility of aesthetic judgement and the criticism this can bring, to which he 
deliberately exposed himself by submitting plaster models of houses to the Salon 
d'Automne in 1922, 1923 and 192433. The primary view down the voie privée can already 
be identified with these early sketches, although none of the internal arrangements had 
been planned, and La Roche was not yet even a client for the house at the end (Fig 9) . 

This perspective was worked into a rather grand but vacuous 'hôtel' at the end34 which 
was shown to Plousey (Fig 10) and (Fig 11) . Although the space underneath the return 
wing at the end is still left empty, the wing is here expanded to make a master bedroom 
on the first floor and a 'grand salon' above. The empty space under the master bedroom is 
used to allow automobiles to enter the garage, here tucked away in the Southern corner of 
the house. The projecting bay of the master bedroom and 'grand salon' on the North West 
and South East sides prefigure the eventual curved gallery wing and echoes the projecting 
bays in the twin houses. The dining room is now on the Southern corner, on the upper 
storey. On this floor, what looks like a fenêtre en longueur runs from a 'parloir' all the 
way across the 'grand salon' bay. I deduce from this that the end house was initially seen 

                                                 

32 O.C. 1, pp. 49-50 
33 Of these, the Citrohan, Besnus and Loi Ribot house models have survived. The models of the La 

Roche-Jeanneret and Rambouillet houses have disappeared. 
34 FLC 15100 and 15099  
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as an extension of the other two (at least on the facade), and that the introduction of La 
Roche as a client substantially changed the conception of this house.  

Meanwhile Plousey defined the form of the 'carrefour' at the end of the private road in a 
meeting of 12 May 1923 (recorded on the site plan FLC 15126, see Figure 5). It is likely 
that Plousey commented on the height of this building, since from this point onwards, the 
end house reduces in height to ground floor and one storey35. On this site plan, and on 
FLC 15100 and 15099, Le Corbusier extended the garden of the end 'hôtel' around the 
carrefour to the North East, and clearly believed that Plousey had encouraged him to do 
so. He went on to turn this into a fourth plot, which he quickly worked up in imitation of 
the hôtel at the end, along with a first version of the mirror-image symmetrical paired 
houses36 . This, the first of the four-house schemes, was drawn up in the slick modernist 
style used on 30 March for the 'Sarmiento house', presumably for showing to Esnault and 
for recruiting purchasers (Fig 12) .The literalness of this design bears noting. The living 
areas occupy the ground floor areas allotted to them with a clear rationalism (see Figure 
16) . The sketches clearly show the division between the contemplative spaces such as 
the library (see Figure 16, right)) where the view is constrained by a fenêtre en longueur 
to the North East (and by a high window slot on the South West), while the more social 
and 'pleasurable' areas have picture windows to the South East and North West which 
flood the interior with images of greenery.  The question of Le Corbusier's attitude to the 
contemplation of nature has been brilliantly discussed by Bruno Reichlin37 and I have no 
wish to inflect that discussion here, except to point out that the impact of the two trees 
was already influencing the design in these early projects; note the way Le Corbusier 
makes space for the other tree (the famous acacia belonging to M. Sorel, architect) on the 
South corner of the site (See Figure 12). These drawings show clearly that Raoul La 
Roche was not involved as a client at this stage: the interiors show no modern art 
collection and the large number of bedrooms in both 'hôtels' preclude their use for the 
bachelor La Roche. Sigismond Marcel, a loyal supporter of Esprit Nouveau and of Le 
Corbusier himself, was interested, however, and put his name down for the hôtel on the 
North East side of the carrefour (whether as a serious proposition or simply to help his 
friend attract other clients).  

Between 26 May 1923, when Lotti Raaf made her deposit of 35,500 francs to Le 
Corbusier for the purchase of her plot and 28 July, when a cahier des charges and a 
numbered set of drawings were circulated for tender, the first project for the Jeanneret-
Raaf house was designed. It retained vestiges of the 'cell' house, with a little garden at the 

                                                 

35 Esnault had commented on the height of the previous scheme, in his letter of 24 April 1923: 'Ce serait 
un très grave dommage pour les petits hotels de la rue Henri Heine que d'avoir à 10 mètres de la 
facade de l'hotel un mur élevé de 10 mètres sur une largeur de plus de 30 mètres'.   

36 FLC 15282, 15107, 15116, 15117, 15115 and 15113, and it was in this form that he prepared a 
promotional sheet, showing vacant lots near the Besnus house, the Canale plot next to Lipchitz and 
Mietschaninoff and two vacant plots on the Jasmin site (the second house twinned with Jeanneret-Raaf 
and the NE hotel), a version of which was poublished in L'Esprit Nouveau in November 1923, by 
which time it was out of date.  

37 Reichlin, Bruno, 1985  
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back and entrance from an 'L' shaped passage. After some quite sharp criticisms by 
Albert and Lotti (on honeymoon in Sweden)38 the house was revised without 
substantially altering its external appearance or internal layout (the main external 
difference being the siting of the front door under the bay window). Instead of being a 
'house-car', expressing an 'identity', the house was now part of a street front, unified at 
first floor level by a long window which disguises people and functions behind. In the 
July schemes, the bow window which expresses one part of the 'L' shaped living room at 
second floor level, was balanced by another on the twin house. Similarly, the roof 
terraces and garages matched each other and erased the sense of individual identity. 
These elisions were made more complex after 18 September 1923, when the site was 
reduced in length by 5.45 metres,  so that the 'twin' of the Jeanneret-Raaf house lost its 
bay window and its symmetricality39. Now the echo of the Jeanneret house bay window 
has to be sought around the corner, in the big window lighting the La Roche entrance 
hall. 

The arrival of La Roche (July 1923)40 

The first documented evidence that Raoul La Roche was involved as a client in Jasmin 
comes on 6 August with his request to Le Corbusier to purchase 300 m2 of land41 . We 
know from Le Corbusier's personal diaries (the agendas) that he was buying furniture for 
La Roche (and probably redecorating his flat) at 25bis rue Constantine from the spring of 
192342. Le Corbusier was also busily engaged with Ozenfant and other friends purchasing 
Cubist paintings in the Kahnweiler and Uhde sales, an activity which was still going on in 
May43 and La Roche thanked Le Corbusier for these and other purchases in a letter of 25 
October 1923, offering him as a present Braque's Clarinet and Bottle of Rum (which Le 
Corbusier had purchased in May for the knock-down price of 400 francs)44. La Roche 

                                                 

38 Letter from Buljso, 13 August 1923. 
39 A series of NE elevation drawings, mostly drawn by Pierre Jeanneret between 18 and 22 September 

1923, work on the problem of the lack of symmetricality: 15112, 15114, 15105, 15190. 15106. Once 
the second bay window (in 15112) had been rejected, the main issue was the number of windows on 
the second floor (two, three, four or long window?) and the siting of the two garages. By the 22 
September, these problems had been resolved, as had the entrance of the Jeanneret-Raaf house 
(although there is no evidence that the revised measured plans  for the Jeanneret-Raaf house (15139-
15145, 15155, 15183)  had been completed before the new cahier des charges was issued by Pierre on 
25 October 1923. 

40 This scheme clearly follows the first four house scheme of 7-15 May and precedes his request to 
purchase the four plots on 6 August (refused by the Bank). On 17 July, Le Corbusier had inquired 
about buying a small plot on the NE side of the carrefour for a garage (also refused), and this garage 
features in this set of drawings (FLC 15101, 15179).  

41 La Roche letter of 6 August 1923 
42 The agendas present formidable difficulties in identifying  precise chronologies, since they carry no 

dates, but references can be located within a few weeks. 
43 The fourth of the Kahnweiler sales was held at the Hotel Drouot on 7-8th May 1923, when several 

excellent Braques entered the La Roche collection.  
44 This painting is now in the Tate Gallery London. 
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was an exceedingly generous patron of Le Corbusier's and Ozenfant's own paintings. For 
example, he paid 7,500 francs for four paintings and a drawing by Le Corbusier, a sum in 
excess of the total honoraires paid to Le Corbusier for the Besnus house. The very 
personal nature of this aesthetic commitment emerges from a letter written before La 
Roche was a client at Jasmin: 

J'ai accroché votre grand tableau  en face de mon lit; il est vraiment admirable et 
me cause une grande joie. La peinture puriste se trouve concentrée dans la 
chambre à coucher et constitue ujn ensemble presque plus parfait encore que les 
tableaux cubistes  au salon. 45 

La Roche's accrochement of his favourite Purist paintings in his bedroom continued in 
the new house and can be seen in one of the photographs taken by Fred Boissonas for 
Vogue in 1926 (ref to Boissonas illustration?). The first drawing to carry La Roche's 
name on it (FLC 15103) shows immediately that new forces have come into play (Fig 
13). In the plan on the right, the La Roche garage has been moved from the South corner 
to an awkward position tucked away behind the return of the second twin house, while 
the Marcel garage occupies part of the frontage facing onto the carrefour, at the end. In 
the plan on the left, the La Roche house also takes the whole width of the carrefour at the 
end of the private road, creating a problem about where to place Marcel's garage.  The La 
Roche North East wing swells expansively to close the view and this curve is picked up 
by a sketched grand staircase in the South corner. In FLC 15223 (Fig 14) , this staircase 
turns into a palatial ramp (one of many ramps in Le Corbusier's oeuvre which seem to be 
stimulated by the proximity of a motor car and garage). All this is drawn together in the 
ink plans and sketches on FLC 15254 (Fig 15) . Here is now a maison de collectionneur 
worthy of a modern art collection. The promenade architecturale is seen here as a device 
for moving the visitor through a series of spaces lined with cubist paintings and 
sculptures. La Roche's living quarters are segregated into a ground floor apartment.  
(drawn with the casual inattention to planning niceties which is typical of Le Corbusier's 
involvement in the design process), while upstairs the dining room and salon are given 
over to art. Another private space, the library, is reached up a spiral staircase from the 
dining room. This scheme effectively fixed much of the external appearance of the La 
Roche house (the curving gallery, the large window which now illuminates the hall, the 
set-back behind the end of the 'twin houses') and defined a number of relationships (the 
high gallery with a library overlooking it and a fireplace underneath, the idea of a ramp-
hall lit by a large window, the idea of the library also overlooking a large space where the 
hall now is), but the whole scheme was to undergo an upheaval in September. 

Before tracing these events, it is worth pausing to compare how the space now taken up 
by the hall would have looked in this July scheme (Fig 16)  (Fig 17) and (Fig 18) . 
Compared to the library interior in FLC 15113 (see Fig 16), the dining room in FLC 
15254 (see Figure 17) has been articulated in a three-dimensional way redolent of 
Purism. The double height studio space of the Immeuble-Villas has here been given a 
warmer, more humanistic feeling. The room breathes with homely modernity 
comfortably underpinned by a rational association of form and function: the activity of 
                                                 

45 FLC E 2-7 (129), May 1923. 
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the dining room is expressed in the big window; the spiral stairs to the library reads as a 
solid cylinder; the library eyrie as a clearly visible mezzanine advertised by a projecting 
and angled soffit. Although the interior embodies qualities of an architectural exterior 
(towers, balconies, 'external windows'), these remain safely within the conceits of the 
Arts and Crafts manorial hall. As built (see Figure 18 ), the space of the hall, from the 
same viewpoint, has been exploded, its surfaces abstracted into cut-out and folded planes. 
The staircase projects as a balcony into a vertigo-inducing void and all that remains of the 
floor is a bridge ('passerelle') traversing the empty space. The library is signalled by a 
gleaming skylight, rather than any treatment of the parapet. Any trace of reassuring, 
enclosing solidity is negated: the 'T' shape of the South East wall of the hall encourages 
the eye to follow its left arm outside the big window, where the opening giving onto the 
passerelle lines up with a square window outside. We cannot resist the impression of a 
continuous wall surface flowing from outside in, intersecting a strip of wall on the left 
above the big window, which in turn lines up with the top of  the 'T' shaped wall (the 
parapet of the library). No recognizable traces remain of human habitation and familiar 
functions. Instead of expressing social activities, the windows seem to result from 
arbitrary incisions in the play of walls. In these literal senses, the unheimlich qualities of 
the hall are easily explained. But as you move through this space, a new kind of perilous 
human drama unfolds. From the ground floor entrance, the promenade is signalled by the 
balcony which projects into space, which both challenges the visitor to ascend and 
provides a platform for the host to welcome his guests. But the visitor is not at first 
offered any clue about where the promenade will lead. Instead, the house presents a 
puzzle or enigma, which can only be resolved by climbing up through its levels. The 
skylight over the library provides a tantalising target - an ultimate destination for the 
alpiniste to strive for - and as you rise through the space, the passerelle is revealed as a 
bridge across a gorge.  

It is tempting to associate these devices with the Piranesian fantasies evoked by De 
Quincey and Charles Nodier, where the reader imagines Piranesi forever climbing 
precariously through the rickety structures of his own drawings46.  Nodier imagines his 
wealthy bachelor Count G redesigning his castle as a defence against the world, with 
'galleries which were only to be navigated with patience and courage; narrow stairs, 
alternatively mounting and descending, cut by dark and confusing corridors which led 
nowhere'. The Count's apartment can only be reached by crossing a vertiginous 
passerelle; the comparison with the La Roche house is intriguing.  I am not of course 
claiming any direct influence of these ideas on Le Corbusier, but there is something of 
the Sublime imagination at work in the construction of the route La Roche must have 
taken every night when, closing his book in his library overlooking the darkened hall, he 
descended the ramp to the gallery, crossed the passerelle over the hall (flanked by the 
great black window), climbed the narrow stairs to an even more narrow passage (whose 
parapet only reaches the knees and where the hall ceiling comes out below eye level) and 

                                                 

46 Charles Nodier, 'Piranèse, contes psychologiques, à propos  de la monomanie réflective', in Oeuvres 
complètes de Charles Nodier, Paris, 1832-7, vol 11, pp. 167-204, discussed by Anthony Vidler in The 
Architectural Uncanny, Cambridge, 1996, pp. 37-40. 
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found at last his little bedroom. To discover how and why this transformation took place, 
we must return to the narrative. 

From homely modernity to the unheimlich (July -November)47 

On 6 August 1923 Le Corbusier tried to buy the four plots, including the Marcel plot to 
the North East of the carrefour. This was rejected on 14 August, after which Le 
Corbusier and Pierre went on holiday. On their return, they discovered (on 18 
September), that the site had been effectively reduced by 5.45m, due to the sale of a plot 
(belonging to M Le Masson) between the Jeanneret-Raaf plot and that belonging to Mlle 
Stern (although Esnault had specifically promised Lotti Raaf the site adjoining Mlle 
Stern).  

Between 18 September and 22 September, various attempts were made to squeeze three 
houses into what was left of the site. Instead of a 'twin' to the Jeanneret-Raaf house, all 
that was left was a square plot of around 7.35m frontage. Pierre worked up a design for 
this little house, referred to as the 'aunt's house'48, in an 'L'-shaped arrangement with a 
central staircase (which in some ways prefigures the Cook house of two years later). In 
FLC 15225, each floor is dedicated to one function: the ground floor is given the aunt's 
bedroom, bathroom and kitchen; above is the dining room with salon, above that two 
bedrooms ('cousin') and adjoining bathroom, with a terrace and abri above (Fig 19). The 
elevation (FLC 15114) (Fig 20), showed that the design for this little house was 
threatening to disrupt the 'immeuble' quality of the facade; the symmetrical 'two eyes and 
a mouth' aunt's house joining strangely to the Jeanneret-Raaf house with its bay window 
and entrance displaced to the edge. In reaction, Pierre sketched a number of elevation 
drawings lacking precise links to plans49, in which he scooped out the ground floor area 
of the 'aunt's house' (no doubt prefiguring the solution of expanding the La Roche house 
into this space). In most of these elevation drawings, the large window to the La Roche 
dining room retains the form of a framed window, unlike the unframed glazed opening of 
the window to the hall as it is now.  

On 22 September, Le Corbusier dashed off a sequence of plans (Fig 21) (Fig 22) (Fig 23)  
(Fig 24) in which he solved the space problem by moving functions around within the 
domaines of the La Roche and 'aunt's house' with the minimum of aesthetic disruption50. 
The space occupied by the aunt's house was colonised to house most of the practical 
functions: garage and concierge's apartment where the aunt's suite had been (compare 
Figures 21 and 19), dining room and pantry where the dining room and salon had been 
(compare Figures 22 and 19), a guest room suite for La Roche where the 'cousins' had 
had theirs (compare Figures 24 and 19).  Later, La Roche's bedroom suite on the ground 
                                                 

47 The four-house scheme shown in FLC 15254 began to come unstuck on 19 July 1923 when Esnault 
refused to sell the plot of land to the NE of the carrefour for the garage next to the Marcel house (cf 
FLC 15179, 15101 and 15127). .  

48 FLC 15179, 15127, 15292, 15225 and an elevation drawing 15114.  
49 Discussed above: FLC 15190, 15106 
50 FLC 15277, 15291, 15263, 15273, 15276, 15198, 15275, 15274 
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floor under the gallery would also be moved out, into the second floor guest room suite of 
the 'aunt's house'. Meanwhile, the ramp was moved into the gallery and, after some 
hesitation, replaced by a small staircase (matching the service staircase) which was given 
the rhetorical gesture of the balcony to ennoble it (see Figures 21 and 22) . It is obvious 
from these two plan sketches that Le Corbusier is literally 'working in a void', searching 
with his pencil for solutions to join together the two parts (aunt's house and gallery wing) 
which were relatively fixed and clear in his mind. This was because he had displaced a 
number of motifs from one scheme to the other, like a Cubist collage, and was then had 
to rejoin them into a working whole. What is remarkable about each of these 
displacements is that the functional element displaced was obliged in every case to be 
compressed and reduced, while the spaces left vacant were allowed to remain open. 
Representing these transpositions diagramatically (Fig 25) , it becomes clear that much of 
the 'uncanny' abstraction of the finished building arises precisely from the evacuation of 
function. It's important to be aware that these transformations happened before the 
opening of the De Stijl exhibition at the Léonce Rosenberg gallery on 15 October 1923. 
The elevation drawings which accompany this set (Fig 26) 51 show the window to the hall 
as an uninterrupted expanse of glass over the entrance door. Unlike Bruno Reichlin, 
therefore, I associate this wall of glass with the replacement of the dining room by the 
'empty' hall rather than as a response to seeing the drawings and models of Van Doesburg 
and Van Eesteren in the de Stijl exhibition. The design at this stage did not have all the 
De Stijl-like effects which Reichlin correctly associates with the exhibition at the Leonce 
Rosenberg gallery, which didn't open until 15 October.  

That these effects did not appear all at once can be measured from one of the vignettes 
published in the Oeuvre Complète (Fig 27)52 . This belongs to the penultimate state of the 
project, including the wooden model exhibited in the Salon d'Automne and the set of 
drawings put out to tender in December 1923, subsequently revised after February 
192453. Here the figure of La Roche was silhouetted behind the parapet of the library; Le 

                                                 

51 FLC 15275 and the very similar FLC 15274, both dated 22 September 1923 
52 It is possible that this attractive pen sketch, and the companion one illustrated in the Oeuvre Complète 

I, (2d edition, p. 62), were made for exhibition in the Salon d'Automne, since two drawings were hung 
with the models. 

53 Associated with the wooden model are FLC 15169 (lacking an external balcony on the gallery 
elevation) and FLC 15110, 15109, 15216, 15185 (dated 2/10/23), 15129 (dated 10/10/23). At some 
point after the design of the wooden model, a further set of revisions were made (notably displacing 
La Roche's bedroom suite from the ground floor under the gallery to the guest room in the 22 
September plans), leading to ink plans and sections on which tenders were called for in December (the 
first devis comes in on 15 December 1923). On 13 November 1923, La Roche wrote saying that he 
still awaited his 'projet de maison', so we can probably date these from the weeks immediately 
afterwards. The ink measured drawings with variations on the same theme include: 15205-15207 and 
15285. Other drawings from this stage of the project include FLC 15189 , the rear elevation (showing 
the balcony encircling the acacia tree) and two views showing the Marcel house on the disputed 
LeMasson property (the perspective illustrated in OCI, p. 61 bottom and FLC 30852). The other 
perspective sketch in OCI, p. 62 bottom right, shows the gallery with its skylight, balcony half way up 
the ramp and flanking window (the curve of the entonnoir can just be seen in the library, top left. This 
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Corbusier was clearly thinking about how to signal the promenade from the hall. In this 
sketch the passerelle parapet is in glass and steel (an even more vertiginous conception) 
and the cantilever for the balcony on the stairs is supported by extending the wall surface 
to the end wall54. In one of the pen sections (Fig 28)  which forms part of the 
immediately subsequent phase of the design, two figures are drawn in, on the passerelle 
and the hall balcony, wildly gesticulating across the space. Two more figures are 
sketched in in the gallery and library. The passerelle parapet may have been changed into 
a solid, rendered breezeblock upstand for structural reasons (the builder, Georges 
Summer was anxious about the long span of this beam), but opening out the staircase to 
make the projecting balcony free-standing created such a big cantilever that Summer 
refused to take responsibility for it55. Compared to the view in the Boissonas album, this 
sketch establishes a playful sequence of surfaces and incisions, solids and voids. 
Removing the extension of the left hand wall at first floor level makes the dominance of 
the end wall almost unbearable (Fig 29) . The polychromy, and the matte glass used in 
the 'jours de souffrance' must have made the experience of moving up this staircase 
particularly uncanny, and perhaps explains why Frank Yerbury devoted two photographs 
to it.   

The wooden model exhibited in the Salon d'Automne from 1 November 56 (Fig 30) 
shows the gallery equipped with a central balcony calculated to make an impact at the 
end of the private road. The contradiction between this balcony (and the flanking 
windows which are sometimes shown on the drawings) and the ramp rising behind it (Fig 
31) . Le Corbusier has drawn the door to the balcony and one window, but has given up 
on the challenge of representing the other window, to the left of the balcony, which 
would have been swallowed up by the ramp57. Another distinctive feature of the model, 
which remained until after the drawings submitted for tender in December58, was the 
                                                                                                                                                 

was a careless and unfocused phase of the design process, when finished drawings were prepared 
which simply made no sense (eg FLC 15207, where the library mezzanine is left out).  

54 In one of the pen plans (FLC 15205), a line drawn next to the balcony indicates an arrangement 
matching the perspective sketch, and similar lines on the section in FLC 15207 seem to have been 
erased and covered with a wash. 

55 Pierre Jeanneret agreed to take responsibility for '... l'élargissement du porte à faux du balcon grand 
escalier..' in a letter of 12 April 1924, but cautiously refused to accept responsibility for any accidents 
to workmen caused by a failure of this cantilever. 

56 Although the model was due for delivery to the Salon d'Automne on 20 September (and Le Corbusier 
told Plousey that a model was to be shown in the Salon on 18 September), it is clear that Le Corbusier 
must have submitted his model much later, given the different features of the 22 September drawings. 
More likely is a completion of the model only days before the opening of the Salon, on 10 November, 
based on drawings prepared in mid October, which may account for the incomplete references to the 
model in the Salon catalogue.  

57 On one of the pen plans (FLC 15206), this contradiction is resolved by turning the ramp into a viewing 
platform with ten steps leading up to it 

58 Pierre Jeanneret's Cahier des charges, of December 1923 refers to a 'vitrage incliné sue(sic) entonnoir' 
under menuiserie, but later the 'vitrage incliné sur entonnoir' is erased and replaced by 'bibliotheque'. 
By 19 January, tradesmen are referring to the entonnoir in the past tense (eg devis by Moineau, 19 
January 1924, who refers to 'Vitrages sur galerie et bibliotheque remplacant l'ancien entonnoir' and 
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extraordinary inverted funnel, or 'entonnoir', which was inserted into the rear facade to 
accommodate the acacia tree of the neighbour M. Sorel59. Le Corbusier had an extended 
and good natured correspondence with M. Sorel, who was anxious that he should not be 
held accountable for the damage which his mature acacia might cause to the La Roche 
house, since it leaned dangerously over the La Roche site. The entonnoir was not only an 
'organic' form in a predominantly rectilinear composition (a characteristic juxtaposition in 
Purist paintings), but it was also, as Bruno Reichlin has pointed out, a celebration of 
natural vegetation in the machine age house. The window which runs round the base of 
the entonnoir and the balcony which literally embraces the trunk of the tree (see Figure 
30) provide a direct  instance of Le Corbusier's love of nature (derived from his mother, 
who, he liked to say, kept the best garden in La Chaux de Fonds). The semi-circular 
window would have flooded the staircase landing leading to the gallery with light and 
greenery (much as the straight window still does), while the library above would have 
been presented with an unbroken curving and inclined wall surface (no doubt a tribute to 
the lonely night-time vigil of the modern intellectual, who presumably does not need 
distraction by nature). Bruno Reichlin has convincingly demonstrated how, after the de 
Stijl exhibition, Le Corbusier transformed this literal embracing of nature into the more 
'artificial' dialogue which now exists. The windows in the library only open onto the set-
back of the tree sideways, so that there is no direct view of the tree from the normal 
sitting position. As anyone who has taken colour transparencies in the La Roche house 
during the summer months will know, the house is suffused with green light from the 
leaves of the trees, and the sight of foliage is everywhere present.  

Conclusion Le Corbusier's hermaneutic design process 

Like a select group of Le Corbusier's architectural projects, the design of the La Roche-
Jeanneret houses proceeded in a jerky rhythm, with sudden moments of bold decision 
making interspersed with patient progress resolving problems. I have tried to demonstrate 
that the refusal by the bank's architect of the sunnier plots on the North East of the private 
road in April, the arrival of  La Roche as a client in June or July and the loss of the 5.45 
metre strip next to the Jeanneret-Raaf house prompted Le Corbusier at each stage to 
radicalise his design. In doing so, Le Corbusier adopted the methods of  dismemberment, 
transposition or melting together to strip forms of their original association with human 
functions. Instead of 'one house one client', the April changes introduced the metaphor of 
the 'immeuble'. After the reconceptualising of the end house for La Roche, in June or 
July, where the imagery takes on the quality of a three dimensional Purist painting, the 
radical reorganisation of 22 September moved the components of the design around, 
apparently arbitrarily. Finally, the needs of the Salon model and the stimulus of M. 
Sorel's acacia introduced an interaction with nature which, modified after the experience 

                                                                                                                                                 

Summer submits a list of changes resulting 'from our conversation of 21 January'. We must deduce, 
therefore, that the entonnoir was replaced by the present rectilinear arrangement in mid January and 
that a revised version of the cahier des charges (with the pen corrections which still remain) was sent 
to tradesmen. 

59 Letters on 2d and 5th January and 4th and 27th March 1924. Sorel was an architect with some 
understanding of Le Corbusier's work; both men were equally determined to save the acacia tree. 
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of the De Stijl exhibition, remains today as an important poetic element. I see a parallel 
here with the processes of composition in Purist painting. First, objects are drawn in a 
'standard' form, often in linear elevation or plan and, as it were, collected together. This 
phase can be thought of as that process of searching for 'standards' to which the articles 
constituting Vers une Architecture and the design of Citrohan I and II and the Immeubles-
Villas provide evidence. The 'elements' of Le Corbusier's language were all in place: the 
pilotis, the free plan and facade, the roof garden and skylight, window types (long 
window, bow window and picture window) and ramp, as well as many smaller details of 
design habit. Each of these elements has a rational explanation behind it which can often 
be found explicitly in Le Corbusier's written work.  As the design parti changes, these 
elements are composed and recomposed, just as Jeanneret the painter searches for his 
composition in a number of sketches which assemble the standard elements in different 
ways. At a certain moment, the final work of purification and construction begins. In the 
paintings, this usually begins on a canvas already marked out with tracés régulateurs to a 
predetermined schema. In 1923, Le Corbusier was still using the tracés régulateurs to 
help him purify his elevations (Fig 32) . FLC 15109, which marks an important stage in 
preparing for the wooden model (note the decision to place doors for the concierges of 
both houses next to the garages, creating a pseudo-symmetry in the facade to the left of 
the bay window), shows the use of tracés régulateurs in a clumsy effort to harmonise the 
proportions. A comparison with the elevation published in the Oeuvre Complète60 shows 
many of the same reference lines being used, although most of the dimensions had 
changed. More significantly, the final stages of the design process, in painting as in 
architecture, sees an elision of forms and functions, a 'marriage of contours' in which 
pictorial creativity is allowed to compose with shadow and light, solids and voids, 
straight and curved. It is this process which both gives the La Roche house its astonishing 
visual power and also its disturbing, uncanny qualities. Forms which originated, like 
lived memories, in a rational reflection on the modern world were transformed into a 
'unité de composition', a 'spéculation plastique' of the kind Le Corbusier noted on the 
night of the 'Six Jours'. It is this dream-like delirium which finds an evocative parallel in 
the 'house-dreams' of K.A. Scherner and which, I contend, lends the La Roche house the 
disturbing quality of Das unheimliche. 

                                                 

60 OC I,  (2d edition) p.68 
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