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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

READING/UNFOLDING ARCHITECTURAL FORM: 
AN INQUIRY INTO THE VENICE HOSPITAL PROJECT BY LE CORBUSIER 

 
 
 

Çınar, Sinem 

Ph.D., Department of Architecture 

Supervisor : Assoc. Prof. Dr. Emel Aközer 

 

September 2005, 162 pages 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This study aims to discuss the generative possibilities of reading architectural form by 

focusing on selected interpretations of the Venice Hospital project by Le Corbusier. By 

presenting complementary and competing readings of the project, it examines different 

design strategies in the formal organization of the Venice Hospital. It shows that the Venice 

Hospital project, displaying the characteristics of both a “field” organization and a well-

articulated object, demands a reconsideration of the occasionally overstated distinction 

between them.  

 

First, it introduces interpretations of the Venice Hospital as a field and/or mat-building 

phenomenon, which emphasize its relevance as a precedent for contemporary formal 

explorations. 

 

The complexity of the Venice Hospital project requires appealing to other reading strategies 

as well. Based on the discussion initiated by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter in “The Crisis of the 

Object: The Predicament of Texture,” and owing to Alan Colquhoun’s analysis of the project’s 
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geometrical system in “Formal and Functional Interactions,” this study proceeds by exploring 

the way the Venice Hospital becomes “an object performing like a texture.” It attempts to 

decipher Colquhoun’s remarks and his diagrams concerning the geometrical system through 

the technique of the “plan analysis” introduced by Klaus-Peter Gast. The Venice Hospital 

project is also studied as an example of transparent spatial organization, in light of the 

conceptual framework developed by Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky in their “Transparency” 

articles. 

 

Starting from these interpretations of the Venice Hospital project, this study aims at bringing 

into discussion the nature of the devices or techniques of formal organization that can 

mediate between architecture and urbanism. These devices are examined in light of the 

framework constituted by the concepts of “device” and “material,” elucidated by the Russian 

Formalists. The “device and material relationship” that was invoked in the formalist tradition 

of literary criticism, is reformulated for the field of architecture, and it is discussed with its 

capacity to initiate generative and inclusive interpretations of works of architecture as 

precedents.  

 

Key words: Le Corbusier, Venice Hospital, formal analysis, device and material, mat-building.  
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ÖZ 
 
 
 

MİMARİ FORMU OKUMAK/AÇIMLAMAK:  
LE CORBUSIER’NİN VENEDİK HASTANESİ PROJESİ’YLE İLGİLİ BİR 

ARAŞTIRMA 
 
 
 
 

Çınar, Sinem 

Doktora, Mimarlık Bölümü 

Tez Yöneticisi : Doç. Dr. Emel Aközer 

 
Eylül 2005, 162 sayfa 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Bu çalışma Le Corbusier’nin Venedik Hastanesi projesinin seçilmiş okumalarına odaklanarak 

mimari form okumanın üretken boyutlarını tartışmayı amaçlar. Venedik Hastanesi’nin hem 

birbirini tamamlayan hem de birbirleriyle çelişen okumalarını sunarak, projenin formal 

organizasyonunda kullanılan farklı tasarım stratejilerini incelemektedir. Hem bir “alan”  

organizasyonu, hem de iyi tanımlanmış bir “nesne” karakteri taşıyan bir proje olarak Venedik 

Hastanesi bu iki kavramın zaman zaman vurgulanan farklılığının yeniden gözden geçirilmesini 

gerektirir.  

 

Çalışmada ilk olarak Venedik Hastanesi’ni bir “alan” ve/veya bir “doku-bina” olarak 

yorumlayan ve günümüzdeki form arayışları açısından önemini koruyan bir mimarlık yapıtı, bir 

paradigma olarak tartışan metinler ele alınmaktadır.  

 

Venedik Hastanesi projesinin kompleksitesi aynı zamanda başka okuma stratejilerine de izin 

vermektedir. Çalışma, Colin Rowe ve Fred Koetter’in “Nesnenin Krizi: [Kentsel] Dokunun 

Açmazı” makalesinden yola çıkarak ve de Alan Colquhoun’un “Formel ve İşlevsel Etkileşimler” 
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makalesindeki geometrik analize dayanarak, Venedik Hastanesi’nin nasıl “doku gibi davranan 

bir nesne” olarak yorumlanabileceğini tartışarak devam eder. Venedik Hastanesi’nde 

Colquhoun’un ortaya cıkardığı geometrik sistem Klaus-Peter Gast’in sunduğu “plan analizi” 

tekniği kullanılarak çözümlenmektedir. Venedik Hastanesi Colin Rowe ve Robert Slutzky’nin 

“Saydamlık” makalelerinde ortaya koyulan kavramsal çerçeve ışığında “saydam bir mekânsal 

organizasyon” örneği olarak da incelenmektir.   

 

Bu çalışma, Venedik Hastanesi projesinin okumalarından hareketle, mimarlık ve şehircilik 

arasında arabuluculuk eden tasarım araçlarını ve stratejilerini tartışmaya sunmaktadır. Bu 

araçlar Rus Formalistleri’nin geliştirdikleri “teknik” ve “materyal” kavramlarının ortaya koyduğu 

çerçeve ışığında incelenmektir. Bu çerçevede edebiyat eleştirisindeki formalist gelenek içinde 

başvurulan “teknik”  ve “materyal” ilişkisinin örnek mimarlık yapıtlarının üretken ve kapsayıcı 

yorumuna katkısı da ele alınmaktadır. 

 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: Le Corbusier, Venedik Hastanesi, form analizi, teknik ve materyal, doku-

bina.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This study presents a series of selected interpretations of Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital 

project. These interpretations draw attention to different design strategies in the formal 

organization of the Venice Hospital project. By bringing together a diversity of 

interpretations that disclose different, yet complementary systems of relationships 

between the parts and the whole of the Venice Hospital project, and between the project 

and the context, this study highlights the complex character of the Venice Hospital 

project. It shows that the Venice Hospital project, displaying the characteristics of both a 

“field” organization and a well-articulated object, demands a reconsideration of the 

occasionally overstated distinction between them.  

 

Decades after it was designed, the Venice Hospital project has become a focus of 

architectural interest, owing to the contemporary relevance of its formal organization. 

After Stan Allen’s 1997 essay “From Object to Field,”1 the Venice Hospital project was 

discussed extensively in the book Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat 

Building Revival.2 In these publications, the Venice Hospital project was recognized as a 

paradigmatic case of the “field” and/or “mat-building” strategies. The main precedent of 

these readings is Alison Smithson’s 1974 essay “How to Recognize and Read Mat-

Building.”3 It is first in this essay the relevance of both mat-building strategy and the 

Venice Hospital was emphasized.  

 

                                                 
1 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture After Geometry, Architectural Design Profile No. 127. 
May-June 1997, 24-32. Reprinted as “Field Conditions” in Stan Allen, Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects 
for the City, (New York: Princeton A.P., 1999).92-103. 
2 Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, (London: Prestel, 
2001). 
3 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building: Mainstream Architecture as It Has Developed 
Towards the Mat-building,” Architectural Design (September 1974), 573-590. Reprinted in Case: Le 
Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, (London: Prestel, 2001), 90-
104. 
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In addition to its readings as an exemplar of field and/or mat-building phenomena, this 

study will introduce complementary interpretations of the organizational strategies utilized 

in the Venice Hospital project, which reveals its complexity. Based on the discussion 

initiated by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter in the “Crisis of the Object: Predicament of 

Texture,”4 and owing to Alan Colquhoun’s analysis of the project’s geometrical system in 

“Formal and Functional Interactions,”5 this study explores the way the Venice Hospital 

becomes “an object performing like a texture.” It attempts to decipher Alan Colquhoun’s 

remarks and his diagrams concerning the geometrical system through the technique of 

the “plan analysis” developed by Klaus-Peter Gast.6 The Venice Hospital project will also 

be studied as an example of transparent spatial organization, in light of the conceptual 

framework developed by Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky in their “Transparency” articles.7 

 

Starting from these interpretations of the Venice Hospital project, this study aims at 

bringing into discussion the nature of the devices or techniques of formal organization in 

architecture and urbanism. These devices are examined in light of the framework 

constituted by the concepts of “device” and “material,” elucidated by the Russian 

Formalist. The “device and material relationship” that was invoked in the formalist 

tradition of literary criticism, is reformulated for the field of architecture, and it is 

discussed with its capacity to initiate generative and inclusive interpretations of works of 

architecture as precedents.  

 

 

I.I. Problem Situation 

 

 

Since the 1990s, it is possible to recognize the emergence of certain models like 

landscape urbanism, architectural urbanism and infrastructural urbanism in recent efforts 

in the field of architecture to integrate architectural projects with the city. Emphasizing 

the significance of design strategies that can mediate between the fields of architecture, 

landscape architecture and urban design, these models suggest a reconsideration of the 

                                                 
4 Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, “Crises of the Object: Predicament of Texture,” in Perspecta 16, 1980. 
5 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in Architectural Design, no.36, (May 1966), 221-34. 
Also in Alan Colquhoun, Essays in Architectural Criticism- Modern Architecture and Historical Change, 
(London: MIT Press, 1981). 31-41. Reprinted in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1991), 250-261. 
6 Klaus-Peter Gast, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, (Basel: Birkhauser, 2000). 
7 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal” in Yale Architectural Journal 
Perspecta 8, 1964. Reprinted in Transparency, (Basel: Birkhauser, 1997). 
Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Part II,” Perspecta13/14, 1971. 
Reprinted in Alexander Caragonne (ed.) As I Was Saying: Recollections and Miscellaneous Essays, Volume 1. 
(London: MIT Press, 1996) 69-106. 
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boundaries of the discipline of architecture. They also highlight the instrumental 

dimension of architecture and necessitate a reconsideration of the conventional concepts 

that we use in evaluating architectural form. 

 

For the last decade, it is possible to recognize a growing interest in the theoretical 

frameworks that call architecture’s attention to the problems of the real world. It has been 

acknowledged by many authors8 that reality is imposing a complex task upon the 

architect, and the status of the architect has already transformed under the complex flow 

of information concerning the social, economic, technological, and political dynamics. 

These conditions compel architectural theoreticians to revise their approaches and 

develop creative strategies that will address the complexity of emerging new programs, 

the changing character of urban landscapes and the problems of infrastructure.  

 

Today architects are not only concerned with the design of small-scale individual buildings 

in given sites, but they are as well concerned with urban projects and with buildings that 

are part of infrastructural developments.9 These design tasks may comprise the 

organization of complex programs of mixed-use, such as the co-existence of 

transportation, commercial and working facilities, or re-development of urban areas in 

which the public and private programs should be integrated with infrastructure. In such 

projects, the architects are concerned not merely with the provision of enclosed buildings, 

but also with the integration of diverse systems with each other and with larger systems 

functioning in the city. This task necessitates development of strategies that will 

incorporate the relationships between the infrastructure, services, the landscape and the 

built environment.  

 

In addition to the task of providing connections between different systems in different 

scales, the architect needs to establish dialogue between diverse disciplines. Being no 

longer the only performer in the design process, the architect works in collaboration with 

diverse fields of expertise and coordinates the process.  

 

                                                 
8 See Winy Maas “Towards an Urbanistic Architecture” in The State of Architecture at the Beginning of the 
21st Century, eds. Bernard Tschumi, Irene Cheng. (New York: The Monacelli Press, 2003) 14-15; Bart 
Lootsma, “The Second Modernity of Dutch Architecture,” in SuperDutch (Singapore: Kyodo Printing Co, 
2000) 8-26; Stan Allen, “Infrastructural Urbanism,” in Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects for the City, 
(New York: Princeton A.P., 1999). 
9 International port terminal, (Yokohama, Japan, 2002) designed by FOA; Euralille international center, (Lille, 
France, 1996) designed by OMA; Urban plan Hoornse Kwadrant, (Delft, The Netherlands, 1996) designed by 
MVRDV; Mixed residential mechanism, (Graz, Austria, 1996) designed by Actar Arquitectura; Santa Caterina 
Market, (Barcelona, Spain, 1998) designed by Enric Miralles and Benedetta Tagliabue; Beirut Souks Project, 
(Beirut, 1995) designed by Stan Allen can be given as examples of such projects. 
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Thus, architects should develop creative strategies to cope with the complexity of the 

design tasks and to contribute to the positive transformation of urban contexts. In order 

to confront problems of real-life situations, some authors10 put emphasis on the 

instrumental dimension of architecture, arguing that this is necessary for architecture if it 

aims to have an active role in the decision systems concerning the development and the 

transformation of the cities. Stan Allen, in “Infrastructural Urbanism,” notes that since the 

1960s, the prevailing approaches in the field of architecture, which have been 

preoccupied mainly with surfaces and signs, consciously or unconsciously took part in the 

marginalization of architecture.11 Over-marginalization, for Allen, is a danger that 

threatens the survival of the discipline. He says that: “As much as they have been 

excluded from the development of the city, architects themselves have retreated from 

questions of function, implementation, technique, finance, and material practice.”12 

Accordingly, he notes that, architecture needs to redefine its connection with the new 

conditions: 

 

Shifting relations of program, information, and use further extend architecture’s 
engagement with the invisible flows of the city. Architecture is already marked by 
complex relations of real to virtual. Only by creatively examining the role of the 
architect in these changing urban economies can architecture evolve the means to 
reengage the world.13  

 

Allen and others not only suggest a re-evaluation of the scope and the limits of the 

discipline, but also a reconsideration of the conventional design notions and the practice 

of producing enclosed and isolated buildings. Buildings as isolated objects in indefinite 

space, which can be characterized by their closed overall shapes and which can be 

interpreted as figures without a ground, fail to mediate between architecture and 

urbanism. Rather than “the production of autonomous objects” the architectural practice 

should develop open systems that can incorporate “time” and “process”, and that focuses 

on “the production of directed fields in which program, event, and activity can play 

themselves out.” 14 

 

Departing from such concerns, some architects rework design strategies with a formal 

vocabulary that comprises the terms field, mat, surface, network, topography, matrix, 

                                                 
10 See R.E Somol , “The Diagrams of Matter.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998; Stan Allen, “Diagrams Matter.” In 
Any Magazine 23, 1998; Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos. “Diagram Work.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998. 
11 Stan Allen, “Infrastructural Urbanism,” in Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects for the City, (New York: 
Princeton A.P., 1999), 51. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Stan Allen, “Contextual Tactics,” in Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects for the City, 16. 
14 Ibid., 52. 
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map etc. 15 As an alternative to a design approach that tends to create figures often 

without a ground, these strategies, consider the whole ground as the design surface. In 

this ground structure, public and private, interior and exterior, the void and the solid, and 

infrastructure and the built environment are not conceived in a separate way, but they are 

integrated in a continuous system. As Alex Wall mentions: 

 

Here, the term landscape no longer refers to prospects of pastoral innocence but 
rather invokes the functioning matrix of connective tissue that organizes not only 
objects and spaces but also the dynamic processes and events that move through 
them. This is landscape as active surface, structuring the conditions for new 
relationships and interactions among the things it supports.16 

 

 

The Organizational Capacity of Architectural Form 

 

By shifting architecture’s attention from the object to surface or field structures, these 

approaches put emphasis on the instrumentality of architecture and on the organizational 

capacity of architectural devices, and they question architecture’s conventional fascination 

with the external appearance of a building. The focus on the instrumental role of form is 

distinguished from a “form follows function” understanding. Here, the function is not 

regarded dominant over the form, but it is incorporated within the expression of 

architectural form. 

 

It is difficult to understand the instrumental aspect of architectural form emphasized in 

these approaches without going beyond conventional formulations that characterize form 

in reference to an opposing concept such as content, meaning or function. Attempts to 

isolate the concept of form from these considerations suggest a certain notion of 

architectural form, which is either an autonomous thing that is referential to its own 

formal relationships, or an external image or shape attached to a functional schema. 

Consciously or unconsciously, the instrumental capacity of architectural form is excluded 

from discussions on form that are based on conventional dichotomies.  

 

Since the 1990s, with the realization of shortcomings of looking at architectural form in 

terms of conventional dichotomies, formal approaches based on the idea of diagram have 

returned. Those diagrammatic approaches, within which it is possible to situate the field 
                                                 
15 In addition to these strategies, Allen and Corner point to blanket, pathway, emergent, infrastructure, cluster, 
strata, flow, feeder, thread, diagram, map and sprawl as examples to such emerging vocabulary.  Stan Allen, 
James Corner, “Urban Natures” in  The State of Architecture at the Beginning of the 21st Century, eds. Bernard 
Tschumi, Irene Cheng. (New York: The Monacelli Press, 2003), 17. 
16 Alex Wall, “Programming the Urban Surface,” in (ed.) James Corner, Recovering Landscape, (New York: 
Princeton Arch. Press, 1999), 233. 
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strategies, aim at developing design strategies that can creatively transform the complex 

dimensions of a design problem into an architectural formal organization.17 

 

The Relevance of Exploring the Organizational Capacity of Form in 

Architectural Precedents 

 

The design strategies that highlight the organizational capacity of form entail an inclusive 

framework that enables to understand architectural form in its totality. Formulation of 

such a framework is particularly significant as long as formal studies of architectural 

precedents in design research are concerned.  

 

The character of a formal study is closely related with our consideration of architectural 

form. In “Form in the History of Aesthetics,” Tatarkiewicz points out diverse usages of the 

term “form” in the history of aesthetics and theory of art. 18 He argues that these diverse 

approaches towards form constitute the basis of the ambiguous meanings of “form” 

today. The term “form” comes from Latin forma, and this term substituted two Greek 

words, morphē and eidos. Morphē was used to express visible forms, and eidos was used 

to express intelligible forms. Tatarkiewicz notes that these two understandings co-exist in 

the definition of “form.” Accordingly, diverse approaches towards “form” oscillate between 

its purely visual and purely intelligible understandings. Visual form is directly perceived by 

the senses. It can be related to the external appearance or the recognizable shape or 

outline of a thing. Intelligible form points out the inherent structure and organization of a 

thing or systems. Intelligible form can be related to the visual form. In this way, the term 

“form” can be used to refer to the organizational principles that determine the shape or 

the perceivable characters of a thing.19  

 

When “form” is considered within the context of architecture, it comprises both its visual 

and intelligible aspects. As long as the organizational capacity of architectural form is 

discussed, it is possible to recognize various levels of relationships that fluctuate between 

its instrumental and self-referential aspects. A framework that enables the examination of 

such levels does not only provide inclusiveness to formal exploration, but it can as well set 

the ground for a generative analysis of architectural precedents.  

                                                 
17 See Somol, R.E, “The Diagrams of Matter.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998. 23. 
18W. Tatarkiewicz, “Form in the History of Aesthetics” in The Dictionary of the History of Ideas. Maintained 
by: The Electronic Text Center at the University of Virginia Library, Last Modified: Thursday, May 1, 2003. 
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/cgi-local/DHI/dhi.cgi?id=dv2-26  
The document is available in book format: W. Tatarkiewicz, “Form in the History of Aesthetics” in Dictionary 
of the History of Ideas; Studies of Selected Pivotal Ideas, Philip P. Wiener (ed.), v.2. (New York: Scribner, 
1974), 217-225. 
19 Ibid., 217. 
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The generative capacity of reading architectural form is related to disclosing viable 

principles in the analyzed work, and it aims at connection between analysis and design. A 

generative reading entails a designer’s approach towards the study of architectural 

precedents, and it is distinguished from a merely descriptive study. Through a generative 

reading, the study of precedents goes beyond a passive appreciation of historic works 

merely as successful examples of their times. The architectural precedent can be seen for 

its capacity to address current design problems, and it may be regarded as a source of 

potential ideas. 

 

Particularly, as a relation between analysis of precedents and the design task is intended 

today, a formal framework that allows for studying the organizational capacity of 

architectural form turns out to be more relevant. It is in this context that this study 

introduces the concepts of “device” and “material.” 

  

Relevance of the “Device and Material Relationship” 

 

The generative character of a formal reading is closely related to disclosing viable devices 

and strategies of design in analyzed precedent. A formal principle acquires a device 

characteristic whenever it can be detached from its context and its capacity of adaptation 

to other design tasks is explored. 

 

In the formalist tradition of literary criticism, known as Russian Formalism, the concept of 

“device” was incorporated into the idea of “form,” by way of being related to the concept 

of “material.”  

 

Viktor Erlich, in his book on Russian Formalism,20 describes the pair of “device” and 

“material” as “two successive phases in the literary process.” “Material” characterizes all 

the ideas that can be used in the process of artistic formation. Being a pre-condition of 

the formal process, “material” concerns “what” the artist intends to express in his/her 

work. The “material” becomes part of an artistic work and is provided with form through 

the mediation of the “device.” The devices are the formal principles that transform the 

material into a work of art. In this way form is no longer conceived as merely “an outer 

shell or external embellishment,” but as a “formative principle of dynamic integration and 

                                                 
20 Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism, History and Doctrine, (London: Yale University Press, 1985 (1951). 
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control.” Through the investigation of these two components, form now can be 

considered as a process and it acquires an operational aspect.  

 

The “device and material relationship” as formulated in the formalist tradition of literary 

criticism provided a framework not only for understanding, but also for studying a work in 

its formal complexity. Elucidated by the Russian Formalists for the interpretation of 

literary form, the “device and material relationship” can be considered as a viable 

framework for the interpretation of architectural form as well.  

 

Approaching architectural form in light of device and material relationship can help 

develop an inclusive and generative framework for interpretating architectural precedents. 

As the formal framework provided by the concepts of “device” and “material” is applied to 

architecture, it is possible to analyze various levels of relationship inherent in architectural 

form, including both the autonomous character of formal devices and the instrumental 

formal strategies. In this way, these seemingly diverse formal approaches are no longer 

conceived as ideological and incommensurable positions, but they can be related and 

analyzed as pointing to diverse levels of device and material relationship. When the 

capacity of a device is understood and formulated as a design strategy, it is possible to 

reinterpret it in new design contexts. In this way a formal reading can initiate a 

generative process. 

 

Although they do not explicitly refer to a particular theoretical/conceptual framework, it is 

possible to distinguish particular generative readings of architectural precedents, which 

dwell on the various levels of relationship between the formal devices and materials. 

When these readings are examined closely, it is possible to encounter certain 

interpretative strategies that employ analytical devices for disclosing design devices in the 

analyzed precedents.  

 

 

I.II. Complementary and Competing Interpretations of the Venice 

Hospital Project 

 

 

This study aims to discuss the generative possibilities of reading architectural form by 

focusing on selected formal readings of the Venice Hospital project by Le Corbusier. By 

presenting complementary and competing readings of the Venice Hospital, it aims to 
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examine the devices developed in the design of the Venice Hospital by focusing on their 

organizational capacities.   

 

Venice Hospital project is one of Le Corbusier’s final works, which remained unfinished as 

a result of his death in 1965. If it had been built, it would have been a large hospital 

complex with 1200 beds, situated at the north-west coast of Venice. Decades after it was 

designed, this project was introduced into the context of architectural discourse owing to 

its formal organization.  Appeared first in Stan Allen’s 1997 essay “From Object to Field,”21 

the Venice Hospital project was discussed extensively in the book Case: Le Corbusier’s 

Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival.22 In these publications, the Venice Hospital 

project was recognized as a paradigmatic case of the field and mat-building strategies. It 

is through some of these readings that the Venice Hospital was detached from its 

historical context, and recognized as a precedent that comprises viable design strategies.  

 

Among the interpretations of the Venice Hospital, it is possible to recognize not only 

complementary, but also competing readings. In addition to its readings as a paradigm of 

field and/or mat-building phenomenon, the complex formal organization of the Venice 

Hospital calls for the reformulations of diverse reading strategies as well. The co-existence 

of diverse readings of the Venice Hospital not only allows to grasp its formal complexity, 

but also shows that as long as the problem situation changes there might be alternative 

interpretations of a precedent. Furthermore, by connecting various readings of the Venice 

Hospital, it is possible to explore not only the precedents of contemporary strategies, but 

the capacity of previous readings to relate to contemporary readings and strategies as 

well.  

 

Content of The Study 

 

Before presenting the formal readings of the Venice Hospital, the conceptual framework 

will be worked out in the first chapter, entitled ““The Relevance of ‘Device’ And ‘Material’ 

Relationship for a Generative and Inclusive Exploration of Architectural Form.” This 

chapter presents a brief survey of Russian Formalism based on mainly Victor Erlich’s book 

Russian Formalism: Theory and Doctrine.23 It brings into discussion the “device and 

material relationship” and the related concepts, “literariness,” “estrangement,” and “laying 

                                                 
21 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture After Geometry, Architectural Design Profile No. 127. 
May-June 1997, 24-32. Reprinted as “Field Conditions” in Stan Allen, Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects 
for the City, (New York: Princeton A.P., 1999).92-103. 
22 Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, (London: Prestel, 
2001). 
23 Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism, History and Doctrine, (London: Yale University Press, 1985 (1951). 
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bare the devices,” as they were defined in the context of Russian Formalism. Accordingly, 

it aims to illustrate that the concepts of “device” and “material” are significant not only for 

understanding, but also for studying a work in its formal complexity.  

 

This chapter will continue by examining the connection between Russian Formalism and 

architecture through Rosalind Krauss’s essay “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom: 

Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter Eisenman.”24 Krauss’ interpretation of 

Russian Formalism and the way she transferred its conceptual tools into “architectural 

criticism” will be discussed in comparison to Alan Colquhoun’s and Alexander Tzonis’ 

discussion of Russian Formalism and formalism in architectural theory. Questioning the 

relation between the conventional understanding of formalism in architecture and various 

interpretations of Russian Formalism in architectural discourse, this chapter aims to 

disclose the potentials of a new interpretation of Russian Formalism for a reconsideration 

of the scope of formalist practice in architecture.  

 

The second chapter entitled “Disclosing Formal Devices in the Venice Hospital” constitutes 

the focus of this research. By presenting complementary and competing interpretations of 

the Venice Hospital as a field phenomenon and as a complex object,  it tries to disclose 

certain strategies of reading and design from the point of view of “device” and “material” 

relationship. The discussions will be formulated by constructing relations between various 

readings. By following these links, the Venice Hospital will be related with other 

precedents. Through the reconstruction of these relations, the study aims at examining 

how a device can be related to diverse materials, or how a design idea is given form 

through diverse devices in various readings and precedents.  

 

The chapter “Disclosing Formal Devices in the Venice Hospital” starts with the 

complementary interpretations of the Venice Hospital as a field phenomenon. It 

introduces Stan Allen’s formulation of the field conditions and his interpretation of the 

Venice Hospital as a successful exemplar of the field phenomena, in his essay “From 

Object to Field.”25 Following Stan Allen’s essay, old and new interpretations of the Venice 

Hospital project in the book Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building 

Revival26 will be presented. This book expands the discussion on the Venice Hospital that 

                                                 
24 Rosalind Krauss, “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter 
Eisenman,” in Houses Of Cards, Peter Eisenman, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
25 Stan Allen, Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects for the City, (New York: Princeton A.P., 1999). 
26 Hashim Sarkis, Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, 
(London: Prestel, 2001). 
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was initiated by Stan Allen, and it introduces a series of essays that examine the growing 

interest in the mat-building strategy, with the Venice Hospital as a paradigmatic case.  

 

It is indispensable to mention Alison Smithson’s essay “How to Recognise and Read Mat-

building: Mainstream Architecture as It Has Developed Towards the Mat-building.”27 

Published first in 1974, and republished in the Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and 

the Mat Building Revival, this article can be considered a key work that formulates the 

mat-building strategy while disclosing the mat-building character of the Venice Hospital 

project. Through her reading strategy, Smithson formulates not only the notion of mat-

building, but also the tools that allows for reading new mat-buildings. In this way, it can 

be regarded as a reading of utmost importance, which shows the relevance of both the 

mat-building strategy and the Venice Hospital. 

 

Through the framework constituted by Smithson’s reading strategy, it is also possible to 

recognize the contemporary examples of mat-building. The generative capacity of 

Smithson’s article will be reconsidered in light of Timothy Hyde’s28 updated reading of 

“mat-building” as a process. Mat-building strategy formulated in Smithson’s article can be 

complemented with other current formal strategies as well. The concept of “thick 2-d,”29 

introduced by Allen and inspired by landscape architecture renders a sophisticated version 

of mat-building that can mediate between the fields of architecture and urbanism.  

 

When the precedents of mat-building selected in Smithson’s article are analyzed in light of 

“device-material” relationship, it is possible to arrive at diverse motives underlying the 

strategy of mat-building.  A comparison between the Venice Hospital and the Berlin Free 

University is crucial. The mat character of the Venice Hospital has specifically been called 

to mind with that of the Berlin Free University, which is characterized by Smithson as the 

most representative example of mat-building. Concerning Le Corbusier’s contact with 

Team 10 members at that time, speculations have been made about the possibility that 

Le Corbusier was inspired from the scheme of the Berlin Free University. As long as 

examined in light of Smithson’s strategy of reading mat, both projects seem to embrace 

similar formal characteristics of mat. Nevertheless, as the formal organizations of these 

two precedents are examined in relation to their specific design problem contexts, it is 

                                                 
27 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building: Mainstream Architecture as It Has 
Developed Towards the Mat-building,” Architectural Design (September 1974), 573-590. Reprinted in Case: 
Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, (London: Prestel, 2001), 90-
104. 
28 Timothy Hyde, “How to Construct an Architectural Genealogy,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital 
and the Mat Building Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, (London: Prestel, 2001). 
29 Stan Allen, “Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building 
Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, (London: Prestel, 2001), 118-126. 
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possible to recognize significant differences between these two mat-buildings. It is 

through this discussion that Colin Rowe’s and Fred Koetter’s “The Crisis of the Object: The 

Predicament of Texture” will be related to Smithson’s mat-building reading.    

 

“Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture”30 is significant for its capacity to 

complement the discussion of mat-building with its specific concern for the relation of 

architectural form with the urban context. Although the Venice Hospital is not among Le 

Corbusier’s projects presented in the Collage City, it can be investigated in light of the 

analytical tools suggested by Rowe and Koetter. In this way, the formal organization of 

the Venice Hospital can be distinguished not only from certain other examples of mat-

building, but also from the other urban projects of Le Corbusier discussed in the Collage 

City. 

 

While questioning the “object fixation” of modern architecture, Rowe and Koetter do not 

propose its rejection and its replacement with the “texture fixation” of the traditional 

formal approach. For them, both of these opposing tendencies may have positive and 

negative aspects. Rather than choosing one of these positions, they suggest an in-

between situation that mediates between these two approaches, and that achieves 

reconciliation of “the overtly planned and genuinely unplanned.”  Rowe and Koetter 

propose a formal strategy that enables a continuous fluctuation between an 

“interpretation of the building as object and its reinterpretation as texture.” For them, this 

can be achieved by creating an object that is absorbed into the texture of the city and 

responsive to the voids.  

 

Based on the discussion made by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter in “The Crisis of the 

Object: The Predicament of Texture,” and owing to Alan Colquhoun’s analysis of the 

geometrical system in “Formal and Functional Interactions,” the way the Venice Hospital 

becomes “an object performing like a texture” will be unfolded.  

 

Alan Colquhoun’s remarks and his diagrams concerning the geometrical system will be 

deciphered through the technique of the “plan analysis” introduced by Klaus-Peter Gast. 

In “From Field to Object” Stan Allen insists on the lack of a geometrical schema in the 

Venice Hospital, since he regards  it merely as a field structure. Yet, Alan Colquhoun in 

                                                 
30 Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, “Crises of the Object: Predicament of Texture,” in Perspecta 16, 1980. 
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“Formal and Functional Interactions”31 shows how a close geometrical analysis of the 

Venice Hospital discloses intricate formal relations that were not acknowledged by Allen.  

 

Referring to Alan Colquhoun’s remarks and diagrams on the organization of the Venice 

Hospital, a “plan analysis” of the project is presented. It is possible to decipher 

Colquhoun’s geometrical analysis by the techniques employed in the method of “plan 

analysis.” Plan analysis was introduced by Klaus-Peter Gast32 to read the geometrical 

organization of an architectural work.  

 

Recognizing the co-existence of two seemingly opposing strategies in Venice Hospital, the 

following section aims to elucidate various uses of geometrical systems in the tradition of 

architecture. Wittkower’s essay “Le Corbusier’s Modulor”33 presents a brief but 

comprehensive history of transformations in the device character of proportioning systems 

since ancient times until the twentieth century.  

 

Following Wittkower’s discussion, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa”34 will be 

introduced, in which Rowe analyzes the proportional systems in Palladio’s Villa 

Malcontenta and in Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein. By comparing these readings with the 

performance of the geometrical system in the Venice Hospital, this discussion aims to 

reconsider the capacity of geometrical system to be used as an organizational device that 

offers both control and flexibility in a field structure.   

 

Study of the organizational capacity of the devices in the Venice Hospital will be 

introducing the device of transparent spatial organization, which was developed in Colin 

Rowe and Robert Skutzky’s “Transparency” articles.35 Employed rather as a visual strategy 

in Villa Stein by Le Corbusier, the potential of “phenomenal transparency” as a design 

strategy to organize the whole architectural system will be examined by focusing on the 

Venice Hospital. Furthermore, it is thought-provoking to re-read the “Transparency” 

                                                 
31 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in Architectural Design, no.36, (May 1966), 221-
34. Also in Alan Colquhoun, Essays in Architectural Criticism- Modern Architecture and Historical Change, 
(London: MIT Press, 1981). 31-41. Reprinted in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1991), 250-261. 
32 Klaus-Peter Gast, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, (Basel: Birkhauser, 2000). 
33 Rudolf Wittkower, “Le Corbusier’s Modulor,” in Four Great Makers of Modern Architecture: Gropius, Le 
Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Wright, (New York: TCU, 1963), 196-204. Reprinted in The Footsteps of Le 
Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 10-19. 
34 Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” . Architectural Review, 1947 Reprinted in The 
Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other Essays, (London: MIT Press, 1995). 
35 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal” in Yale Architectural Journal 
Perspecta 8, 1964. Reprinted in Transparency, (Basel: Birkhauser, 1997). 
Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Part II,” Perspecta13/14, 1971. 
Reprinted in Alexander Caragonne (ed.) As I Was Saying: Recollections and Miscellaneous Essays, Volume 1. 
(London: MIT Press, 1996). 
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articles today in light of the field phenomena, since Rowe and Slutzky dwell on the 

connection between “transparency” and the concept of field by employing the conceptual 

framework of the Gestalt theory.    
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CHAPTER II 

 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: 

THE RELEVANCE OF “DEVICE” AND “MATERIAL” RELATIONSHIP FOR 

A GENERATIVE AND INCLUSIVE 

EXPLORATION OF ARCHITECTURAL FORM 

 

 

Starting from the formal interpretations of the Venice Hospital project, this study aims at 

bringing into discussion the nature of the devices or techniques of formal organization 

that can mediate between architecture and urbanism. These devices are examined in light 

of the framework constituted by the concepts of “device” and “material,” elucidated by 

the Russian Formalists. The “device and material relationship” that was invoked in the 

formalist tradition of literary criticism, is reformulated for the field of architecture, and it is 

discussed with its capacity to initiate generative and inclusive interpretations of works of 

architecture as precedents.  

 

This chapter starts with a brief summary of Russian Formalism primarily based on Victor 

Erlich’s book Russian Formalism: Theory and Doctrine36. It brings into discussion the 

“device and material relationship” and the related concepts, “literariness,” 

“estrangement,” and “laying bare the devices,” as they were defined in the context of 

Russian Formalism. Rather than a linguistic model to be adopted, the “device” and 

“material” relationship is considered for its capacity to provide a framework for both 

understanding and studying a work in its formal complexity.  

  

The concepts and discussions presented in the context of Russian Formalism constitute a 

ground for the following discussion that focuses on Rosalind Krauss’ essay “Death of a 

Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter Eisenman.”37 

                                                 
36 Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism, History and Doctrine, (London: Yale University Press, 1985 (1951). 
37 Rosalind Krauss, “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter 
Eisenman,” in Houses Of Cards, Peter Eisenman, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
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Krauss’ essay is of particular importance for this study as it attempts to formulate a 

formalist approach in architectural criticism by embracing certain concepts from Russian 

Formalism. Krauss’ interpretation of Russian Formalism and the way she transferred its 

conceptual tools into “architectural criticism” will be discussed in comparison to Alan 

Colquhoun’s and Alexander Tzonis’ discussion of Russian Formalism and formalism in 

architectural theory. 

 

The third section presents certain discussions that question the scope of formalist 

discourse in architecture. Calling attention to the problematic relation of the formalist 

position to the study of architectural form, these discussions disclose the significance of 

an inclusive notion of formalism in architecture. Through the linkage constituted between 

those sections, this chapter aims not only to elucidate the usage of certain concepts in the 

fields of literature and architecture, but it also aims to disclose the relevance of Russian 

formalism for a reconsideration of the scopes of formalist practice in architecture.  

 

 

II.I. “Device and Material Relationship”  

in the Context of Russian Formalism 

 

 

A Brief History of Russian Formalism and Its Conceptual Framework 

 
Russian Formalism is acknowledged as a movement of literary criticism and interpretation, 

which was effective during the second decade of the twentieth century. An important 

source for understanding Russian Formalism is Victor Erlich’s book Russian Formalism: 

Theory and Doctrine38. In this book, Erlich analyzes the historical development of 

Formalism in successive stages, by illuminating the main arguments and concepts.  

 

Erlich describes Russian Formalism as a scholarly approach for investigating the formal 

issues in literature, rather than an ideological position. The term "formalism" was a tag 

initially applied not by the members of the movement but by the opponents of the 

movement from the outside. Erlich points out that Russian Formalists rejected the 

conventional meaning conveyed by the term “formalism” that suggests a type of criticism 

stressing on the “form” of a text rather than its content. He says “Russian Formalism has 

often been represented merely as a refurbished version of the late nineteenth-century “art 

                                                 
38 Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism, History and Doctrine, (London: Yale University Press, 1985 (1951). In 
Erlich’s book, the chapter titled “Basic Concepts” is of utmost significance for this study, pp. 171-192. 
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for art’s sake” doctrine. This notion is largely misleading…. Formalist esthetics was 

descriptive rather than metaphysical.”39 Erlich quotes Boris Eikhenbaum, one of the 

leading figures of Russian Formalism:  “Our method is usually referred to as ‘Formalist.’ I 

would prefer to call it morphological, to differentiate it from other approaches such as 

psychological, sociological and the like, where the object of inquiry is not the work itself, 

but that which, in the scholar’s opinion, is reflected in the work.”40 

 

Accordingly, Russian Formalism is conceived as a movement focused on analysis of the 

formal techniques in literature, rather than as an ideology supporting an artistic or 

aesthetical position. The main task of Russian Formalism was to focus on the 

distinguishing features of literature by separating the literary studies from those of other 

fields such as history, sociology and psychology. As Erlich states,  

 

The driving force behind Formalist theorizing was the desire to bring to an end the 
methodological confusion prevailing in traditional literary studies and systematize 
literary scholarship as a distinct and integrated field of intellectual endeavor. It is high 
time, argued the Formalists, that the study of literature, so long an intellectual no-
man’s land, delimit its area and define unequivocally its subject of inquiry.41  

 

The term “Russian Formalism” refers to the work of two diverse scholarly groups: the 

Linguistic Circle in Moscow and the Society for the Study of Poetic Language (OPOIaZ) in 

Petersburg. The Linguistic Circle in Moscow was founded in 1915. Roman Jakobson, 

Grigorii Vinokur and Petr Bogatyrev were the leading figures. The Society for the Study of 

Poetic Language, established in 1916, was represented by the work of scholars such as 

Victor Shklovsky, Iurii Tynianov, Boris Eikhenbaum, Boris Tomashevskii, and Victor 

Vinogradov.42  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
39Erlich, 171.  
 “The name “Formalists” was not the choice of the critics who are nowadays designated by this title. 
Formalists never accepted it as a description of themselves. Yet it is true that the concept of form has a place 
in their main writings, though its meaning varies considerably.” See Tzvetan Todorov, “Some Approaches to 
Russian Formalism” in Russian Formalism, Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt (edd.), (Edinburgh: Scottish 
Academic Press, 1973), 10. 
40 Boris Eikhenbaum, Molodoj Tolstoj (Petrograd, 1922), p.8, quoted in Erlich, 171.  
41 Erlich, 172.  
42 See, René Wellek, “Russian Formalism.” in Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism, 1750-1950. Vol. 7: 
German, Russian and East European Criticism, 1900-1950. (New Haven: Yale UP, 1991). 318-47; Fredric 
Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account of Structuralism and Russian Formalism. 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1972); Ann Jefferson, “Russian Formalism” in Modern Literary Theory: A 
Comparative Introduction. eds. Ann Jefferson and David Robey. (London: Batsford, 1983). 16-37; Robert 
Stacy, 1919-Russian Literary Criticism, A Short History. (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1974).  
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“Literariness” (Literaturnost’) 

 

Concerning their field of study, Roman Jakobson says: “The subject of literary scholarsip 

is not literature in its totality, but literariness (literaturnost’), i.e., that which makes of a 

given work a work of literature.”43 Russian Formalism was concerned with the 

“literariness” of a work, identified as the essential feature that distinguishes literature 

from other fields or non-literature. In analyzing the “literariness” of a work, the Russian 

Formalists focused on the “devices” (priëm) employed in a literary work, rather than the 

social and psychological circumstances that shaped the literary work. It is through the 

employment of such artistic devices that language of a literary work is distinguished from 

ordinary language as a means for communication.44 

 

“Device and Material” vs. “Form and Content” Relationship 

 
In their attempt to study the literary techniques, Russian Formalists realized that the 

traditional distinction between of “form” and “content” makes it difficult to analyze the 

totality of the various components in the literary work, particularly in prose. The 

Formalists replaced the pair of concepts “form” and “content” with the concepts of 

“device” and “material.” Erlich says: “In discussing the structure of the “literary fact” and 

the mechanism of the literary process, they [Russian Formalists] tended increasingly to 

substitute for the static dichotomy ‘form versus content’ a dynamic pair of notions, 

‘materials’ and ‘device’ (priëm).”45 

  

Erlich notes that “device” and “material” represent two consecutive phases in the literary 

process. “Material” characterizes all the ideas that can be used in the process of artistic 

creation. Being a pre-condition of the formal process, “material” refers to “what” the artist 

intends to convey in his/her work. According to Tzvetan Todorov: “Anything which is 

already included in the work, according to the Formalists, is formal. The only non-formal 

elements are the “materials” with which it is composed, that is the self-same elements 

before they were integrated into this particular artistic structure.”46  The “material” 

becomes part of an artistic work and is provided with form through the mediation of the 

“device.” The devices are the formal principles that transform the material into a work of 

art.47  

 

                                                 
43 Quoted in Erlich, 172. 
44 Erlich, 171 and 192.  
45 Ibid., 188.  
46 Tzvetan Todorov, “Some Approaches To Russian Formalism,” 11. 
47 Erlich, 188-190.  
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Erlich characterizes “device” (priëm) as the motto of Russian formalism: “‘Art as a Device,’ 

‘the device of ‘making it strange’’ (priëm ostranenija), ‘a device laid bare’ (obnazenie 

priëma), ‘the literary work is the sum-total of devices employed in it’ – in all these crucial 

formulations ‘priëm’ appears as a key term –the basic unit of poetic form, the agency of 

‘literariness.’”48 

 

Erlich notes that study of form in terms of “device” and “material” relationship offers 

certain methodological advantages. Form was shifted from its fixed meaning resided in 

the “form” and “content” separation, which suggested an analysis of two constituents that 

exist simultaneously, to a dynamic understanding, which was transformed into two 

consecutive phases, the “material” and the “device.” It is a process of giving form to 

“materials” through “devices.” Erlich says: 

 
From the Formalist standpoint the latter set of terms presented several 
methodological advantages. The organic unity of a work of literature was salvaged, 
as the notion of coexistence in the esthetic object of two simultaneous and seemingly 
detachable components gave way to that of two successive phases in the literary 
process – the pre-esthetic and the esthetic. In Formalist parlance, the ‘materials’ 
represented the raw stuff of literature which acquires esthetic efficacy and thus 
becomes eligible for participation in the literary work of art only through the agency 
of the ‘device,’ or, more exactly, a set of devices peculiar to imaginative literature.49  

 

Erlich notes that in the early Formalist writings, it is also possible to encounter the 

terminology of “form versus materials.” In this expression, “material” replaces the 

“content,” and “form” refers to “a formative principle of dynamic integration and control 

rather than merely an outer shell or external embellishment.”50 Accordingly, Erlich notes 

that this formal notion is similar to Aristotle’s concept of eidos, which suggests, quoting 

from Anton Marty “inward shaping power applied to raw matter.”51  

 

Erwin Panofsky in Idea discusses the distinction between Aristotle’s and Plato’s concepts 

of “form”. He points to the dichotomy inherent in Plato’s thought between the “world of 

Ideas” and the “world of appearances.” This understanding separated the “form” from its 

“matter.” Aristotle went beyond this dichotomy by incorporating the “form” within its 

“matter”:  

 
Aristotle had replaced, in the domain of epistemology, the antithetic dualism between 
the world of Ideas and the world of appearances by the synthetic interaction between 
the general concept and the single, particular notion; and in the domain of natural 

                                                 
48 Ibid., 190.   
49 Erlich, 188. 
50 Ibid.   
51 Ibid. 
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philosophy and aesthetics, by the synthetic interaction between form and matter. 
That is to say, whatsoever is formed as the imitation of a definite Idea by a definite 
appearance, but by the entrance of a definite form into a definite substance. An 
individual man is “this particular form in this particular flesh and blood”; and as far as 
works of art are concerned, they are distinguished from the creations of nature only 
in their form, before it enters into matter, is in the mind of man.52  

 

The concept of “form” suggested in the work of Russian formalism went beyond the 

dichotomy of “form” and “content,” and it covered the work of art in its totality. Tzvetan 

Todorov points to a mis-leading notion that conceives formalism as an approach that 

emphasizes “form” of the text over its “content.” For him, “All this makes it easier to see 

how wrong it is to accuse the Formalists of “only” having been concerned with form, since 

they took form to be the totality of the work of art. But this was the accusation which 

their contemporaries taxed them with and has been taken up again much more 

recently.”53 And he says “To accuse the Formalists of having isolated form and content is 

as wrong-headed as condemning Socrates for having been a sophist.”54 

 

“Device” and “Material” Relationship in Poetry 

 

Approaching literary form in light of the concepts of “device” and material” allows to 

analyze different levels of relationships inherent in the literary work. Not only a work of 

poetry, but also a work of prose can be investigated in light of device and material 

relationship.55 It is crucial to distinguish, however, between the poetic devices and the 

devices employed in a work of prose. 

 

Jean Paul Sartre in “What is Literature?”56  compares poetry to painting, sculpture and 

music. For him, poetry is different from the prose in its consideration of words as things 

and not as signs. The prose writer aims at conveying ideas and emotions. His first task is 

                                                 
52 Erwin Panofsky, Idea: A Concept in Art Theory, (Columbia: Univ.South Carolina Press, 1968), 17. 
Accordingly Ann Jefferson says: “The dynamic principle implied in the material/device distinction means that 
elements of form itself can be included in the concept of material.” Ann Jefferson, “Russian Formalism”, In 
Modern Literary Theory: A Comparative Introduction, eds. Ann Jefferson and David Robey (London: 
B.T. Batsford Ltd, 1986), 36.  
53 Tzvetan Todorov, “Some Approaches To Russian Formalism,” 11-12. 
54 Ibid. 
55 “A work may be either created as prose and experienced as poetry, or else created as poetry and experienced 
as prose. This points out the fact that the artistic quality of something, its relationship to poetry, is a result of 
our mode of perception. In a narrow sense we shall call a work artistic if it has been created by special devices 
whose purpose is to see to it that these artifacts are interpreted artistically as much as possible.” See Victor 
Schklovsky, “Art as Device,” in Theory of Prose, (Elmwood Park: Dalkey Archieve Press, 1998), 2.  
56 Jean-Paul Sartre, “What is Literature?” in “What is Literature?” and Other Essays. (Cambridge: Harvard 
Univ.Press, 1988).  
The similarities and differences between Sartre’s and Formalists interpretations of the issues of 
“estrangement,” “transparency” and “opacity” are delineated in  Rosalind Krauss’ essay “Death of a 
Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter Eisenman.” Krauss’ discussion will be 
presented in the following section.  
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to communicate this idea in the most effective way. Poetic attitude draws attention to the 

words themselves rather than to objects or concepts which the words represent. In a 

poem the communicative function of a “word” is diminished, and the word becomes an 

end in itself.  

 

Sartre resembles the way a poet composes words to the way a painter assembles the 

colors on the canvas, or the musician works with sounds. A poetic line is an object and 

not a conventional sentence aiming at conveying a message. “The words-things are 

grouped by magical associations of fitness and incongruity, like colors and sounds. They 

attract, repel, and “burn” one another, and their association composes the veritable poetic 

unity which is the phrase-object.” 57 Krauss notes that, referring to Mallarmé, Sartre 

exemplifies the way a word can be detached from its conventional meaning, and acquire 

an object character: 

 

Fuir, là-bas fuir, je sens que des oiseaux sont ivres 
Mais ô mon cœur entends le chant des matelots.58 
 

The word “mais” (in English: but) is conventionally used as a conjunction to join the 

second line to the previous one. But this ‘but’” for Sartre, which “rises like a monolith at 

the threshold of the sentence does not tie the second line to the preceding one.”59  

 

Unlike the self-referential character of poetic devices, the devices employed in prose are 

functional. Sartre relates prose to “an attitude of mind” that is essentially different from 

that of the poet. Referring to Valery, he says that, “there is prose when the word passes 

across our gaze as the glass across the sun.”60  

 

The art of prose is employed in discourse; its substance is by nature significative –
that is, the words are first of all not objects but designations for objects. It is not first 
of all a matter of knowing whether they please or displease in themselves; it is a 
matter of knowing whether they correctly indicate a certain thing or a certain 
notion.61 

 

                                                 
57 Ibid., 32. 
58 Ibid., 33.  
Krauss in “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter Eisenman,”  
translates Mallarmé’s two lines quoted by Sartre as follows: 

To flee, to flee there, I feel that birds are drunk 
But, oh, my heart, hear the song of the sailors. 

Krauss, 168. 
59 Sartre, 33. 
60 Ibid., 35. 
61 Ibid., 35. 
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Although Sartre says that “[o]ne is not a writer for having chosen to say certain things, 

but for having chosen to say them in a certain way,”62 he does not mention the role of the 

devices that give a work of prose its literay character. Although the prose writer is 

concerned with meanings, the way he employs to communicate meanings differs from the 

way meanings are communicated in ordinary language. Hence, in prose too, the function 

of devices is to transform the material at hand into a literary work.  

 
“Device” and “Material” Relationship in Prose: “Plot” (Syuzhet) and “Story” 
(Fabula) 
 

For the Russian Formalists, “device” and “material” relationship in prose can also be 

expressed in two terms “plot” (syuzhet) and “story” (fabula). “Story” designates the raw 

material from which an artist/author creates a narrative. “Plot,” on the other hand, is the 

way in which the “story” is arranged. What is to be expressed in a literary work, a story or 

an event, constitutes the pre-aesthetic material for the writer. The “plot” is purely literary. 

It is an artistic construct. The “plot” organizes the chronological order of events by using 

literary devices such as “delays”, “digressions”, “chronological disruptions”, etc.63  

 

The “story” can be constructed in an infinite number of artistic ways. The writer 

transforms the material at hand into a literary work by using formal devices in a creative 

way. In other words, the “literariness” is achieved not in the story or the event itself, but 

in the ways of handling the material.64   

 

Laying Bare the Devices of Literature 

 

Considering “plot” as the distinguishing element of a literary work, the formalists focused 

on the analysis of devices, which embody the internal laws of plot composition. 

“Repetitions,” “postponements,” “chronological inversions,” “sub-stories,” “philosophical 

digressions,” “excessively expanded episodes” are some examples of these devices.  

                                                 
62 Ibid., 39. 
63 Richard Sherwood, “Viktor Shklovsky and the Development of Early Formalist Theory on Prose 
Literature,” in Russian Formalism, Stephen Bann and John E. Bowlt (edd.), (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic 
Press, 1973), 29-34. 
64 Sherwood quotes Tomashevsky: “For the story it is unimportant in which part of the work the reader learns 
about an event, and whether it is imparted to him by way of a direct communication from the author, or in a 
tale by one of the characters, or by a system of passing remarks. It is in the plot that the actual introduction of 
motifs within the reader’s field of view plays a role. Even a real occurrence which has not been invented by the 
author can serve as a story. The plot is an entirely artistic construction.” Sherwood, 34. 
Jameson’s remark is illuminating: “Thus, the satisfaction and the completeness of the tale comes not from the 
fact that the hero manages to rescue the princess in the end, but rather from the means or agent given him to do 
so (a bird who tells him the right word to say to the witch, a magic cloak that lifts him to the tower, and so 
forth). This is to say something a little more than that what interests us in a story is the how rather than the 
what.” Frederic Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A Critical Account Of Structuralism and Russian 
Formalism, (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1972), 67. 



 23

 

In addition to disclosing devices in their analyses, the Russian formalist writers used 

“laying bare the devices” as a writing strategy to focus attention on the formal devices in 

the text. The devices can be “laid bare” in the plot composition, so that the reader 

recognizes their presence. Or contrary to an intention of emphasizing the existence of the 

devices, the writer can consciously express a preference for disguising devices. Victor 

Erlich notes that for the Formalists “laying bare the devices” was not a slogan:   

 

Even in their orthodox period the Russian Formalists were not quite impervious to this 
argument. They would admit not infrequently that a “naked” device was in literature 
the exception rather than the rule. They would grant that more often than not a 
literary technique, be it a “self-valuable” sound pattern, a “semantic shift” or a plot 
structure, is disguised or justified by non-artistic considerations, such as 
verisimilitude, psychological plausibility, and the like. In most works of literature, it 
was conceded, the device is “motivated” rather than “laid bare.”65 
 
 

“Estrangement” (Ostranenie) 

 

Concerning the function of devices in an artistic work, it is significant to introduce the 

concept of “estrangement” or “defamiliarization” as elucidated in Victor Schklovsky’s “Art 

as Device,”66 the principal article on the formal method in prose literature. 

 

In “Art as Device,” Schklovsky discusses a series of devices that determine “literariness” 

(or artfulness) of a work. He offers “defamiliarization” or “estrangement” as the main 

intention of an art work. He explains the role of art as “defamiliarizing” things that have 

become habitual or automatic. Art takes familiar things and "makes them strange," by 

slowing down the act of perception and making the reader see the world in new ways.  

 

After being perceived several times, objects acquire the status of “recognition.” An 
object appears before us. We know it’s there but we do not see it, and, for that 
reason, we can say nothing about it. The removal of this object from the sphere of 
automatized perception is accomplished in art by a variety of means.67 
 

For Schklovsky because of our “familiarity” with the objects and events, we often fail to 

fully perceive them and respond automatically. Art offers a renewal of perception. 

 

                                                 
65 Erlich, 194. 
66 Victor Schklovsky, “Art as Device,” in Theory of Prose, (Elmwood Park: Dalkey Archieve Press, 1998), 1-
14.  
For a detailed discussion: Sherwood, “Viktor Shklovsky and the Development of Early Formalist Theory on 
Prose Literature.”  
67 Schklovsky, 6. 
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If we examine the general laws of perception, we see that as it becomes habitual, it 
becomes automatic. So eventually, all of our skills and experiences function 
unconsciously –automatically. If someone were to compare the sensation of holding a 
pen in his hand or speaking a foreign tongue for the very first time with the sensation 
of performing this same operation for the ten thousandth time, then he would no 
doubt agree with us.68 

 

Quoting from Tolstoy’s diary, Schklovsky exemplifies how habituation affects the way we 

conceive the world: 

 

As I was walking around dusting things off in my room, I came to the sofa. For the 
life of me, I couldn’t recall whether I had already dusted it off or not. Since these 
movements are habitual and unconscious, I felt that it was already impossible to 
remember it. If I had in fact dusted the sofa and forgotten that I had done so, i.e., if 
I had acted unconsciously, then this is tantamount to not having done it at all. If 
someone had seen me doing this consciously, then it might have been possible to 
restore this in my mind. If, on the other hand, no one had been observing me or 
observing me only unconsciously, if the complex life of many people takes place 
entirely on the level of the unconscious, then it’s as if this life had never been.  
(29 February [i.e., 1 March] 1897) 69 

 

Schklovsky continues: 

 

And so, held accountable for nothing, life fades into nothingness. Automatization eats 
away at things, at clothes, at furniture, at our wives, and at our fear of war. If the 
complex life of many people takes place entirely on the level of the unconscious, then 
it’s as if this life had never been.  
 
And so, in order to return sensation to our limbs, in order to make us feel objects, to 
make a stone feel stony, man has been given the tool of art. The purpose of art, 
then, is to lead us to a knowledge of a thing through the organ of sight instead of 
recognition. By “enstranging” objects and complicating form, the device of art makes 
perception long and “laborious.” The perceptual process in art has a purpose all its 
own and ought to be extended to the fullest. Art is a means of experiencing the 
process of creativity. The artifact itself is quite unimportant.70 

 

For Schklovsky, it is possible to analyze several techniques of “estrangement” in the work 

of Tolstoy. Tolstoy makes the familiar seem strange in his works by not naming the 

familiar object. He describes an object as if he was seeing it for the first time, or he 

describes an event as if it were happening for the first time. For example in “Kholstomer” 

the content of the story is made unfamiliar by being narrated through the standpoint of a 

horse. The horse tells how human beings are obsessed with the idea of possession: 

I understood well what they said about whipping and Christianity. But then I was 
absolutely in the dark. What’s the meaning of "his own," "his colt"? From these 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 5. 
69 Ibid., 5.  
70 Ibid., 6. 
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phrases I saw that people thought there was some sort of connection between me 
and the stable. At the time I simply could not understand the connection. Only much 
later, when they separated me from the other horses, did I begin to understand. But 
even then I simply could not see what it meant when they called me "man’s 
property." The words "my horse" referred to me, a living horse, and seemed as 
strange to me as the words "my land," "my air," "my water."  

But the words made a strong impression on me. I thought about them constantly, 
and only after the most diverse experiences with people did I understand, finally, 
what they meant. They meant this: In life people are guided by words, not by deeds. 
It’s not so much that they love the possibility of doing or not doing something as it is 
the possibility of speaking with words, agreed on among themselves, about various 
topics. Such are the words "my" and "mine," which they apply to different things, 
creatures, objects, and even to land, people, and horses. They agree that only one 
may say "mine" about this, that, or the other thing. And the one who says "mine" 
about the greatest number of things is, according to the game which they’ve agreed 
to among themselves, the one they consider the most happy. I don’t know the point 
of all this, but it’s true. For a long time I tried to explain it to myself in terms of some 
kind of real gain, but I had to reject that explanation because it was wrong.71 

Schklovsky notes that the material in this story, which is a very conventional aspect of 

human life, is made strange by being narrated from within a horse’s point of view. The 

horse is astonished by the materialistic values of humans. This is a technique of 

“estrangement” employed by Tolstoy that aims at creating a fresh and a striking 

awareness of the social conventions and establishments. 

 

The Legacy of Russian Formalism 

 

Despite its short life span, Russian Formalism has continued to be an influential 

movement in literary criticism.72 It introduced a scientific approach to literary criticism on 

other movements like Prague Linguistic Circle, Structuralism and mostly New Criticism. 

                                                 
71 Ibid., 7.  
The story continues: 

“Many of those, for instance, who called me their own never rode on me—although others did. And so 
with those who fed me. Then again, the coachman, the veterinarians, and the outsiders in general treated 
me kindly, yet those who called me their own did not. In due time, having widened the scope of my 
observations, I satisfied myself that the notion "my," not only in relation to us horses, has no other basis 
than a narrow human instinct which is called a sense of or right to private property. A man says "this 
house is mine" and never lives in it; he only worries about its construction and upkeep. A merchant says 
"my shop," "my dry goods shop," for instance, and does not even wear clothes made from the better cloth 
he keeps in his own shop.  
There are people who call a tract of land their own, but they never set eyes on it and never take a stroll on 
it. There are people who call others their own, yet never see them. And the whole relationship between 
them is that the so-called "owners" treat the others unjustly.  
There are people who call women their own, or their "wives," but their women live with other men. And 
people strive not for the good in life, but for goods they can call their own.  
I am now convinced that this is the essential difference between people and ourselves. And therefore, not 
even considering the other ways in which we are superior, but considering just this one virtue, we can 
bravely claim to stand higher than men on the ladder of living creatures. The actions of men, at least those 
with whom I have had dealings, are guided by words—ours, by deeds.” 

72  Erlich notes that “Russian Formalism” as a movement was recognized first in 1915-16, it had its most 
productive period in the early twenties and it was “suppressed” around 1930.  
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Russian Formalism was criticized by its opponents in several ways. Marxist critics, who 

supported the dependency of literature on social and economic factors, accused formalism 

for excluding these factors from literary analysis. Again, Bakhtin school criticized 

formalism for disregarding the social aspects of literature.73  

 

Russian Formalism was significant as an attempt to develop a scholarly approach to the 

investigation of formal problems in literature. Erlich says that, “Its theoretical 

pronouncements, especially those bearing on problems of poetic language, add up to 

extremely helpful contributions to the present-day debate on the methods and aims of 

literary scholarship.”74 Russian Formalism located the work of literature in the core of 

literary analysis. By regarding the literary work as the main object of the study, it focused 

on the investigation of devices and techniques as a method of literary criticism.   

 

 

II.II. Russian Formalism and Formalism in Architectural Theory 

 

 

Rosalind Krauss’ Interpretation Of Formalism In Architectural Criticism 

 

As the relation of Russian Formalism with the formalist discourse in architecture is 

considered, it is significant to mention Rosalind Krauss’ essay “Death of a Hermeneutic 

Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter Eisenman.”75 In this essay 

published in 1974, Krauss discusses Eisenman’s cardboard architecture in an attempt to 

contextualize it within the traditions of formalism and structuralism. Krauss formulates 

formalism in architecture in light of an artistic formalism, which is based on specific 

principles of the Russian Formalism. The way Krauss connects Russian Formalism to 

architectural formalism discloses how “baring of formal devices” is interpreted within the 

tradition of architectural formalism.  

 

Krauss presents formalism as a general approach to form which embraces literature, 

painting and architecture. She interprets formalist attitude as a process of defamiliarizing 

the formal devices to achieve the perception of a “cognitive object.” Krauss calls this a 

process of transforming “transparency” into “opacity.” She states that for the formalist, 

                                                 
73 See, Simon Dentith. Bakhtinian Thought : An Introductory Reader, (London: Routledge, 1995); P. N. 
Medvedev, M. M. Bakhtin, The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship: A Critical Introduction to Sociologist 
Poetics, tr. A. Wehrle, (London : Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). 
74 Erlich, 7. 
75 Rosalind Krauss, “Death of a Hermeneutic Phantom: Materialization of the Sign in the Work of Peter 
Eisenman,” in Houses Of Cards, Peter Eisenman, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
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the distinction between “transparency” and “opacity” points to the difference between the 

literary and the ordinary language, or between art objects and the objects of common 

use.76  

 

Krauss uses the concepts of “transparency” and “opacity” in the way Sartre uses to 

differentiate prose from poetry. Transparency is the aim of a prose writer who uses 

language essentially for its communicative function. On the contrary, the poet’s task is to 

make the words opaque, by obliterating their communicative function and transforming 

them into cognitive objects.77  

 

Although Krauss uses “transparency” and “opacity” to distinguish between everything that 

is not art, and that is art, she notes that the transparency of prose language should not 

suggest that there are no strategies of opacity in prose. Krauss stresses that the 

“thickening of the experience by making it opaque” is found in prose as well. She points 

to Shklovsky’s “defamiliarization” or “making strange” as a strategy that transforms the a 

work of art into a cognitive object.78 

 

Among the various strategies of “estrangement” such as “retardation,” “double plotting,” 

“episodic composition,” Krauss focuses on the “baring of the device,” as a main strategy 

“to force the reader’s attention to the actual procedures of writing or narrating, directly 

exhibiting the technical substructure of the story.”79 

 

For Krauss, the technique of converting transparency into opacity is found in the formalist 

painting as well. Transparency is found in the realistic, illusionist art “which has 

dissembled the medium, using art to conceal art.” Opacity is found in the modernist 

painting “which used art to call attention to art.”80  

 

Through a refutation of illusionism, the modernist painting draws attention to the 

constitutive aspects of the medium such as “the flat surface,” “the shape of the support,” 

                                                 
76 Ibid., 168.  
77 Ibid., 168. 
Krauss gives example from Mallarmé’s two lines quoted by Sartre. 
 “To flee, to flee there, I feel that birds are drunk 
But, oh, my heart, hear the song of the sailors.” 
Krauss discusses the opaqueness in poetry. “The “but” being isolated as object, it is transformed into a special 
type of thing: a cognitive object, one that forces us to reflect upon how it is we know something. Positioned 
usually as the shear between two lines of verse, the word “but” reinforces its meaning spatially by becoming 
an image of disjunction.” Ibid., 168.  
78 Ibid., 168. 
79 Ibid., 169. 
80 Ibid. 
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and “the properties of the pigment.” For Krauss, “baring of the device” is an essential 

strategy in formalist painting as in formalist literature. As the devices are made opaque, 

the modernist painting turns out to be a cognitive object. In this way, the work becomes 

self-referential, i.e., transparent to its own laws or norms.81  

 

Formulations Of Formalism In Architecture 

 

For Krauss, transforming “transparency” into “opacity” by “laying bare the devices” is 

central to formalist thinking and this notion can be applicable to architecture as well. 

Krauss focuses on the formalist thinking in architecture, which envisions self-referential 

cognitive objects, rather than the functional pieces of architecture. For Krauss formalism 

refers to a design strategy in architecture, which isolate the devices from their functions 

in order that they become opaque and referential to their purely formal principles.  

 

Here, Alan Colquhoun’s interpretation of “opacity” in the field of architecture might be 

illuminating. Earlier than Krauss’ essay, Colquhoun in “Three Kinds of Historicism” 

introduces Philippe Junod’s book Transparence et Opacité as an influential work on the 

twentieth century avant-garde. 82 He notes that the concept of “opacity” developed in 

Junod’s book was emphasized further in the work of Russian Formalists, so that it turned 

out to be a crucial aspect of avant-garde thought.83  Colquhoun remarks that the most 

significant contribution of the concept of “opacity” can be recognized in its isolation of the 

artistic work from the idea of “imitation.” Rather than seeing an art work merely as a 

representation or an imitation of a model, the concept of “opacity” drew attention to the 

internal rules of a work of art, and emphasized the autonomy of artistic disciplines, which 

demands that “the artistic tradition is one of the ‘objective facts’ that is transformed by 

the creative act.”84 

 

Colquhoun searches the “opacity” in the autonomy of the discipline, rather than the 

autonomy of the devices. The autonomy of the discipline which focuses on the 

investigation of its essential principles does not necessarily suggest architecture as a 

marginal discipline based on its own aesthetical system. Instead, it can create its 

connection with life and with the “nonaesthetic.” Accordingly he says:       

 

                                                 
81 Ibid. 
82Alan Colquhoun, “Three Kinds of Historicism” in Architectural Design 53, 9/10 (1983). Reprinted in 
Modernity and the Classical Tradition: Architectural Essays 1980-1987, (London: The MIT Press), 14. 
83 Ibid., 15. 
84 Ibid., 17. 
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The notions of the opacity of the work of art and the search for basic principles do 
not presuppose that architecture is a closed system which has no contact with 
outside life, with the nonaesthetic. The aesthetic comes into being anew through the 
existence of a particular material situation, even if it is not wholly conditioned by this 
situation.85  

 

Krauss’ interpretation of formalism differs from Colquhoun’s understanding as it is 

conceived as a general artistic approach that can be applicable to architecture, regardless 

of the unique features that distinguish an architectural work from other works of art. In 

this way it diverges as well from the original idea of formalism in the Russian literary 

criticism. As discussed previously, formalism in Russian literary criticism departs from a 

concern for the internal formal problems specific to a literary work. The Russian 

Formalism is not an ideological position that focuses on the study of “form” by separating 

it from its “content.” It rather aims at developing an inclusive formal notion that 

elucidates multiple levels of formal relationships in a literary work, which is in agreement 

with Colquhoun’s interpretation .86  

 

If Krauss’ discussion is reconsidered in light of Russian Formalism elucidated in the 

previous section, it becomes possible to recognize that her interpretation of Russian 

Formalism focuses rather on specific aspects of the formalist project. Krauss does not 

include in her definition of formalism, the instrumental character of device recognized in a 

prose work. What she transfers from the Russian Formalist theory to architecture is the 

function of device in a work of poetry. The estrangement of the devices employed in a 

work of poetry, by detaching them from function, suggests isolation of form from its 

content. Nevertheless, as discussed in Schklovsky’s “Art as Device,” the role of the device 

in a prose work is more the estrangement of the material than the estrangement of itself. 

This distinction is crucial, since the logic of Russian Formalists’ replacement of form-

content separation with the device-material relation is concerned with a search for an 

inclusive and generative notion of form that enables the study of the instrumental 

character of devices as well. Rather than questioning the form-content separation as 

Russian Formalists do, Krauss seems to accept this dichotomy as the basis of formalist 

approach in art.  

 

The way Tzonis interpretes the concept of “estrangement” in the classical works of 

architecture is quite evocative of Schklovsky’s idea. In the Classical Architecture: Poetics 

                                                 
85 Ibid., 18. 
86 In “What is Literature?” Sartre criticizes the attempts to apply the same formal theory to all arts. He notes 
that for every discipline whose essential task is to give ideas a form, the concept of “form” takes on different 
meanings. As long as the nature of the problems and the materials are not same, the ways to give form to them 
are different.  Sartre, 25. 
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of Order, Tzonis argues that   “foregrounding” and/or “strangemaking” are the ways that 

the form of a classical building connects to reality.87 He notes that the idea of 

foregrounding was developed before by the Prague School of linguistics of the 1930s and 

by the Russian Formalists, mainly by Victor Shklovsky. It is through the literary techniques 

that accomplish “foregrounding” that poetic language is distinguished from the ordinary 

language.  Tzonis remarks that the idea of making strange can be recognized in Aristotle’s 

thinking as well. Aristotle employed the concept of “strange” (xenikon) to express the 

unexpectedness recognized in the phonetics, grammar, syntax or the semantics of a work. 

In his Art of Rhetoric, the concept of “strange” is related to “removing from ordinary” and 

to the “dignity of poetic discourse.”88  

 

Tzonis notes that the poetic feature of a classical building does not come from its 

firmness, its functionality or its constructional principles. A poetic work of architecture is 

distinguished from an ordinary building, which is merely a representation of reality, in its 

way of achieving “foregrounding” through its formal organization. Tzonis adapts the word 

“literariness” to architecture. Accordingly, for Tzonis, the quality of “architecturalness” in a 

classical building should be searched in its being a “critical reconstruction.”89  

 

Similar to the techniques applied in a literary work, the techniques of “taxis,” “genera,” 

“shape,” “metric patterns,” and “figures” employed in classical architecture attribute an 

architectural quality to the “doors, windows, walls, parapets, ceilings and floors” by 

detaching them from their habitual and everyday meanings pertaining to “supporting, 

bracing, pulling, insulating, jointing, storing, and surveying.” In other words, a classical 

work plays with the “location, position, dimension, configuration and number of 

architectural elements” and it makes strange an ordinary construction.90  

 

Tzonis’ recognition of the idea of estrangement in the classical architecture comprises the 

achievement of the perception of the “cognitive object” in Krauss’ words, yet this 

“cognitive object” is not an end in itself, but it is a means to achieve poetry in life. He 

says: 

 

In classical architecture the new arrangements and the new compositional wholes 
that emerge create a poetic world next to the ordinary one. “Catharsis,” or cleansing, 
is the word Aristotle uses to describe this process in a tradegy. The effect of this 

                                                 
87 Tzonis, Alexander and Liane Lefaivre. Classical Architecture, The Poetics of Order. (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press,1986), 276. 
88 Ibid., 277. 
89 Ibid., 276. 
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juxtaposition of the two realms, poetic and ordinary, is purification, which in the 
modern world has a critical purpose as the divinatory one had in archaic culture. The 
building, as a temenos, can be seen as bringing about the same kind of catharsis a 
tradegy does. It takes the existing reality and reorganizes it through strangemaking 
on a higher cognitive level. It provides a new frame in which to understand reality, 
with which to “cleanse” away an obsolete one. The means are formal, the effect is 
cognitive, the purpose moral and social.91    

 

Problems of the Formalist Discourse in Architecture 

 

Krauss’ formulation of formalism which was associated with the early work of Peter 

Eisenman may be said to influence the following generation’s understanding of formalism 

in architecture who followed the design ideas of Eisenman. Together with this kind of 

formalism, Alan Colquhoun points to another widely accepted definition of formalism, 

which is rooted in the classical tradition.  Colquhoun in “Rationalism: A Philosophical 

Concept in Architecture” characterizes formalism as an approach that focuses on the 

“rule-governed relationships rather than relationships of cause and effect.”92 Accordingly, 

formalism is understood as a mathematical way of explaining the formal relationships. The 

question of “why” is avoided and it is replaced with the “how” of these formal 

relationships. Colquhoun notes that this characteristic constitutes the common 

understanding of formalism in the late nineteenth century and the early twentieth 

century, and it covers not only architecture but various disciplines such as art, philosophy 

and mathematics. Colquhoun notes that this kind of formalism in art criticism was rooted 

in the nineteenth-century German aesthetic theory. It was known as an approach that 

isolated the work from its particular context and constrained the object of study to the 

purely formal structures of works of art. The leading figures were Franz Wickoff, Alois 

Riegl, and Heinrich Wölfflin. 93  

 

In this formulation too, formalism is conceived as a position that examines form separate 

from the aspects that connect it to life. This is why the term “formalism” has often had a 

pejorative sense. In ANY magazine, Somol, describes the problem situation concerning 

formalism and the work on form in architecture as follows, “formal investigation is 

increasingly reduced to the pursuit of precedent or dismissed for its lack of social 

engagement or political commitment,” and he asks: “Given this current commonplace held 

by both national professional magazines and leading academic institutions, the question 

                                                 
91 Ibid., 278. emphasis mine. 
92 Alan Colquhoun, “Rationalism: A Philosophical Concept in Architecture” in Modernity and the Classical 
Tradition: Architectural Essays 1980-1987, (London: The MIT Press), 75. 
93 Ibid., 76. 



 32

remains as to whether a new formalist discourse can reinvigorate an experimental 

tradition with a political or ideological dimension.”94  

 

The responses of the writers explicitly show that the conventional understanding of 

formalism could not provide appropriate conceptual tools to examine various dimensions 

implicit in the architectural form. Accordingly, Judith Wolin notes that formalism is known 

with its negative connotations: “Formalism is now a battered, blunted term, used most 

often to imply the absence of something else: social responsibility, emotional content, or 

originality.”95  

 

Fred Koetter points to the ambiguity in the usage of the term “formalism.” He says, “[i]n 

fact, the term itself has become so distorted and corrupted by excessive use that it can be 

conveniently applied to near opposite conditions and has hence rendered itself essentially 

useless, especially as a term that can be applied to architects or to architectural 

thought.”96 Contrary to the negative connotations of the term “formalism,” Fred Koetter 

demands a new definition of it. He proposes to reformulate formalism as a state of 

consciousness in formal investigation.  

 

One might attempt to rehabilitate the term in various ways. Formalism could, for 
instance, be posited as a condition of consciousness –i.e., the more conscious (or 
better still, self-conscious) the use of form, perhaps the more formalist the activity. In 
this respect, an extremely high degree of self-consciousness –for instance, a 
condition of simulated unself-consciousness- would, according to this interpretation of 
the term, constitute a particularly advanced condition of formalism.97  

 

 

Relevance of “Device and Material Relationship” for Exploring Architectural 

Form  

 

During the last decades some architectural critics aimed at overcoming the inadequacies 

of looking at architectural form in terms of dichotomies. Their reading strategies, which 

can be called diagrammatic, include a search for the capacity of form to engage with the 

various aspects of a design problem and they try to incorporate architectural material 

                                                 
94 R.E. Somol (ed.), “What is the Status of Work on Form Today?” In Any Magazine 7/8 (1994). 58-66.  
95 Ibid. 59. Wolin continues by pointing to the unexplored potentials of Russian Formalist criticism. “In the 
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construction of a narrative and the ways that the organization of a text supported or augmented its message. It 
is Alan Colquhoun, not Colin Rowe, who has been most attentive to Russian formalist propositions and their 
responsible translation to architectural criticism.” Ibid., 59.  
96 Ibid., 58. 
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within form. In this way, interiority of form is not only searched within form’s elimination 

of its function, but in its capacity to transform these issues within itself. 98   

 

Stan Allen in “Diagrams Matter,” published in a 1998 issue of Any Magazine, discusses the 

capacity of the diagrammatic practice: 

 

Although diagrams can serve an explanatory function, clarifying form, structure, or 
program to the designer and to others, and notations map program in time and 
space, the primary utility of the diagram is as an abstract means of thinking about 
organization. The variables in an organizational diagram include both formal and 
programmatic configurations: space and event, force and resistance, density, 
distribution, and direction. In an architectural context, organization implies both 
program and its distribution in space, bypassing conventional dichotomies of function 
versus form or form versus content. Multiple functions and action over time are 
implicit in the diagram. The configurations it develops are momentary clusters of 
matter in space, subject to continual modification. A diagram is therefore not a thing 
in itself but a description of potential relationships among elements, not only an 
abstract model of the way things behave in the world but a map of possible worlds.99 

 

It is with the recognition of architect’s role to cope with the complexity of information in 

design process, especially in large-scale projects, that form-giving is conceived as a 

process of organization and it is distinguished from providing an external appearance to a 

schema. From this perspective, architectural form is no longer conceived as an element 

that can be analyzed independently from the design material; but it is read as a system of 

internal and external forces. The search for enhancing the instrumental capacity of 

architectural form does not naively follow the slogan of “form follows function,” but it is 

concerned with the formal strategies that can transform the design material into a 

diagrammatic organization. Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos discuss the capacity of the 

diagrammatic strategies to develop an internal discourse in architecture. “In order to 

avoid total disillusionment and exhaustion, architecture must continue to evolve its 

internal discourse, to adapt in specific ways to new material and technological 

innovations, and to engage in constant self-analysis.” 100 

 

These diagrammatic strategies that try to incorporate the design material within a formal 

organization point to an understanding of architectural devices comparable to the devices 

utilized in prose literature. As the parallelism between literature and architecture is 

extended further in terms of device-material relationship, it is possible to assert that if 

Krauss’ understanding of architectural device, with its self-referential character,  is on the 

                                                 
98 See Somol, R.E, “The Diagrams of Matter.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998. 23. 
99 Stan Allen, “Diagrams Matter.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998. 16. 
100 Ben van Berkel and Caroline Bos. “Diagram Work.” In Any Magazine 23, 1998. 15. 
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side of poetry, then the instrumental character of device in diagrammatic approaches can 

be considered on the side of prose.  

 

In discussing the “device” and “material” relationship within the context of Russian 

Formalism, I aimed at elucidating not only the pertinent concepts, but also the motives of 

the formalist tradition in literary criticism. Through the work of Russian literary scholars, 

the formalist practice characterizes itself not as an ideological position, but as a research 

program that focuses on analyzing the formal problems unique to a discipline. Considering 

its concern for an inclusive framework that covers the analyses of diverse formal patterns, 

Russian Formalism can be an illuminating approach for a reconsideration of the scope of 

the formalism in architectural criticism. 

 

Furthermore, as the formulation of form in light of the concepts of device and material is 

applied to architectural form, it is possible to analyze various levels of relationship 

inherent in architectural form, including both the autonomous character of formal devices 

and the instrumental formal strategies. In this way, these seemingly diverse formal 

approaches are no longer conceived as ideological and incommensurable positions, but 

they can be related and analyzed as pointing to diverse levels of device-material 

relationship.  

 

The process of disclosing and analyzing devices necessitates a reading strategy. A reading 

strategy develops its own analytical devices in order to “defamiliarize” formal aspects 

concealed in the object of analysis. It is through these analytical devices that the 

disclosed formal principles can be related to a larger system of design problems. If the 

generic capacity of the devices is understood, it is possible to interpret and apply them in 

new design contexts. It is through this connection that an analysis goes beyond a merely 

descriptive and historical research, and it becomes a part of design research.  

 

 



 35

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER III 

 

 

DISCLOSING FORMAL DEVICES IN LE CORBUSIER’S VENICE HOSPITAL 

 

 

III.I. The Story of the Venice Hospital Project 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1. The city of Venice (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 2. Montage of the Venice Hospital (the third project of 1966) over the city. 
(Guillermo Jullian de la Fuente, The Venice Hospital Project of Le Corbusier, New York: Wittenborn, 1968) 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3. Site plan of the Venice Hospital project of 1964 (first project). (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 4. Sections of the Venice Hospital project of 1964. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 5. Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 1. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 6. Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 2a. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 7. Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 2b. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 8. Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 3. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 9. Site plan of the Venice Hospital project of 1965. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 10. Site plan of the Venice Hospital project of 1967. (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 11. Model view (Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965. New York: G. Wittenborn, 1966, 141). 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 12. Sections (Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965, 144-146) 
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Figure 13. The Venice Hospital of 1964. Ground-level plan. 
(Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965, 143). 

 
 
 
 
 
The Venice Hospital project of 1964 
Level 1: 
 
 
1 Gondolport 
2 Carport 
3 Patient entrance and emergency care 
4 Administration entrance 
5 Administration 
6 Entrance to social medicine 
7 Visitors’ entrance 
8 Obstetrics and gynecology entrance 
9 Entrance of nurses and nuns 
10 Chapel entrance 
11 Service entrance 

12 Services of gondoloport 
13 Bridge connecting to vehicular road 
14 Central pharmacy 
15 Kitchen 
16 Laundry 
17 Linen 
18 Shop 
19 Building maintenance 
20 Chapel and morgue 
21 Chaplain’s residence 
22 Pediatric hospital entrance 
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Figure 14. The Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 2a plan. 
(Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965. 145). 

 
 
 
 
The Venice Hospital project of 1964 
Level 2a: 
 
 
1 Patient entrance and emergency care 
2 Reception 
3 Emergency care 
4 Emergency operating rooms 
5 Beds 
6 Beds 
7 Office 
8 Patient entrance 
9 Gurney elevator 
10 Operating rooms 
11 Transfusion center 
12 Diagnostic services 

13 X-ray 
14 Radiotherapy 
15 Therapy 
16 Laboratories 
17 Nurses 
18 Nuns 
19 Free clinic 
20 Meeting rooms and amphitheater 
21 Maternity wards 
22 Free clinic 
23 Pharmacy 
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Figure 15. The Venice Hospital Project of 1964. Level 2b plan. 
(Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965. 145). 

 
 
 
 
 
The Venice Hospital project of 1964 
Level 2b:  
 
 
1 Patients paths “conduits” linking to level 2 
2 Storage 
3 Clean items service 
4 Maternity clean items service 
5 Clean items “conduits” and storage 
6 Soiled items service 
7 Maternity soiled items service 
8 Soiled items “conduits” and storage 
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Figure 16. The Venice Hospital project of 1964. Level 3 plan. 
(Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965, 145). 

 
 
 
 
 
The Venice Hospital project of 1964 
Level 3: 
 
 
A Beds 
B Treatment 
1 Visitors’ entrance 
2 General medicine 
3 General surgery 
4 Neurology 
5 Neurosurgery 
6 Thoracic surgery 
7 Urology  
8 Dermopathy 

9 Otology 
10 Stomatology 
11 Cancer surgey 
12 Obstetrics and gynecology 
13 Pediatrics 
14 Patients’ living room 
15 Church 
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Venice Hospital project is one of Le Corbusier’s final works, which he could not complete 

before his death in 1965. After Le Corbusier’s death, the design of the project, which was 

started in 1964, continued under the supervision of  Guillermo Julian de la Fuente until 

the early 1970s.  Nevertheless, the project could not be realized as the Venetian 

authorities finally decided not to build it.101   

 

Venice Hospital project was developed in various stages. The first project of 1964 was 

prepared before Le Corbusier’s death. It illustrates the conceptual scheme and the main 

strategies generating the formal organization. This project constitutes the focus of this 

study. The main principles put forward in the first project were continued and elaborated 

in the following projects, yet these projects diverge from the original one in their formal 

organization due to the alterations in the exploitation of the site, and in the locations and 

articulations of programmatical activities. 102 

 

If the Venice Hospital had been built, it would have been a large hospital complex with 

approximately 1200 beds, situated at the north west coast of Venice, where the Canale di 

Cannaregio meets the sea. The site was close to the train station and its periphery was 

defined by the surrounding neighborhood in the southeast, and the sea in the northwest. 

The project was covering an extensive area whose length approximates 800 meters at 

certain points, and its scale, as can be observed in the general site plan belonging to the 

third project of 1966, 103 is “comparable in its mass and public importance to such groups 

                                                 
101 A comprehensive history of Venice Hospital project with documentations and official letters between Le 
Corbusier’s office and the Venetian authorities, were presented in the exhibition “H VEN LC” held at the 
IUAV, Venice, on June-October 1999. The documents of the exhibition can be reached at the web-site: 
[Internet, WWW], ADDRESS: http://oberon.iuav.it/corbu/corbu.html. [Accessed: September 2005]. 
For an extensive discussion on the story of the Venice Hospital project, see Pablo Allard’s “Bridge over 
Venice.” In this recent article, Allard refers to his interviews with Guilermo Julian de la Fuente held between 
January and June 2001. Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the 
Mat Building Revival, ed. Hashim Sarkis, (London: Prestel, 2001). 
Guilermo Julian de la Fuente, who worked in Le Corbusier’s office for years, had an active role in the design 
of Venice Hospital project and he finally became the supervisor of the project after Le Corbusier’s death. For 
understanding the Venice Hospital project from the point of view of Fuente: Guillermo Jullian de la Fuente, 
The Venice Hospital Project Of Le Corbusier, (New York, Distributed by Wittenborn, 1968). 
102 The first project of 1964 can be found in Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965. (New York: G. 
Wittenborn, 1966.) and in Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building 
Revival, (London: Prestel, 2001), 36-41.  
Other projects can be asked both from Fondation Le Corbusier in Paris, and from the web-page: 
http://oberon.iuav.it/corbu/corbu.html.  
103 The scale of the project can be best understood in the site plans exhibited in Le Corbusier, Oéuvre 
Complete 1957-1965. (New York: G. Wittenborn, 1966.), 142, and in Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le 
Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, (London: Prestel, 2001), 36. In these plans 
pertaining to different phases, the scale of Venice Hospital can be examined in relation to San Marco square 
and the old city hospital Ospedale Civile.     
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as the Piazza San Marco, the Ospedale Civile, and the monastery of San Giorgio 

Maggiore.”104 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 17. Plan of Venice indicating the Piazza San Marco and the Ospedale Civile, and 
the Venice Hospital (third project of 1966). (Sarkis ed., Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital, 36) 

 
 
 
Venice Hospital project was organized in three main levels.105 The ground level arranges 

the pedestrian and vehicular approaches and access from the water. In addition to the 

entrances for various facilities, the ground floor accommodates the central pharmacy, 

shops and services, such as administration offices, kitchens and laundry. At this level, it is 

also possible to reach the chapel and the morgue, whose mass is expressed as a 

landmark floating over the water. The second level comprises the operating rooms, 

treatment departments and medical services.  Between the second and the third levels, a 

mezzanine floor takes place, which is reserved for the storage, sterilization and the 

circulation of the staff. The third level, on the top, comprises the patient rooms. This level 

has specific significance in the project, not only for exhibiting the formal organization in its 

totality, but also for accomodating the patient cells considered as the point of departure 

for the hospital design.106 

 

                                                 
104 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 256. 
104 Klaus-Peter Gast, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, (Basel: Birkhauser, 2000). 
105 For a detailed information about the functional organization of the hospital, see the technical report of the 
project: Le Corbusier, Rapport Technique, translated by Lucia Allais in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital 
and the Mat Building Revival, 42-47. The report, which belongs to the second project of 1965, introduces an 
extensive explanation of the hospital’s programme and the technical information pertaining to the use of 
materials.    
106 Le Corbusier, “Rapport Technique,” 42. 
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Alexander Tzonis distinguishes Venice Hospital from Le Corbusier’s other buildings by 

saying that “[m]ore than any building by Le Corbusier, the scheme was a diagram of an 

idea rather than a plan to be constructed.”107 The impression that the Venice Hospital 

created in the mind of Tzonis does not probably happen from its being an unrealized 

project without a physical existence. It is difficult to conceive the Venice Hospital as a 

building with a distinguishable figure in its environment. Rather than the impression of an 

architectural object, the plan drawings of Venice Hospital convey the idea of a horizontal 

system that merges with the irregular geometry of its site.  

 

The formal structure of the Venice Hospital can hardly be dissociated from its unique local 

context, the city of Venice. In its technical report, the height of the hospital is mentioned 

13.66 meters which is in conformity with the standard height of buildings in Venice. A 

concern for  providing the continuity of the silhoutte of the city of Venice is certainly not 

the only aspect that relates the Venice Hospital to its local context. The unique formal 

organization of the Venice Hospital can also be recognized as an interpretation of  the 

basic organizational structure of the city of Venice. William Curtis, in his description of the 

project, points to a close association between the Venice Hospital and the overall texture 

of Venice:  

 

The site was near the station and Le Corbusier respected the skyline of the city, 
conceiving the building as a series of low boxes matted together in a complex pattern 
of overlapping walkways, platforms and spaces, extending over the water on piers. 
This form abstracted and intensified the neighbouring urban structure of Venice with 
its canals, bridges, rios, small piazzas and paths.108 
 

Accordingly, Colquhoun says “it [the Venice Hospital] repeats the pattern of the city with 

its overall texture –a solid mass of building penetrated by canals and courts. In Venice, 

the city itself is the building, and the hospital is an extension of this building spreading 

tentacle-like over the water.” 109 

 

Characterizing the Venice Hospital as an extension of the city of Venice is not merely a 

matter of interpretation. In the technical report of the project, it was clearly explicated 

that the idea to provide continuity between the hospital and the morphology of the city 

                                                 
107 Alexander Tzonis, Le Corbusier: The Poetics of Machine and Metaphor, (London: Universe Publishing, 
2001), 230.   
108 William J.R. Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms, (London: 1986), 214. 
109 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in Architectural Design, no.36, (May 1966), 221-
34. Also in Alan Colquhoun, Essays in Architectural Criticism- Modern Architecture and Historical Change, 
(London: MIT Press, 1981). 31-41. Reprinted in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New York: 
Rizzoli, 1991), 256.  
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was one of the main themes in the design of the hospital. Accordingly, the basic 

organizational principles of the project were explained as interpretations of the small 

squares (campiello), streets (calles) and the hanging gardens, typical elements recognized 

by Le Corbusier in the city of Venice. For example, the central space which includes an 

elevator in the center and around which the care units are organized is called a campiello. 

This “campiello” or the square connects four linear circulation elements, called calles. The 

“building unit” (unité de batisse), which is generated from the composition of the 

“campiello,” the four “calles” and four care units, is characterized as the main organizing 

principle. It is through the repitition of this building unit that the overall disposition of the 

hospital is developed.110  

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 18. Le Corbusier’s sketches of the city of Venice and the campiello.  
(Jullian de la Fuente, 1968). 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 19. The plan of a “building unit” in the Venice Hospital project (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
 

                                                 
110 Le Corbusier, “Rapport Technique,” 42.  
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Figure 20-21. Examples of “hanging garden” in the city of Venice (photos by Namık Erkal) 
 
 
 
Referring to a letter written by Le Corbusier to the Hospital’s president, Pablo Allard points 

to the evidences of Le Corbusier’s special emphasis on the relation between the hospital 

and the city. “What relates to the plans of your hospital will extend to its surroundings by 

a process of osmosis. It is for love of your city that I accept to work for you.”111 In “Bridge 

Over Venice,” Allard discusses how Le Corbusier and his colleagues worked on the city of 

Venice during the development of the project. Based on his interview with Guillermo 

Jullian de la Fuente, the supervisor of the project after Le Corbusier’s death, Allard 

mentions that the paintings of Carpaccio and Canaletto and  the work of Barbari were 

carefully studied and interpreted during the conceptualization phase of the project. The 

idea of the city depicted in those paintings reveals not only the urban life in Venice, but it 

also represents the spatial atmosphere in terms of the relation of the buildings to the 

canals and the superimposed network of patios and gardens.112  

 

                                                 
111 Quoted in Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” 25. The letter can be found in web-site: 
http://oberon.iuav.it/corbu/corbu.html.  
112 Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” 22-25. 
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Figure 22. Vittore Carpacio, Martydom of the Pilgrims          Figure 23. Le Corbusier’s sketch of Carpaccio’s    
and the Funeral of Saint Ursula, 1493. (Allard, 22)              Funeral of Saint Ursula and section of a care unit cell                              
bbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbb   bin the Venice Hospital project. (Allard, 22) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 24. Jacopo de’ Barbari, Pianta prospettica di Venezia del 1500. Detail of Canareggio area. (Allard, 22) 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 25. Le Corbusier’s sketches of San Giorgio Maggiore. (Jullian, The Venice Hospital Project of Le Corbusier)
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The Venice Hospital project is characterized in light of its formal and symbolic attachment 

to its context, it is unavoidable to conceive its formal organization as a unique solution to 

a specific design problem. In the same way, it may be argued that the design principles 

acquire meaning only when they are examined in relation to the specific design context. 

Seeing them as integral components of this particular design problem might bring with it 

the difficulty of imagining the adaptation of similar design principles to another design 

context. Yet, through the formal readings that will be presented in this study, it is possible 

to recognize that the Venice Hospital comprises generic design strategies within its 

contextual solutions as well, which are capable of being related to diverse design contexts 

and periods.  

 

 

III.II. Venice Hospital as a Field Phenomenon 

 

 

The Venice Hospital project was re-introduced into the context of architectural discourse 

owing to its exemplary formal organization. Through Stan Allen’s 1997 essay “From 

Object to Field,”113 and the book Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat 

Building Revival114, first published in 2001, the Venice Hospital project was recognized as 

a paradigmatic project, which comprises viable design strategies of field and mat-building. 

 

From Object towards Field Organizations 

 

Stan Allen’s “From Object to Field” emphasizes the relevance of field phenomena in the 

domain of architecture, by paying attention not only to pertinent precedents in 

architecture, but also to those in the visual arts, specifically the minimalist and post-

minimalist works of the sixties and seventies.  

 

Allen’s theory of “field conditions” arises from a concern to develop a formal framework 

that answers the difficult task of working with the dynamic and undetermined conditions 

prevailing in the urban context. Allen describes contemporary cities as places of 

unexpected conditions, and products of an intricate order developing in time. Yet, it is 

hard for architecture and planning to develop appropriate solutions that can respond to 

                                                 
113 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture After Geometry, Architectural Design Profile No. 127. 
May-June 1997, 24-32. Reprinted as “Field Conditions” in Stan Allen, Points+Lines: Diagrams and Projects 
for the City, (New York: Princeton A.P., 1999).92-103. 
114 Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, (London: 
Prestel, 2001). 
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these dynamics, and to define their roles in the development of cities. Allen argues that 

the problem of the architect working in the city is his lack of devices. The conventional 

notion of architecture that is merely dedicated to the idea of control, hierarchy and unity 

no longer provides sufficient tools to understand the complex interplay of uncertainty and 

order in the city.115 

 

While criticizing the conventional form making methods, Allen notes that the solution 

should not be searched in the replacement of the idea of order with that of chaos, or in 

the replacement of planning with uncontrolled growth. He argues that without eliminating 

its role to give order, architecture should understand the urban context in its complexity. 

Allen proposes a “logistics of context” as a framework, discerning the necessity of 

understanding both the controllable and simultaneous aspects of urban conditions. 

Pointing to the responsibility of architectural theory to be in dialogue with the practical 

aspects of its discipline, Allen’s “logistics of context” suggests a close examination of the 

existing conditions and it considers the constraints as the very material of a design task. It 

proposes a renewed concern for infrastructural development and systems of service and 

supply. Rather than focusing on the overall impression, it puts stress on the local 

connections. Formally, Allen’s “logistics of context” aims at a system of relations that can 

respond to both local differences and the unity of the system. In that sense, “permeable 

boundaries,” “flexible internal relationships,” “multiple pathways” and “fluid hierarchies” 

are proposed as formal devices to develop such systems.116 

 

Allen proposes the “field strategy” for its capacity to incorporate various considerations 

within the formal organization. He defines a field condition as a bottom-up organization 

responsive to the internal connectivity between the various components of the design 

task. Rather than top-down approaches that start with the final shape of the whole, a 

field organization points to the unpredictability of the overall shape and it endorses the 

local relations between the parts. As the internal relations between the parts gain more 

significance than the external image of the building, the field strategies shift the focus 

from “form of things” to “form between things.” 117 

 

Allen’s theory of “field conditions” is quite complementary with Alex Wall’s characterization 

of the urban surface as a “landscape.”118 While proposing “landscape” as a model for both 

                                                 
115 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture after Geometry, Architectural Design Profile No. 127. 
May-June 1997, 30.   
116 Ibid., 30.  
117 Ibid., 24. 
118 Wall Alex, “Programming the Urban Surface.” in James Corner (ed.), Recovering Landscape: Essays in 
Contemporary Landscape Architecture. (Princeton: Princeton Architectural Press, 1999, 233. 
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architecture and urbanism, Wall does not refer to the open spaces between the buildings 

or the “greenery.” Here, “landscape” indicates “the ground plane of the city” that contains 

built structures, open spaces, streets and other services, and the design of landscape 

refers to the organization of this ground structure. The urban surface resembles a “field” 

as it “invokes the functioning matrix of connective tissue that organizes not only objects 

and spaces but also the dynamic processes and events that move through them.”119 Wall 

distinguishes the strategies of organizing “urban surface” or the “field” from a design 

approach that focuses on creating monuments on architectural scale, and master plans on 

urban scale. He says:  

 

In the aftermath of the 1980s building boom, the potential and significant field of 
action today is less the design of monuments and master plans than the careful 
modification and articulation of the urban surface. The surface is manipulated in two 
ways: as planar folds and smooth continuities and as a field that is grafted onto a set 
of new instruments and equipment. In either case, the surface becomes a staging 
ground for the unfolding of future events. The surface is not merely the venue for 
formal experiments but the agent for evolving new forms of social life.120  

 

 

Precedents of Field Organizations in the Post-minimalist Art  

 

For Allen it is necessary to incorporate the “time” element within the design task. To 

extend his argument of the “field conditions” to comprise the “time,” Allen gives examples 

from American post-minimalist art movement, particularly from the work of Barry Le Va. 

In the work of Barry Le Va, Allen recognizes “the displacement of control to a series of 

intricate local rules for combination, or as a ‘sequence of events,’ but not as an overall 

formal configuration.”121 In the works of postminimalism, the artist works with fluid and 

perishable materials, such as wire mesh, poured latex or blown flour. He/she determines 

only the initial conditions and leaves the process to the behavior of the materials. Rather 

than regulating the entire process, the role of the artist is to create the conditions within 

which the process will take place.122  

 

Allen mentions that American post-minimalist and minimalist work of 1960s and 1970s 

emerged as an attempt to go beyond the established compositional principles of the 

Cubism, which focused on the critical relations between the superimposed layers. The 

                                                 
119 Ibid., 233. 
120 Ibid., 247. 
121 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture after Geometry, 26. 
122 Ibid., 26. 
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minimalist work tried to remove the figurative aspects and meaning constructions from 

the artwork. The minimalist art focused on the creation of solidly created objects.    

 of the European Cubist composition. Post-minimalist work, however, was not satisfied 

with the tectonic character of the minimalist artwork. Thus it proposes a shift “from the 

discrete object to a record of the process of its making in the field.”123  

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 26. Barry Le Va. Bearings Rolled (six specific instants;                   Figure 27. Eva Hesse, untitled, 1967. 
no particular order), 1966-67. (Allen, “Field Conditions,” 96)                   (Allen, “Field Conditions,” 97)     
 
 
 
Together with the works of post-minimalist art, Allen relates “field conditions” to other 

systems that behave like field structures.124 Moiré effects, for instance, are often used “to 

measure hidden stresses in continuous fields, or to map complex figural forms.” 125 A 

moiré is produced by the juxtaposition of two regular fields. The combination of the two 

fields, each of which is formed by repetitive elements, can exhibit unpredicted effects and 

behaviors. Although the result can be unforeseen, moiré effects are based on intricate 

mathematical systems.  

                                                 
123 Ibid., 25. 
124 Although Allen never refers to Christopher Alexander’s “Notes on the Synthesis of Form,” it is also 
possible to relate “field conditions” to Alexander’s “goodness of form.” Alexander remarks that “What does 
make a problem in real world cases is that we are trying to make a diagram for forces whose field we do not 
understand.” He defines goodness of form by an example of the arrangement of iron filings on a magnetic 
field. “The iron filings constitute a form, the magnetic field a context. Again we may easily judge the fit of a 
form by placing it in the magnetic field, and watching to see whether any of the filings move under its 
influence. If they do not, the form fits well.” Christopher Alexander, Notes on the Synthesis of Form, (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1964), 20-21.  
125 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture After Geometry, 28. 
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Figure 28. Moiré pattern                                            Figure 29. Diagram of moiré grates                              
(Allen, “Field Conditions,” 99)                                     (Allen, “Field Conditions,” 99)   
 
 
 

        
 

Figure 30. Behavior of a flock.                                   Figure 31. Iannis Xenakis, 1959. Diagram of “fixed states” 
(Allen, “Field Conditions,” 99)                                    before transcription (Allen, “Field Conditions,” 100) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 32. Diagrams of figure conditions. (Allen, “Field Conditions,” 98)    
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Allen mentions that the analysis of different field combinations such as moiré, flocks, 

swarms and crowds might be illuminating in understanding the diversity of possibilities 

and relationships within the urban field. He says:  

 

The monuments of the past, including the skyscraper, a modernist monument to 
efficient production, stood out from the fabric of the city as privileged vertical 
moments. The new institutions of the city will perhaps occur at moments of intensity, 
linked to the wider network of the urban field, and marked by not by demarcating 
lines but by thickened surfaces.126  

 

When it comes to architecture, Allen notes that the strategy of field conditions competes 

with classical formal organizations. Instead of the ordering devices of western classical 

architecture, which establish constant relationships of parts to the whole, Allen introduces 

the formal concepts of “interval,” “repetition” and “seriality.”127 For him, the classical 

tradition of form making comprises a logic limited to a hierarchically ordered and closed 

design thinking. In an attempt to go beyond the conventional opposition of construction 

and form-making, Allen argues that field conditions are defined not by geometrical 

ordering devices, but by the connectivity of local conditions.128  

 

Allen mentions that there is a close historical relationship between the formal tools of 

classical architecture, which fix all kinds of relationships through a hierarchical 

organization of parts and the whole, and the formal types of traditional Western 

institutions. Together with the social and technological changes, the form of conventional 

institutions loses its capacity to represent permanence, stability and firmness. Allen 

suggests that as these organizations are reconsidered in light of the field concept, it is 

possible to propose alternative formal relationships that interact with the city or the 

surrounding context.129   

 

Precedents of Field Organization in Architecture: The Cordoba Mosque and the 

Venice Hospital Project 

 

Allen notes that the tradition of architecture reveals examples of field organizations. 

Referring to two precedents, he explains principles of the field phenomena in architecture. 

The first example is the Great Mosque of Cordoba in Spain. Initially built as a closed 

structure of ten parallel walls opening to a court, the mosque was undergone 

                                                 
126 Ibid., 28. 
127 Allen mentions these concepts in the “Field Conditions.” See Stan Allen, “Field Conditions,” in Points + 
Lines, 92. 
128 Ibid., 93. 
129 See the chapter “Distributed Institutions.” Ibid., 101. 
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transformations in four stages. In each stage an extension was constructed that repeats 

the original structure keeping the relationship of the parts fixed. By making additions to 

the whole, the overall composition becomes indeterminate, yet the relationships between 

parts remain the same in all of the construction stages. The idea of growth in the formal 

organization of Cordoba Mosque is different from the understanding of growth in western 

classical architecture. For example, in St. Peter’s in Rome, it is possible to recognize 

extensions to the main body in different periods, yet the extensions are achieved in a way 

to complete the pre-determined closed organization. In Cordoba Mosque, “independent 

elements are combined additively to form an indeterminate whole”130 which distinguishes 

from the idea to achieve completeness in St.Peter’s.131   

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 33. The Great Mosque of Cordoba, Spain, c.785-800. Gray area designates the original boundaries. 
(Allen, “Field Conditions,” 93) 

 
 
 
Allen’s second example is Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital. Allen reads Venice hospital as an 

additive formal organization established by the repetition of the units. It is through the 

repetition of the parts that the form of Venice Hospital can obtain various responses at its 

periphery to the surrounding urban formation. It is a form which behaves diversely at its 

periphery while the internal relations between the units are very systematic. The way 

these units are connected allows for variety in the interior organization. Through the 

technique of rotation, the care units compose a larger building unit and they enable the 

                                                 
130 Stan Allen, “From Object to Field,” in Architecture After Geometry, 25. 
131 Ibid.,25. 
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arrangement of the circulation paths. Allen notes that the horizontal disposition of the 

hospital incorporates the open spaces within its organization.132  

 

Different from an object building that can be read as a figure on the ground, the overall 

form of the Venice Hospital merges with its ground. In this way, it becomes a flexible 

structure established according to the local conditions, rather than a close structure 

resisting the dynamics of the design task. Allen differentiates the Venice Hospital from the 

compositions of classical architecture that are constructed geometrically. He claims that 

the overall form of Venice Hospital is not a consequence of a unifying geometrical 

schema, but similar to the Cordoba mosque it is the outcome of “an elaboration of 

conditions established locally.”133  

 

In his interpretation of the Venice Hospital, Allen figures out a system that can exhibit 

diverse and flexible responses at its periphery, yet he does not mention the specific 

characteristics of the Venice context that were effective on the formal organization of the 

Venice Hospital. The unique character of the historical Venice context is not seen as an 

indispensable aspect of Allen’s reading of the Venice Hospital. It is rather regarded as a 

generic urban fabric, which directs a field of forces on the form.  

 

While presenting Venice Hospital, Allen does not give any information concerning the 

story of the project. He presents only an image of the project. This can be considered part 

of his reading strategy of “estrangement.” Allen creates a new perception of Venice 

Hospital as a field condition. Allen detaches the Venice Hospital and the Cordoba mosque 

from their conventional relation with their historical contexts, and analyzes their formal 

organizations as a field condition.  

 

The way Allen creates a fresh awareness of the Venice Hospital is not limited with 

introducing it as an exemplar of a contemporary strategy. Allen relates the Venice 

Hospital to examples from different disciplines and from different periods. As stated 

before, Allen aims to convey the notion of “field condition” through the precedents, and 

while formulating his theory he does not limit himself with architectural precedents. In 

this way, presented in a different problem context, the form of Venice Hospital cannot 

only be related to the Cordoba Mosque, but it can be understood in relation to the 

examples given from the work of minimalist art, the moiré effect, or the concepts of 

schools, flocks and crowds as well.  

                                                 
132 Ibid. 
133 Ibid. 
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It is possible to argue that the Venice Hospital is interpreted not only in Allen’s theoretical 

formulation of “field conditions”, but also in his architectural projects, particularly in the 

Korean-American Museum of Art in Los Angeles.134 This project displays similar 

organizational features with the Venice Hospital. The main body of the museum is raised 

from the street level, and the ground floor organizes various approaches from the 

surrounding environment into the building. As the hospital facilities take place on the 

upper floors in the Venice Hospital, the galleries in the Korean-American Art Museum are 

situated above the ground level. These galleries receive natural light from the skylights 

similar to the ones Le Corbusier used to provide light into the patient rooms. These 

similarities can be recognized more clearly when a sectional view of the museum is 

examined. The Korean-American Art Museum has an overall form with a regular 

geometrical outline and its figure character most probably derives from the geometry of 

the site which is quite different from the irregular geometry of Venice Hospital’s site. 

Despite the differences in their overall shapes, the voids in the massive block of the 

museum, defined by Allen as “blank boxes,” function in the similar way with the patios in 

the Venice Hospital. They work as devices of organizing the exhibition spaces. 

Furthermore, the formal organization of the museum can be compared to a building unit 

or a ward in the Venice Hospital. In the ground plan, the building is geometrically divided 

into rectangular elements rotating around a central void. These rectangular spaces are 

both separated from and related with each other through the circulation paths located 

between them. The central space or the campiello that functions as a node in Venice 

Hospital is transformed into a void which organizes the spaces and the circulation 

elements around it. From this point of view, it is possible to argue that a building unit or a 

ward composition in the Venice Hospital is explored and interpreted by Allen in a museum 

project as an organizational device.  

 

 

 

                                                 
134 Stan Allen, Points+Lines, 104-119.  
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Figure 34. Korean-American Museum of Art,                     Figure 35. The plan of a “building unit” in the Venice 
Los Angeles, 1995. Designed by Stan Allen                       Hospital project (Fondation Le Corbusier)          
(Allen, Points+Lines  109) 

 
 
      

 
 

Figure 36. Korean-American Museum of Art.                          Figure 37. Korean-American Museum of Art. 
Ground-level plan (Allen, Points+Lines  107)                          Gallery-level plan. (Allen, Points+Lines  111)   
 

 

 

               
 

Figure 38-39. Korean-American Museum of Art. Model views. (Allen, Points+Lines  106-110) 
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III.III. The Venice Hospital as a Precedent of Contemporary  

Mat-Buildings 

 

 

Following Stan Allen’s essay “From Object to Field,” the relevance of the Venice Hospital 

project as an exemplar of field organizations was acknowledged once again in another 

publication, the book Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival135. 

This book expands the discussion on the Venice Hospital that was initiated by Stan Allen, 

and it introduces a series of essays that examine contemporary architecture’s interest in 

the mat-building strategy.  

 

The book presents mat-building as a favorable approach in contemporary architecture and 

urbanism. The word “mat” synonymously with the words “field,” “carpet”, “ground”, 

“matrix,” etc. Sarkis explains that the growing interest in mat-building today derives 

mainly from its capacity to respond a wide range of problems that preoccupy 

contemporary architecture. Especially in complex design tasks that cover extensive sites, 

mat-building becomes an appropriate strategy that allows an effective use of land and 

combination of diverse programs. 

 

The mat answers to the recurring calls for efficiency in land use, indeterminacy in size 
and shape, flexibility in building use, and mixture in program. It expresses 
architecture’s increasing encroachment on both city and landscape and the open 
exchange between structure (building) and infrastructure (context) that this 
encroachment signals.136 

 

Sarkis describes mat-building as a self-developing strategy and he notes that it is difficult 

to associate mat-building with a limited set of formal tools since each example of mat-

building reflects a different approach to the context, program and architectural 

expression.  

 

Mats are by definition still developing. Today we apply to this phenomenon attributes 
as diverse as Kazuyo Sejima’s ethereality and Rafael Moneo’s compactness. The mat 
is the image of the promised fluidity of Foreign Office Architects’ Yokohama Terminal. 
It also occupies OMA books on the state of architecture today. To contain all these 
ideas in one building would be to miss out on the broad range of real differences 

                                                 
135 Hashim Sarkis (ed.), Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, (London: 
Prestel, 2001). 
136 Sarkis, 13. 
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between these architects’ positions vis-à-vis such fundamental issues as context, the 
relationship between form and program, and architectural language.137  

 

While using the term mat building to be synonymous with the terms field, carpet, matrix, 

etc., Sarkis points out a revival of “mat-building” typology emerged in 1960s and 

particularly associated with the work of Team 10. Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital 

and the Mat Building Revival looks into the historical examples of mat-building in light of 

current problem definitions, and it aims at examining the way mat-building assumes new 

meanings in time. Accordingly, the book presents a group of contemporary formal 

strategies as descendents of 1960s’ mat-building strategy, and it introduces the Venice 

Hospital as a pertinent exemplar of mat-building.  

 

Alison Smithson’s “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building” as a Precedent of 

Contemporary Interpretations of Field Phenomena 

 

When 1960s’ mat-building strategy is brought into consideration, it is indispensable to 

mention Alison Smithson’s essay “How to Recognise and Read Mat-building: Mainstream 

Architecture as It has Developed Towards the Mat-building,”138 Published first in 1974, 

and republished in the Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, 

this article both formulates the generic mat-building strategy, and it discloses the mat-

building character of the Venice Hospital project. In the article, Smithson does not only 

formulate the notion of mat-building, but she offers the tools to recognize different 

examples of mat-buildings as well.139 

 

Alison Smithson notes that mat-building was discussed for years among the Team 10 

members. The initial ideas of mat-building appeared in the book Team 10 Primer140. She 

mentions that as this concept became embodied in 1970s, it was finally recognized as a 

building typology. Smithson presents mat-building as a formal strategy that realize Team 

10’s ideals to achieve the social and cultural interactions through architectural design. 

                                                 
137 Ibid., 14. 
138 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building: Mainstream Architecture as It Has 
Developed Towards the Mat-building,” Architectural Design (September 1974), 573-590. Reprinted in Case: 
Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, 90-104. 
139 Stan Allen, while exemplifying the field organization of the Cordoba Mosque and the Venice Hospital, 
mentions that both of these examples were previously illustrated in Alison Smithson’s article “How to Read 
and Recognise Mat-Building.” Except for this citation in the footnote, Allen does not discuss the relevance of 
this article for his theory of field conditions. See Stan Allen, “Field Conditions” in Points+Lines, 103. 
140 Team 10 Primer is considered a book of the manifestos developed by the members of Team 10. In the 
book, specifically the section “Urban Infra-structure” comprises the first formulations of the idea of mat-
building. Without using the term “mat-building,” this section introduces the related concepts of 
“infrastructure,” “stem,” and “cluster” and it comprises some of the examples that were also presented in the 
essay “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building.”   Alison Smithson (ed.), Team 10 Primer, (London: Studio 
Vista, 1968). 
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Mat-building was a critical response to the dissociation of social concerns from 

architectural design.141  

 

Mat-building can be said to epitomize the anonymous collective; where the functions 
come to enrich the fabric, and the individual gains new freedoms of action through a 
new and shuffled order, based on interconnection, close-knit patterns of association, 
and possibilities for growth, diminution, and change.142  

 

Smithson notes that although the concept of mat-building had been discussed extensively 

for years, it was interpreted in built-form after the completion of the Berlin Free University 

project in 1963. This building, designed by Shadrach Woods, Georges Candilis, Alexis Josic 

and Manfred Shiedhelm, is the first acknowledged work that embodied the idea of mat-

building.143 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 40. The Berlin Free University, 1963; Candilis, Josic, Woods and Schiedhelm. 
 
 
 
Although Smithson presents mat-building as an emerging approach of the post-war 

period, she also points out that examples of mat-building can be found in the history of 

architecture. Mat-building character can be observed in the formal organization of 

traditional settlements. But, in order to recognize the examples of mat-buildings in the 

tradition of architecture, Smithson notes that it is necessary to wear a “protective-visual-

                                                 
141 For an extensive discussion on Team 10 and the mat-building, see Eric Mumford, “The Emergence of Mat 
or Field Buildings,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, 48-65.  
142 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building,” 91. 
143 For a detailed discussion of the The Berlin Free University, see Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, 
“Beyond Monuments, Beyond Zip-a-tone.” in Candilis, Josic, Woods, and Schiedhelm, Exemplary Projects 3: 
Free University the Berlin, (London: AA Publications, 1999).  
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clothing” or to develop a mind-set which provides a refreshing consideration of the 

architectural tradition.144   

 

Smithson conveys offers the emerging notion of mat-building by introducing a series of 

traditional and contemporary precedents. She presents images of mat-building examples 

in a chronological order from both modern and ancient architecture. Smithson does not 

put forward an extended discussion which proposes an explicit definition of mat-building. 

She prefers to express the notion of mat-building through illustrations associated with 

captions. In this way, the reader is allowed to develop a notion of mat-building by 

grasping common principles. 

 

Most of the precedents from contemporary architecture introduced in Smithson’s article 

belong to the Team 10 members, Candilis, Josic, Woods; Aldo van Eyck and Alison and 

Peter Smithson. Among 33 modern projects designed after 1950, it is possible to observe 

Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital (1964), Luis Kahn’s Plan for Philedelphia (1953-1955), and 

Paul Rudolph’s Vacation House (1947). Smithson presents five ancient precedents. These 

are Saquarra and Deir el Bahri in Egypt, Katsura Rikya in Kyoto, Fatipur Sikri and Mimar 

Sinan’s Süleymaniye Complex.145 

 

Mat-building should be conceived as an organizational strategy that responds to different 

patterns of life, rather than a building typology. “Flexibility,” “growth,” “change” and 

“time” are the key concepts. While exemplifying “Kuwait Ministries” project designed 

between 1970 and 1972, Smithson explicates how the formal organization of the Islamic 

cities displays the character of mat-building. In contrast to the western “Roman-seeded 

urbanism,” Smithson points out that the Arab cities point to an “un-monumental” way of 

form-making which provides a close relationship between life patterns and built forms. 146  

 

Arab cities are full of building started and never finished and then abandoned, for it 
would seem the Arabs are more spontaneous, less worldly in the long term than 
cultures either to their east or west. Still existing in the simple Arab town, an 
interchangeability in which the neutral cube contains a calm cell that can change; 
from home to workshop; green-grocery to paraffin store; an alley of houses in whose 
midst is a baker, made into a Souk by simple expedient of adding pieces of fabric 
over the public way … as needs grow.147 

 

                                                 
144 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building,” 92. 
145 Ibid., 92-103. 
146 Ibid., 93. 
147 Ibid. 
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While appreciating the spontaneity of Islamic cities, Smithson points to the necessity of 

providing control in contemporary urbanism. Referring to Candilis, Josic and Woods’ 1961-

62 project for Bilbao,148 she points to the controllable and unpredictable aspects of design. 

Concerning the time element, it is mentioned that the overall form cannot be foreseen 

and it is the relation between the parts that necessitates attention. Accordingly, a system 

in the form of web or stem structure is proposed that allows for flexibility and at the same 

time prevents chaos. Smithson refers to the architects’ statement: “Parts of a system take 

their identity from the system. If there is no order, there is no identity but only the chaos 

of disparate elements in pointless competition.”149 She quotes: “The systems will be 

sufficiently flexible to permit growth and change within themselves throughout the course 

of their lives. The systems will remain open in both directions, that is, in respect to 

smaller systems within them as well as in respect to greater systems around them.”150   

 
 
 

             
 

Figure 41. Project for Bilbao, 1961-62,                      Figure 42. Toulouse competition, 1961, 
Candilis, Josic, Woods. (Smithson, 96)                      Candilis Josic Woods. (Smithson, 96) 
 
 
In addition to the efforts of Team 10, it is possible to recognize other infrastructural 

approaches in 1960s.151 The megastructural projects proposed by the English Archigram 

group considered the city as a complex building that comprises all urban systems such as 

the vehicular and pedestrian transportation systems. Different from Team 10’s ideal of 

social commitment and association that they found in the traditional Islamic cities, the 

Archigram illustrated futuristic images recalling science-fiction and emphasizing high 

technology, which can be recognized in Peter Cook’s multi-level city project called “plug-

                                                 
148 Ibid., 96. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid. 
151 In Kenneth Frampton’s Modern Architecture, A Critical History, the chapter “Place, Production and 
Scenography: International Theory and Practice since 1962” presents a brief but comprehensive story of 
architectural context of 1960s.  
See Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture, A Critical History (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980), 280-
315. 
See Sarah Williams Goldhagen, Réjean Legault (eds.), Anxious Modernisms: Experimentation in Postwar 
Architectural Culture, (The MIT Press, 2001). 
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in-city.”152 The infrastructural systems of the Archigram display parallelism with the work 

of Japanese Metabolists, who proposed megastructures that can grow and adapt to 

modifications. In a skyscraper proposal, Noriaki Kurokawa interprets the living units as 

self-contained components that can be attached to the structural core.153  

 

Additionally, it is possible to recognize other approaches that were critical of high-

technology and the instruments of consumption. The Italian Superstudio group started in 

1966 illustrated silent landscapes not dominated by the monumentality of architecture and 

that were removed from the repressive character of the megapolitan environments.154 In 

1960s, the neo-rationalist movement whose leading figures were Aldo Rossi and Giorgio 

Grassi, drew attention to the established building types as the determinants of the 

morphological structure of urban form. By proposing a kind of autonomy of architectural 

order, they argue for an architecture that resists and goes beyond the principle of “form 

follows function.” Accordingly, they propose returning to the historical architecture 

elements and the building typologies.155     

 
Although Smithson avoids stressing concrete design tools, it is possible to distinguish 

certain aspects that give mat-building its formal characteristics. A mat-building is not 

perceived as a distinct object, as a figure on the ground, as a closed and finished form. 

Instead, its form seems to merge with the ground or with the surrounding context. A mat-

building suggests a formal strategy that allows it to fit into different site conditions with its 

capacity to grow in an additive way. Not aiming at a closed overall form, it suggests a 

formal notion that can be adopted as an alternative to the design of object buildings that 

are isolated spatially from their surrounding contexts. 

 

As conceived in light of Smithson’s geneology, mat-building proposes a system of 

organization that makes possible transformations and modifications by means of 

interconnection, repetition, variation and addition of the parts within the system. It has a 

horizontal layout provided by a web or stem structure. The web and stem structures act 

as the organizational principles that can relate the programmatic elements of a building to 

a larger urban system. Stem structure allows a flexible type of organization that develops 

                                                 
152 See Peter Cook and others (eds). Archigram. (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973).  
Simon Sadler, Archigram: Architecture without Architecture (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005). 
153 See Ruth Eaton, Ideal Cities: Utopianism and the (Un)built Environment, (London: Thames and Hudson 
Ltd, 2002). 
154 See Peter Lang, William Menking, Superstudio : Life without Objects (Milano: Skira, 2003).  
     See Simon Sadler, The Situationist City, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1998). 
155 See Aldo Rossi, The Architecture of the City, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1982).  
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its own patterns of growth. It is a system connecting sub-systems in the form of 

branches. Candilis, Josic and Woods’ Fort Lamy project of 1964-1965, Bochum project of 

1963, Caen project of 1961-1962 and the Toulouse competition project of 1961 can be 

recognized as the examples of stem structure in Smithson’s essay. Stem structure is 

mainly a device utilized in urbanism, yet Aldo Van Eyck’s Children Hospital of 1960 

displays an exceptional case in which stem organization is employed as an architectural 

device.  

 
 
 

       
 

Figure 43. The Orphanage, 1957-60, Aldo van Eyck.             Figure 44. Project for Fort Lamy, 1964-65, Candilis, 
(Smithson 97)                                                                  Josic, Woods. (Smithson, 94) 
 
 
 
The web structure, which is commonly observed in the form of a grid, has been used both 

as an architectural and as an urban device. It performs like a matrix that can organize the 

relationships between both the architectural elements, and the urban infrastructure. The 

stem structure tends to grow from inside to outside. The external form and the voids 

between the branches are not determined beforehand. They are the outcomes of a 

process in time. Nevertheless, in the web structure, it is possible to control both the outer 

form and the internal organization, since these two principles may work together. 

Concerning the architectural examples, such as Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital; and 

Candilis, Josic, Woods’ and Shiedhelm’s Berlin Free University and Frankfurt competition 

project, the grid seems to provide a system that organizes the repetition of architectural 

components like circulation elements, service cores, courtyards, or the specialized units. 

The voids are integrated within the system through the organization of the closed spaces 

around the internal courtyards. These courtyards provide daylight to interior spaces and 

they maximize the relation between interior and exterior. The circulation zones connect 

the other functional zones and they provide the continuity between the interior spaces. In 

this way, the building is intended to perform as an extension of the city with its internal 

streets, nodes and common places. 
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Figure 45. Plan for Philadelphia, 1953-55, Louis Kahn.           Figure 46. Frankfurt competition, 1963, Candilis, 
(Smithson, 99)                                                                  Josic, Woods. (Smithson, 95)  

 

 

 

The Venice Hospital as an Example of “Mat-Buildings” of the 1960s 

 

Along with these projects, Smithson presents the Venice Hospital, as it has already been 

mentioned, as an exemplar of mat-building, by introducing two floor plans. Smithson does 

not depict Venice Hospital in words. 156 She only presents the ground floor plan and the 

third floor plan. Yet, drawing common principles from the related examples, it is possible 

to observe certain characteristics of the mat-building strategy in the Venice Hospital, 

regarding its exploitation of the site and the interior organization of program elements.  

 

The Venice Hospital displays a formal organization that integrates it into the surrounding 

context.  The differentiation of parts within the overall system permits the building to 

respond differently to the local conditions. Its system allows for modifications where 

necessary, yet the principles which determine the relations between the parts are 

preserved and remained fixed.   

   

Concerning its internal organization, the Venice hospital has similarities that can be 

immediately noticed with other mat-building examples. Its scheme is based on repetitive 

units organized in a grid system. The building creates its own environment in the form of 

internal courtyards surrounded by hospital activities. Through the repetition and variation 

of basic programmatic elements, the parts are connected to each other in a systematic 

                                                 
156 Smithson presents the original scheme of the Venice Hospital dated 1964. She mentions not only Le 
Corbusier, but also Guillermo Julian de la Fuente as the author of the project. This detail marks Smithson’s 
intention to relate the project with the work of Team 10. Le Corbusier’s assistant, Guillermo Julian de la 
Fuente’s contact with the Team 10 members is discussed in Pablo Allard, “Bridge Over Venice,” in Case: Le 
Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival.  
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way. Transitional spaces establish a web that connects the nodes. Around the linear 

transitional spaces, courtyards and internal spaces are organized.    

 

It is possible to recognize both grid and stem characters in the Venice Hospital. The web 

that governs the relation of all architectural elements extends from the main land across 

the canal in the form of a branch. This branch performs as a stem structure, which 

organizes the patient cells around the circulation skeleton. While this extension possesses 

the same principles provided by the web structure, it enables the growth on the northeast 

direction. 

 

The Continuing Relevance of Mat-Building: The Capacity of Smithson’s Article 

to Inspire New Interpretations 

 

Owing to the reading strategy employed in Smithson’s article, it is possible to relate the 

Venice Hospital not only with the modern examples like The Berlin Free University by 

Candilis, Josic, Woods and Shiedhelm, or the Orphanage by Aldo van Eyck, but also with 

traditional examples from different cultures, such as Sinan’s Süleymaniye Complex, 

Fatipur Sikri or Katsura Rikya.   

 

By relating precedents from different traditions and periods, Smithson delineates the mat-

building as a strategy that that cannot be associated with a particular place and time. 

Rather than presenting mat-building as a novel concept, Smithson’s reading highlights a 

design strategy that already exists in the history of architecture. As Stan Allen mentions in 

“Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D,”157 Smithson assumes that architectural knowledge is 

continuous, and she offers an understanding of mat-building by retrieving a continuing 

dialogue with the precedents. Allen also notes that mat-building strategy formulated by 

Smitshon avoids not only the questions of style, but also the questions of appearance. 

The majority of the precedents were illustrated with their plans rather than with their 

façades. The precedents that have quite different architectural expressions were 

presented as exemplars of mat-buildings. In this way, the attention is shifted from the 

visual aspects of the examples to their common organizational aspects.158    

 

Smithson does not regard mat-building as a context specific or a program specific formal 

strategy. In addition to its character to be recognized in different periods and traditions, 

mat-building is conceived as a generic design strategy that is adaptable to different local 

                                                 
157 Stan Allen, “Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat 
Building Revival, 119. 
158 Ibid., 121. 
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contexts and programs as well. Mat-building strategy can be employed in any design task 

responding to site conditions that may be as specific as those of the Venice Hospital. It 

can be utilized  in the historical and dense pattern of Venice, or in loosely built areas, as 

in the case of the Berlin Free University. Furthermore, regardless of the density of their 

programs, both a house, for instance House at Shere by Smithsons or The Vacation House 

by Paul Rudolph, and a hospital complex like the Venice Hospital can be presented as 

exemplars of mat-building.  

 

Smithson’s reading blurs the boundary between architecture and urbanism. The strategy 

of mat-building can be found in projects of different scales. For example, Luis Kahn’s 

urban proposal for Philadelphia and the Berlin Free University can be related to each other 

as both of them display the character of a web. The streets illustrated in the Philadelphia 

proposal become the inner corridors in the Berlin Free University, while the building blocks 

can be read as the courtyards and the rooms in the Berlin Free University.   

 

Smithson develops a notion of mat-building that comprises differences. The ideas of 

transformation and flexibility are inherent in the conception of mat-building. Accordingly, 

mat-building strategy can accommodate different construction techniques and it can 

acquire different architectural expressions in time. It is a generic strategy that can be 

related to differing design problems. As Sarkis mentions, the notion of mat-building 

proposed by Smithson suggests a framework that provides different possibilities. For 

Sarkis, this framework is both conceptual and organizational.159 Since it allows alternative 

solutions, this framework responds to changing conditions in time. In this way, mat-

building strategy unfolds in time by taking on new concepts and definitions. 

 

Reading Contemporary Mat-Buildings  
 

Through the framework developed by Smithson, it is possible to recognize contemporary 

examples of mat-building. In her article, Smithson goes back from 1974 and she searches 

for precedents of “mat-building” in modern and ancient architecture. Timothy Hyde’s 

essay “How to Construct an Architectural Genealogy,”160 suggests an updated reading of 

“mat-building.” He moves forward from the last examples cited by Smithson and 

introduces recent examples by adopting Smithson’s reading strategy. By searching for 

new definitions of “mat-building,” he aims at exploring the expanding possibilities of 

urban mat-building or “mat-urbanism.”  

                                                 
159 Sarkis, “Introduction,” 14. 
160 Timothy Hyde, “How to Construct an Architectural Genealogy,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital 
and the Mat Building Revival. 104-117. 
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Hyde considers “mat-building” as a process rather than as a product or a model. He 

argues that Smithson’s reading does not explicitly propose formal tools, it rather tends to 

introduce mat-building as a product. He claims that the formal vocabulary suggested 

through the images might be concealing other potentials of “mat-building.” In Smithson’s 

essay it is implied that a mat-building is achieved by means of a legible and orderly 

system. This system is a flexible cellular structure in the form of a stem or grid. Yet, for 

Hyde, considering the complexity of contemporary demands for programmatic and 

infrastructural organizations, “the systemic organization of open matrices with less orderly 

arrangements” might provide a more appropriate solution than “the formal organization of 

structured patterns.”161  

 

Hyde proposes a broader definition of mat-building, and he searches for the activities of 

mat-building that can establish connections between dense horizontal surfaces of 

program, structure, and circulation. While taking into consideration the formal tools 

mentioned by Smithson, such as “horizontal dispositions,” “aggregate structures,” 

“iterative elements,” “overlapped programs,” and “sectional transpositions”, he mentions 

that it is rather the process of mat-building that he is searching for in recent projects.162  

 

As it has already been pointed out Timothy Hyde follows the reading strategy adopted by 

Smithson in “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building.” He communicates with images, 

and yet tries to develop the notion of the “process of mat-building” through these images 

with captions. He starts from the 1950s, proceeds in a chronological order and introduces 

Reiser+Unemoto’s 1999 CCA Design of Cities Competition, as the latest example. He 

includes Peter Cook’s Plug in City of 1964 and Archizoom’s Non-Stop City of 1970 to 

Smithson’s list of mat-building. For Hyde, Foster & Partner’s Stanstead Airport is a 

“promising type for mat building,” since it envelops “distributed movement and flows 

within a structural organization that can change and expand.” 163 OMA’s Agadir 

Convention Center is presented as an example in which “elements held suspended within 

a soft matrix.”164  

 

                                                 
161 Ibid., 106. 
162 Ibid. 
163 Ibid., 111. 
164 Ibid., 113. 
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Figure 47. CCA Design of Cities competition, New York      Figure 48. Cannaregio Town Square, Venice, 1978,            
1999, Reiser+Unemoto. (Hyde, 117)                                Peter Eisenman. (Hyde, 110) 
 
 
 
Hyde also interprets Eisenman’s Cannaregio Town Square project as a mat - building. 

That project was designed on a site close to the Venice Hospital. Instead of taking its 

reference from the Venice context, Eisenman linked his proposal to the grid of the 

hospital project. He interpreted the grid of the Venice Hospital as voids marked upon the 

ground surface. For Hyde, Eisenman’s project can be considered a transformation of the 

mat of the Venice Hospital, and he says, “The grid of the unbuilt hospital carried into the 

urban context as voids imprinted upon the ground surface. Mat building does not always 

result in a mat building.”165  

 

Hyde includes OMA’s Nexus World Housing project, Foreign Office Architects’ Yokohama 

Port Terminal, MVRDV’s Villa VPRO and Hoornse Kwadraant projects, Kazuya Sejima’s 

Low-Rise Housing project, Enric Miralle’s Santa Caterina Market and Stan Allen’s Beirut 

Souks Project as contemporary examples of mat-building designed after the 1990s.  

 
 
 

         
 

Figure 49. Low-Rise Housing, 1996, Kazuyo Sejima.            Figure 50. Santa Caterina Market, 1997, Miralles and 
(Hyde, 116)                                                                     Tagliabue. (Hyde, 116) 

                                                 
165 Ibid., 110. Using the hospital grid as a tool, Eisenman aimed at liberating architecture from conventional 
interpretations based on use or context. See Eisenman’s discussion on the Cannaregio Town Square in Cities 
of Artificial Excavation: The Work of Peter Eisenman, 1978-1988, ed. Jean-François Bédard. Montréal: 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 1994.  
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It is stimulating to complement Hyde’s presentation of contemporary mat-buildings with 

Smithson’s genealogy. So long as these two readings are combined, it is possible to 

observe the way mat-building strategy has transformed and adapted itself to the changing 

concerns and conditions in the fields of architecture and urbanism. Through the lineage 

constituted through the precedents of mat-building, Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital project 

can now be associated not only with the ancient city of Fatipur Sikri or Mimar Sinan’s 

medreses; but also with the formal organization of the Foreign Office Architects’ 

Yokohama Port Terminal or Miralles’ Santa Caterina Market.  

 

“Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D” 

 

In addition to its capacity to generate ever new readings, the mat-building strategy can 

be complemented with other formal strategies. Stan Allen in “Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-

D”166 notes that the issue of mat-building holds a potential to address a wide range of 

problems, if its capacity is expanded with new strategies that can embrace both urbanism 

and landscape architecture. For Allen, the relevance of mat-building today lies in its 

capacity to mediate between architecture and urbanism. He says referring to Smithson’s 

1974 article that : 

 

So although some of the issues raised in the text seem dated, there is much in this 
1974 article that resonates today. This is partly due to the tone, to the openness and 
generosity of the language, but also the ebb and flow of issues in architecture and 
urbanism. Mat building seems newly relevant, in part because of developments in the 
urban field that the Smithsons could not have anticipated.167 

 

For Allen, mat-building takes into consideration both the indeterminate conditions of 

urban life, and the necessity for an ordering system. In this way, it has the potential to 

answer an essential question concerning urbanism and architecture: “How to give space 

to the active unfolding of urban life without abrogating the architect’s responsibility to 

provide some form of order?”168 Mat-building proposes an open system that can 

incorporate flexibility, change and growth within the design process. It is based on a 

systematic organization of parts. It sets the rules, yet it does not aim at seeing and 

creating the whole system beforehand. As an “antifigural,” “antirepresentational,” and 

                                                 
166 Stan Allen, “Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat 
Building Revival. 
167 Ibid., 121. 
168 Ibid., 122. Allen follows by a quotation from Smithson: “If there is no order, there is no identity but only 
the chaos of disparate elements in pointless competition.”  



 74

“antimonumental” design approach, it “activates context to produce new urban fields,” 

rather than isolating itself as a closed object.169 

   

Beyond its potentials, Allen argues that the strategy of mat-building put forward in 

Smithson’s article should be associated with new concepts and strategies. He mentions 

that although Smithson’s work was remarkable as it recognizes the influence of 

infrastructure on the future development of the city, their work unintentionally supported 

the “radically horizontal urbanism” whose consequences are not appreciated today. Allen 

uses “radically horizontal urbanism” to express an urban form recognized especially in 

United States in the second half of the twentieth century. This urban form is characterized 

with extensive suburban areas occupied by private housing and connected by freeways. 

Allen gives Los Angeles as an example of such an understanding that has “developed as 

vast, mat like fields, where scattered pockets of density are knit together by high-speed, 

high-volume roadways.” The urban form of Los Angeles as “a polycentric web” can be 

interpreted as a mat-building organization as long as it is compared with the examples 

presented in Smithson’s essay.170 

  

Allen continues to suggest a critical consideration of certain contemporary mat-buildings, 

by arguing that the mat-building organization may not always end up with successful 

examples. As in “Korean mini-malls,” “freeway interchanges,” “suburban cinemaplexes,” 

“intermodal transportation centers,” “informal markets in traditional city centers,” and 

“proliferating spaces of leisure and recreation,” it is possible to recognize examples of 

mat-building which do not go beyond merely simple horizontal layouts. Allen proposes to 

use “mat - urbanism” instead of mat-building in order to avoid the conception of mat-

building merely as the design of mass and volume. He proposes to expand the capacity of 

contemporary mats to comprise urbanism and landscape, so that previous mat-building 

strategies can assume new meanings.171  

 

Allen points to the recent tendencies that regard horizontal and topological surface of the 

landscape as a formal model for architecture. He proposes to understand landscape as a 

model of process in relation to its mat-like structure, which he calls the “thick 2D.”172  

 

Allen characterizes the surface of landscape as a horizontal configuration developing “a 

dense mat, a compact and highly differentiated section.” The thickness of the landscape 

                                                 
169 Ibid., 122. 
170 Ibid., 124. 
171 Ibid. 
172 Ibid., 125. 
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surface exhibits performative characteristics enabling connectivity between different 

layers. The articulated section of a meadow, a field or a forest enables the “processing of 

sunlight, air or water,” through its material character of “slope, hardness or softness, 

permeability, depth, or soil chemistry.” Allen distinguishes a mat section from a 

conventional building section. While a typical building section is formed by putting the 

layers on top of each other, the mat section is developed in a process of “twisting,” 

“bending,” “folding,” “flowing through the voids,” “merging,” or “connecting together.”173  

 

The performance of a landscape results from its material characteristics. It is concerned 

with “the choreography of changing plant regimes, shifting spatial characters, and new 

uses over time.” Time is an important element in the development and maintenance of 

landscape. Growth and change over time are affective issues in design and control. The 

role of designer in landscape work is to set up the conditions that will compromise 

between designed characteristics and the undetermined possibilities of the future.174 

“Landscapes cannot be designed and controlled as a totality; they are instead scripted as 

scenarios projected into the future, allowed to grow in and evolve over time.”175  

 

Allen mentions that the traditional Islamic cities presented in Smithson’s essay exhibit 

similar characteristics with a landscape. They are consequences of long-term 

accumulation and change over time.  

 

In both the city and the landscape, history deposits layers that interact to create 
density and authentic variation. This sense of time can only be simulated, or better, 
anticipated, in an individual mat building. Further, there is a structural connection 
between the syntax of parts –small, rather self-contained elements (“cells”) that allow 
addition and subtraction over time, and the mat-like configuration of the whole. 
Strictly speaking, traditional mat buildings are un-finished. Like a landscape, they are 
in a state of constant flux, always evolving.176  

 

Allen draws a parallel between the task of landscape designer and the responsibility of 

architect working in the city. In the city, the infrastructure acts together with changing 

social, economic, and political dynamics. This interface creates unpredictable urban 

consequences. Systems of “movement,” “service” and “support” gain significance 

everyday. In this context, mat-building might be reconsidered as an urban model for its 

capacity to deal with the relationship between parts, and the space between things.177  

 

                                                 
173 Ibid. 
174 Ibid., 126. 
175 Ibid., 125. 
176 Ibid. 
177Ibid., 126.  
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In addition to the strategy of “thick 2d,” Allen relates mat-building also to his theory of 

“field conditions.” He argues that the interest in mat-building can be closely related with 

the interest in field like organizations, which can be observed in the works of OMA, 

MVRDV, or Sejima.178 Allen notes that mat building marks a shift in the modernist 

discourse from the object buildings to field organizations:  

 

From nonobjective painting to serial music, from structural linguistics to minimalist 
sculpture, modernity has directed its gaze away from the thing itself and toward its 
constitutive relationships and its position in a contextual field. Today we pay 
increased attention to the interval –the sequence of parts and the spaces between 
things: silence in music, blankness in painting, or architecture’s empty spaces.179 
 

 

 

III.IV. Different Motives Underlying Mat-Building: 

A Comparison between the Berlin Free University and the Venice 

Hospital 

 

 

Owing to the way it formulates the notion of mat-building and its reading strategy, 

Smithson’s article “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building?” has become a significant 

precedent for contemporary interpretations of field strategies, thick 2d structures, mats, 

carpets, etc. It is in light of this article that both the mat-building strategy and the Venice 

Hospital project are reinterpreted today.  

 

Among the various examples selected by Smithson to convey the meaning of mat-

building, the Venice Hospital does not appear as a particularly distinguished project. It is 

presented merely as one of the successful examples of mat-buildings. Nevertheless, more 

than any other example, Venice Hospital deserves to be selected as one of the most 

significant projects that display the characteristics of contemporary field strategies. In 

addition to Stan Allen’s essay “From Object to Field,” the uniqueness of Venice Hospital is 

emphasized with the book “Venice Hospital and the Revival of Mat-Building.”  

 

In order to understand the reasons why some contemporary strategies are associated 

with the Venice Hospital rather than with the other examples presented in Smithson’s 

essay, a comparison between the Venice Hospital and the Berlin Free University might be 

illuminating.  

                                                 
178 Ibid., 122. 
179 Ibid., 126. 
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The Venice Hospital has often been called to mind with the Berlin Free University, which 

was characterized by Smithson as the representative of mat-building. Concerning Le 

Corbusier’s contact with Team 10 at that time, speculations have been made about a 

possibility that Le Corbusier was inspired from the scheme of the Berlin Free University.180  

 

If examined in light of the notion of mat-building, both projects seem to embrace similar 

formal characteristics. They both have horizontal layouts. With the repetition and variation 

of architectural elements in a grid structure, each project achieves an organizational 

system that responds to the highly complex programmatic requirements. Linear transition 

spaces connect functional units with ramps and nodes. Internal courtyards, around which 

closed spaces are organized, create a permeable form in which both voids and solids are 

integrated into the system.  

 

Despite their common organizational aspects, closer analyses of the Berlin Free University 

and the Venice hospital point to different motives underlying the selection of mat-building 

strategy. The Berlin Free University is an educational complex that interconnects diverse 

faculties in a single horizontal structure. Through its formal organization, it aims at 

achieving a continuous flow between educational facilities and maximizing the possibilities 

for communication and interchange. Schiedhelm, one of the designers of the Berlin Free 

University, tells that the design of the university was a critical response to a prevailing 

tendency in the 1960s to plan university complexes by way of separating functions. 

Schiedhelm sees the main problem in the separation of university facilities as the ensuing 

difficulty of communication.181 Considering communication as one of the major aspects 

within a university, the Berlin Free University was designed as a single complex where 

various disciplines would be interconnected rather than separated and “where the 

psychological barriers which separate one from the other would not be reinforced by 

                                                 
180 Allard relates that Guillermo Jullian de la Fuente, who worked in Le Corbusier’s office and supervised the 
Venice Hospital project after Le Corbusier’s death, was a critical figure in introducing the ideas of Team 10 to 
Le Corbusier.  
For a detailed discussion, see Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice: Speculations on Cross-fertilization of Ideas 
between Team 10 and Le Corbusier” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building Revival, 
18-35.  
Alexander Tzonis note that Shadrach Woods, George Candilis and Alexis Josic –three designers of the Berlin 
Free University, had worked in Le Corbusier’s office, and there is a possibility of an exchange of ideas. 
Referring to Woods, Tzonis also relates a story implying that Le Corbusier appropriated their scheme for the 
Frankfurt competition to the Venice Hospital.  
For a detailed discussion, see Alexander Tzonis, Le Corbusier: The Poetics of Machine and Metaphor. 
(London: Universe Publishing, 2001), 233.    
181 Manfred Schiedhelm, “The Berlin Free University Experience,” In Candilis, Josic, Woods, and 
Schiedhelm, Exemplary Projects 3: Free University Berlin, (London: AA Publications, 1999), 97. 
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physical barriers such as entrance doors and building walls, or by the physical identity of 

the parts at the expense of the whole.”182 

 

The Frankfurt competition project, designed by the same architects in 1963, is often 

recognized as the main and the latest precedent of the Berlin Free University.183 Many 

organizational principles put forward in the Berlin Free University were practiced and 

elaborated first in the Frankfurt scheme. In this project, a three-dimensional web was 

proposed as an infrastructure to cover a large urban void. This web system incorporated 

and surrounded certain existing buildings, and it established connections with the 

buildings along its periphery. Although a regular grid system was utilized, it was modified 

along the periphery in an attempt to adapt to the irregularities of the site.184 

 
 
 

          

 

Figure 51. Frankfurt competition, 1963, Candilis,                       Figure 52. The Berlin Free University and its  
Josic, Woods. (Smithson, 95)                                                   surrounding environment (Candilis et al.,  
zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz           zzzExemplary Projects 3: Free University Berlin) 
 
 
 
As explicated by Gabriel Feld, the grid that was elaborated in Frankfurt was transferred to 

the scheme of the Berlin Free University as an organizational device. Nevertheless, the 

grid behaves differently in each project. The site of the Berlin Free University in Dahlem 

was surrounded by a loosely built environment. As stated by Feld, Dahlem was at that 

                                                 
182 Candilis, Josic, Woods, and Schiedhelm, “Competition Project,” in Exemplary Projects 3: Free University 
Berlin, 25. 
183 Gabriel Feld, “Shad’s ‘Idée Fixe’: Berlin Free University and the Search for Principles of Organization,” in 
Exemplary Projects 3: Free University Berlin, 111. 
In addition to the scheme for Frankfurt, Tzonis introduces other precedents of Berlin Free University such as 
Lijnbaan project in Rotterdam (1951-53) designed by Jacob Bakema and J.H. van den Broek, Scheme for 
Caen-Hérouville and Toulouse-Le Mirail (1961) designed by Shadrach Woods, Aldo van Eyck’s Children’s 
Home in Amsterdam (1960), Giancarlo De Carlo’s master plan for the city of Urbino (1960) and Louis Kahn’s 
essay “Toward a Plan for Philadelphia” (1953). 
See Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, “Beyond Monuments, Beyond Zip-a-tone, Into Space/Time” in 
Exemplary Projects 3: Free University Berlin, 118-140. 
184 Gabriel Feld, “Shad’s ‘Idée Fixe’: Berlin Free University and the Search for Principles of Organization,” 
110. 
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time one of the rural areas in the vicinity of Berlin. Probably because of the lack of site 

forces that can be influential on the organization of the building, the potential of mat-

building in the Berlin Free University reveals itself in the organization of an introverted 

university life. Although its interior evokes a city life with internal streets and open spaces; 

it is a closed structure as long as the relation of its periphery with the surrounding context 

is considered. In other words, the grid used in the Frankfurt project for interconnecting 

various facilities to the immediate urban setting, is interpreted in the Berlin Free 

University without these concerns and it was used merely for its capacity to organize the 

internal facilities of an independent structure.185 Accordingly, Feld refers to Kenneth 

Frampton’s criticism of the Berlin Free University. Frampton says: 

 

That this Frankfurt scheme as built out in the Free University of Berlin in 1973 lost 
much of its conviction stems largely from the absence of an urban context. In Berlin-
Dahlem it was deprived of that urban culture for which it had been conceived and to 
which it would have responded had it been built in Frankfurt. However much a 
university may function like a city in microcosm, it cannot generate the animated 
diversity of the city proper.186    

 

Different from the Berlin Free University, mat-building organization of the Venice Hospital 

is mainly concerned with the task of relating the hospital to the city. An examination of 

the Venice Hospital discloses the capacity of mat-building to organize both the association 

of the parts and their connectedness with the surrounding context.  

 

It is certainly difficult to imagine the formal logic of the Venice Hospital independent from 

the morphology of the Venice context. The surface pattern of Venice can itself be read as 

a mat-building infiltrated by canals and courts as voids, and it is possible to argue that the 

formal organization of the Venice Hospital reiterates Venice’s urban fabric. Colquhoun 

expresses the intimate connection of the hospital with the city as follows: “In Venice, the 

city itself is the building, and the Hospital is an extension of this building spreading 

tentacle-like over the water.”187  

 

To provide continuity with the texture of Venice can not be the only reason of the mat-

building organization in the Venice Hospital project. It is through the strategy of mat-

                                                 
185 Ibid., 111.  
186 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture, A Critical History (London: Thames and Hudson, 1980), 277. 
Feld refers to Frampton’s remark in Gabriel Feld, “Shad’s ‘Idée Fixe’: Berlin Free University and the Search 
for Principles of Organization,” 113. 
See also Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, “Beyond Monuments, Beyond Zip-a-tone, Into Space/Time,” 
138. 
187 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 256.  
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building that the Venice Hospital can integrate with the irregular geometry of its site and 

communicate with its surrounding context. Through the repetition of the units in an 

additive system, the building can adapt to the irregular geometries, and by making 

extensions, it can respond to every irregularity along the periphery without altering the 

whole system. In this way, it behaves like an organism that covers the ground and 

merges with it.  

 

Through its formal organization, the Venice Hospital penetrates into the surrounding 

urban setting and it integrates its system into a larger one that is the urban system. Its 

internal organization allows the city to flow into the building and the building to be an 

extension of the city. In the Venice Hospital, every horizontal layer establishes a 

meaningful connection with the city. The ground level functions as an interface between 

the city and the specialized hospital activities. In addition to the entrances for various 

departments on the upper levels, this level includes administration offices, a central 

pharmacy, shops, a chapel etc., the activities that can mediate between the city life and 

the hospital. Furthermore, the ground level is mainly raised on pilotis, and it organizes 

pedestrian and vehicular approaches, and access from the water. The vehicular approach 

from the southwest direction converges with the gondola port on the northeast, creating a 

common entrance lobby, which also connects the pedestrian approach. The ground level 

performs as the junction of all kinds of transportation. It is a public layer that organizes 

the continuation of urban activities before entering the interior spaces of the hospital. 

 

Privacy is achieved in the vertical dimension. The two layers between the ground floor 

and the top floor are reserved for the treatment departments on the first floor, and the 

circulation of the staff on the second. The continuity between all layers is provided with 

ramps and with regularly repeating elevator cores. The top floor is the most private level 

of the hospital. On this layer takes place the patients’ rooms surrounded by solid walls 

and lit only from the roof. The patients are isolated from the dynamism of urban life and 

they can rest in tranquility away from the possible noise reaching from the railway 

terminal nearby. 

 

Among Le Corbusier’s various works, particularly two projects, the Museum of Unlimited 

Growth and the housing complex Roc et Rob display the main features of mat-building 

organization.  
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Figure 53. The Museum of Unlimited Growth, 1939, Le Corbusier.  
  (Boesiger, 227) 

 
 
 

As Curtis mentions, the scheme of the Museum of Unlimited Growth was developed in 

1939 by Le Corbusier as a model that can be modified taking into account the 

characteristics of different local contexts, climates, construction techniques and 

programs.188 The basic idea is a horizontally growing system, which starts from a small 

core, and which can extend along its periphery as requirements call for or as funding 

allows. The expansion becomes possible by the addition of strip hallways to the square 

spiral plan. As mentioned by Curtis, Le Corbusier adjusted this museum type to his later 

projects. In Museum of Contemporary Art in Paris, the ideal scheme was adapted to a site 

close to Seine River. The unrealized project was considered to be developed in various 

stages. The museum which started with a small nucleus in the center of this site would 

grow according to the principles pointed out at the beginning. Le Corbusier employed 

various principles developed in the scheme of the Museum of Unlimited Growth in his 

other museum projects. The museums built in Ahmedabad, Chandigarh and Tokyo drew 

from the precedent of the Museum of Unlimited Growth.189   

 

                                                 
188 William J.R. Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms, (London: Phaidon, 1986), 117. 
189 Ibid. See Willy Boesiger (ed.), Le Corbusier, (Berlin: Birkhauser, 1998), 225-240.  
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Figure 54. Initial façade of the project Roq, 1949,  Le           Figure 55. Final façade of the project Roq,1949, Le 
Corbusier. (Chiambretto, 20)                                              Corbusier (Chiambretto, 30) 
 
 
 
While the idea in the formal organization of the Museum of Unlimited Growth is to provide 

growth in the overall form; in the Roq et Rob project, it is the integration of the building 

complex with topography and landscape. As Chiambretto mentions, the generic term “Roq 

et Rob” points to two projects with different programs in Cap Martin.190 “Roq” was a 

holiday housing project, originally considered for a non-specific site that would take place 

on a slope of a hill in Roquebrune, Cap Martin. The initial overall scheme was developed 

on a square site plan divided into three parallel rows, each of which was located on 

different levels and descended gradually towards the sea. A passageway traversed 

vertically the middle of the rows and connected the lowest and the highest levels. This 

scheme, which would develop into a quite repetitive environment if it were located on a 

flat area, achieves richness in section and elevation owing to its location on a slope. After 

establishing a model which takes into consideration climate, topography, landscape, the 

view and the underlying building typologies, Le Corbusier adapted the “Roq” project to 

the specific conditions of an actual site. In its adaptation, the general scheme was 

undergone a series of deformations.191 The first step of deformation is recognized in the 

                                                 
190 The project “Roq” takes its name from its location Roquebrune. The project “Rob” consists of designing 
six holiday dwellings for artists and twelve small guest houses located at seaside. See footnote 1 in Bruno 
Chiambretto, Le Corbusier à Cap-Martin, (Marseille: Éditions Parenthéses, 1987), 17. 
191 See the section “Forme et Déformation” in Bruno Chiambretto, Le Corbusier à Cap-Martin, (Marseille: 
Éditions Parenthéses, 1987), 28-29.  
Alexander Tzonis suggests that “deformation for adapting a type to a site” was a classical strategy used by Le 
Corbusier all along his architectural life. For example Tzonis notes that the scheme of Le Corbusier’s early 
work Ozenfant House developed from the Maison Citrohan precedent. “Following the classical rule of 
deformation for adapting a type into a site, a Serlio rule known to Le Corbusier from his French classical 
literature sources, the Citrohan double-square plan was deformed to adapt to the specific constraints of the 
site.” See Alexander Tzonis, Le Corbusier: The Poetics of Machine and Metaphor. (London: Universe 
Publishing, 2001), 44.    
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slight rotation of the left half part of the system. The three clearly distinguishable parallel 

rows give way to a more intricate organization which comprised variations according to 

local conditions. In the final plan, the central vertical axis is distorted as well, and the 

strictness of the initial scheme is quite abandoned due to the local alterations affecting 

the composition of the units and the spaces between the units.192  

 
 
 

        
 

Figures 56-57-58. “Deformation” of the scheme in the project Roq. (Chiambretto, 21-30) 
 
 
 
As long as the close relation of the mat-building organization to the particular conditions 

of the design problem is considered in each project, it becomes difficult to claim that mat-

building for Le Corbusier was a generic design model applicable anywhere irrespective of 

contextual or programmatic concerns. Rather, mat-building for Le Corbusier is a formal 

instrument used for its capacity to respond to the particular requirements of the design 

problem. When it comes to the Venice Hospital, it is the specific urban conditions that 

make mat-building the most appropriate formal strategy; and it is this characteristic of 

mat-building to mediate between architecture and urbanism that stimulates the renewal 

of interest in mat-building and particularly in the Venice Hospital today. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
192 Ibid., 18-30. 
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III.V. The Capacity of Mat-Building to Integrate With the Urban 

Context: Strategies of Analysis and Design in Rowe and Koetter’s 

“The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture” 

 

 

As it is suggested by Smithson’s genealogy, mat-building proposes a system of 

organization through the possibility of interconnection, repetition, variation and addition of 

the parts within the system. Without aiming at a closed overall form, it suggests an 

alternative to object buildings that are isolated spatially from their surrounding contexts. 

In addition to its capacity to respond to growth and change in time, mat-building is 

conceived as a generic design strategy that can be utilized in different contexts and to 

accommodate different programs.  

 

In Smithson’s article, mat-building is not regarded as a context-specific formal strategy, 

and its capacity to integrate with the context is not conceived as one of the principle 

characteristics of mat-building.  The images or drawings of the selected mat-building 

examples are presented without a specific concern for representing their contexts. Most of 

the plans are introduced without their site plans. It is possible to argue that Smithson’s 

mat-reading is concerned less with the capacity of mat-building to integrate itself with the 

surrounding urban context or with the landscape, than with the internal relationships 

between the parts in the organizational system. No matter where it was situated, in a 

dense urban fabric or in a loosely built environment, mat-building can be a universal 

design model that seems to be applicable in any local context.  

 

For Smithson, the density of program itself is not also a condition for mat-building 

organization. Although the majority of mat-building examples are large-scale urban 

projects, a single building with relatively a simple program may well be regarded as a 

mat-building. Smithson’s House project at Shere of 1954-55, Aldo van Eyck’s Orphanage 

of 1957-1960 and Aldo Van Eyck’s Catholic Church of 1970-73 can be considered as 

examples of such small-scale architectural projects. In this way, Smithson’s understanding 

of mat-building can be interpreted as a generic formal approach that is applicable to any 

context and program.  

 



 85

Smithson’s strategy of communicating mat-building as a framework is based on reading 

similarities between architectural precedents of different scales, from different times and 

places. What brings them together is more important than what differentiates each mat-

building from the other. In this way, the Venice Hospital is presented as one of the many 

examples of mat-building that can be found in the architecture of different periods and 

different cultures. 

 

As it has already been pointed out, Smithson’s reading does not present specific analytical 

devices that might help distinguish mat-building’s potential to cope with complex design 

problems in the urban context. This characteristic, which was not highlighted in 

Smithson’s essay, was extensively put forward in another prominent text in the tradition 

of interpretation of architectural form. In this context, it is significant to introduce Colin 

Rowe and Fred Koetter’s article “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture,”193 

for its capacity to complement the discussion of mat-building with its specific concern for 

the city.  

 

“The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture” is a critical work examining the 

problem of architectural form in relation to the formation of city in the post-war European 

context. As the title of the essay suggests, Rowe and Koetter point to the co-existence of 

two different formal approaches in the European cities. They emphasize the “object” 

character of the works of modern architecture and the “texture” character of the pre-19th 

century traditional city.     

 

For Rowe and Koetter, a discussion of “object” and “texture” is in fact a discussion of 

“solids” and “voids.” The formal characteristics of the city of modern architecture and the 

traditional city point out an inverse relation of solid and void. Accordingly, Rowe and 

Koetter interpret the city of modern architecture as “isolated solids in a continuous void,” 

and traditional city as “a condition of defined voids contained within a virtually continuous 

built solid.”194  

 
 
 

                                                 
193 Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture,” in Perspecta 16, 
1980. 
194 Ibid., 109. 
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      Figure 59. Plaza Mayor, Vittoria, Spain.                             Figure 60. Plan Voisin, Paris, 1925.                                                    
      (Rowe and Koetter, Collage City, 67)                                (Rowe and Koetter, 66) 

 
 
 
Acknowledging the coexistence of these two models, Rowe and Koetter argue that in its 

attempt to replace the traditional city, modern architecture could not go beyond the 

design of isolated object-buildings. For them, modern architecture’s fascination with the 

object-buildings is understandable in the architectural scale. It has logical justifications as 

long as it improves the conditions of life by providing hygienic and spacious interiors and 

green exterior spaces. Nevertheless, when it comes to its effect on the city, Rowe and 

Koetter point out that the urban form created by the new form of building blocks and the 

new street systems diminished the effectiveness of outdoor public spaces.195 For them, 

modern architecture’s “object fixation” not only inverted the solid and void relationship, 

but it totally reversed the private and the public structure of the traditional city. It is 

mainly because of the dominance of private spaces over the public spaces that Rowe and 

Koetter criticize in the city of modern architecture: 

 

[But] modern architecture’s object fixation (the object which is not an object) is our 
present concern only in so far as it involves the city, the city which was to become 
evaporated. For, in its present and unevaporated form, the city of modern 
architecture as a congeries of conspicuously disparate objects has become quite as 
problematic as the traditional city which it has sought to replace.196   

 

 

Figure and Ground Diagrams: Rowe’s and Koetter’s Estrangement and Analyses 

of Solid and Void Relationships 

 

Rowe and Koetter strengthen their discussion on solids and voids through figure and 

ground diagrams, since the contrasting relationship of solid and void could be expressed 

                                                 
195 Ibid., 114. 
196 Ibid., 116. 
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impressively in the form of black solids and white voids. They argue that the figure and 

ground relationship in the city of modern architecture and the traditional city present the 

alternative readings of the same Gestalt diagram.197 The figure-ground diagrams of the 

city of modern architecture accentuate black figures on the white ground, while the 

diagrams of the traditional city draw attention to white figures on the black ground.  

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 61. Figure-ground diagram of Wiesbaden c. 1900.  (Rowe and Koetter, 67) 
 
 
 
The contrasting relation between the figure-ground diagrams is striking in the comparison 

between Parma, a 19th century Italian city, and Le Corbusier’s 1933 plan for Antwerp. The 

figure-ground diagrams of these examples call attention to diverse formal relations 

between the solids and voids. In the traditional city of Parma, the solids act in a way to 

define and connect the adjoining voids. It is the system of voids that give the formal 

character to the solids. While the city of Parma demonstrates “an accumulation of voids in 

largely unmanipulated solid,” Le Corbusier’s project for Antwerp displays an inverse 

character as “an accumulation of solids in largely unmanipulated void.”198 For Rowe and 

Koetter, the figure and ground diagram of the Antwerp project displays a composition of 

isolated objects in a continuous void, in which the voids are not encouraged by the solids. 

 

                                                 
197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid., 116. 
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Figure 62. Figure-ground diagram of Parma.                          Figure 63. Figure-ground plan of Le              
(Rowe and Koetter, 63)                                                       Corbusier’s project for Saint-Dié. (Rowe and  
………………………………………………………………………………………..Koetter, 62) 
  
 
 
Rowe and Koetter note that the ground endorses two kinds of figure characteristics in the 

diagrams of the traditional and the modern city, which also point to their public and 

private characters. In the diagram of the traditional city, the solid ground functions in a 

way to highlight the figure character of the voids, which represent the public spaces. 

While in the diagram of the city of modern architecture, the figure character of the solids 

or the object buildings reveals the emphasis given to the private spaces.199  

 

Rowe and Koetter analyze the public and the private figures in Vasari’s Uffizi Square and 

Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation.200 A comparison between these two examples is 

remarkable as they make possible the analysis of a solid and a void figure of nearly the 

same proportions, and they can be conceived as the inverted figure and ground readings 

of the same Gestalt diagram. Unité d’Habitation is a figure isolated from its surroundings 

and utilized by a limited number of people. On the contrary, the void of Uffizi encourages 

a dynamic social life with its figure. 

 

[For,] if the Uffizi is Marseilles turned outside in, or if it is a jelly mould for the Unité, 
it is also void become figurative, active and positively charged; and while the effect of 
Marseilles is to endorse a private and atomized society, the Uffizi is much more 
completely a “collective” structure.201  
 

                                                 
199  Ibid., 116-117. 
200 Ibid., 124-125. 
201 Ibid., 124. 
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Figure 64. Plan of Uffizi, Florance.                  Figure 65. Site plan of Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation. 
(Rowe and Koetter, 69)                                (Rowe and Koetter, 69)    

 
 
 

         
 

Figure 66. Uffizi, view. (Rowe and Koetter, 69)               Figure 67. Unité d’Habitation, view. (Rowe and                              
………………………………………………………………………………..Koetter, 69) 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 68. Uffizi, air view. (Rowe and Koetter, 668) 
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Rowe and Koetter note that although the void of Uffizi has a definite geometrical form, 

the buildings defining that void respond to the immediate context on their backside by 

being adjusted to the unplanned changes. Uffizi succeeds in creating a new environment 

without rejecting the existing conditions by “reconciling themes of self-conscious order 

and spontaneous randomness”202 through its form. 

 
Rowe and Koetter also examine two contemporary projects interpreting the same 

program in the same local context. They analyze Le Corbusier’s and Auguste Perret’s 

competition projects of 1931 for the Palace of the Soviets. Rowe and Koetter argue that 

although both projects achieve functionality, their responses to the surrounding 

environment are quite diverse. They find Perret’s solution quite contextual. It establishes 

spatial connections with the Kremlin and modifies the geometry of the courtyard in 

reference to the river. However, Le Corbusier’s proposal seems to be devised only out of 

the inner requirements of the design task and it is independent of the site conditions. For 

Rowe and Koetter, Le Corbusier’s response to the context is symbolic, as it is more 

concerned with the creation of a new and modern image for the city of Moscow than 

establishing local connections with the urban context.203  

 
 
 

                 
 

Figure 69. Plan of Auguste Perret’s project for the                    Figure 70. Top view of Le Corbusier’s project for 
Palace of the Soviets, 1931. (Rowe and Koetter, 70)                 the Palace of the Soviets, 1931. (Rowe and 
………………………………………………………………………………………….Koetter, 70) 
 

                                                 
202 Ibid., 125. 
203 Ibid. 
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Figure 71.  Auguste Perret’s project for the                             Figure 72. Le Corbusier’s project for the Palace of 
Palace of the Soviets. (Rowe and Koetter, 71)                         the Soviets. (Rowe and Koetter, 69)        
 
 
 
Beyond Object and Texture Fixation: Alternative Design Strategies Proposed in 

“The Crisis of the Object” 

 

While questioning the “object fixation” of modern architecture, Rowe and Koetter do not 

propose its rejection and its replacement with an over emphasis of the traditional texture. 

For them, both of these opposing tendencies have positive and negative aspects. Rather 

than choosing one of these approaches, they suggest an in-between position that 

mediates between them.  

 

Rowe and Koetter propose a formal strategy that enables a continuous fluctuation 

between an “interpretation of the building as object and its reinterpretation as texture.”204 

For them, this can be achieved by creating an object that is absorbed into the texture of 

the city and responsive to the voids. Rowe and Koetter call this “building as infill.” 

Correspondingly, they count “cross-breeding,” “assimilation,” “distortion,” “challenge,” 

“response,” “imposition,” “superimposition,” and “conciliation” as possible strategies to 

achieve the relation of the buildings with their surrounding contexts.205  

 

Rowe and Koetter propose a reconsideration of the two examples in light of their capacity 

to indicate viable design strategies. The first one is poché.206 Identified as “the imprint 

upon the plan of the traditional heavy structure,” poché can be described as a solid, 

dividing and relating adjacent interior spaces of a building. For Rowe and Koetter, this 

device can be transferred to the urban scale, and it can be used to organize the 

                                                 
204 Ibid., 129. 
205 Ibid., 140. 
206 Rowe and Koetter remind that it is through Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture 
that the relevance of “poché” was explored. Ibid., 132.  
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surrounding outside spaces. Becoming an “urban poché,” the solid is engaged by adjacent 

voids and it can function as both figure and ground where necessary. 

 
 
 

                        
 

Figure 73. Plan of Hotel de Beauvais. (Rowe and Koetter, 78)             Figure 74. Examples of poché. (Rowe and                                
jjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjKoetter, 169) 
 
 
 
The second formal strategy is implicit in the analysis of Mondrian’s painting Victory Boogie 

Voogie. As noted by Rowe and Koetter, analysis of this painting discloses a complexity of 

relationships concerning the position of the figures in reference to other figures and to the 

whole system. In Victory Boogie Voogie, the figures and the “spatial matrix” are in a 

continuous fluctuating relationship. While the figures are integrated parts of the ground, 

they can also act independently. The grid provides a dynamic field, matrix or texture that 

controls the parts while permitting them to keep their identities.207 In this way, parts are 

not totally disappeared within the whole, but they enforce the grid system. Rowe and 

Koetter explain the randomness achieved by figures within a ground via Levi-Strauss’ 

expression of “precarious balance between structure and event.”208 For them, the 

existence of a system enabling freedoms can be accomplished through a strategy of the 

“overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned.”209  

                                                 
207 Ibid., 138. 
208 Ibid. 
209 Ibid., 140. 



 93

        
 

Figure 75. Victory Boogie Woogie, 1943-4,                     Figure 76. Plan of the city of Jaipur.                                           
Piet Mondrian.                                                            (Rowe and Koetter, 170) 

 
 
 
Rowe and Koetter note that the dynamic relation between the parts and the whole, a 

feature distinguished in Mondrian’s painting, can be found in architecture as well. This 

time, they evoke the city of Jaipur, a precedent outside the European tradition. Jaipur is 

interpreted as a system which provides modifications within a regular geometrical formal 

organization. The main system based on a grid of nine squares allows transformations 

according to the local topographical conditions. An analysis of City of Jaipur suggests valid 

strategies in which “order acquires value by its denial; and randomness achieves 

significance by its enframement.”210 

 

Reconsidering “The Crisis of the Object” in light of the Mat-Building 

Phenomenon 

 
Although Rowe and Koetter’s comparison between the city of modern architecture and the 

traditional city may be regarded as a comparison between styles, the figure-ground 

diagrams they employed in their analyses can be re-evaluated for their capacity to enable 

the elimination of visual and the historical issues from a formal discussion. Through the 

figure-ground diagrams, the precedents compared with each other are abstracted into 

black solids and white voids; and their object and texture qualities are no longer regarded 

as characteristics of particular periods. They are related to ahistorical formal strategies. In 

this way, formal analysis in terms of figure and ground relationship does not only allow a 

comparison between the city of modern architecture and the traditional European city, but 

it can also contribute to our understanding of a mat-building and mat-urbanism.  

                                                 
210 Ibid., 139. 
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When an example of mat-building is abstracted into a figure-ground diagram, it is possible 

to observe a similar solid-void relationship that Rowe and Koetter find in the traditional 

cities. In a mat-building diagram, the solids are not conceived as isolated and 

unconnected figures on the ground, but they constitute the ground by incorporating the 

voids.  

 

The criticism of “object fixation” of modern architecture in “The Crisis of the Object” is 

also explicit as a problem situation in Alison Smithson’s interpretation of mat-building. 

Both formal approaches aim at going beyond the separate and isolated object buildings of 

modern architecture by providing alternative strategies which stress relationships in all 

terms rather than separation. In other words, it may not be wrong to assert that Rowe 

and Koetter explored, in fact, the inherent mat-building characteristic in the European 

traditional cities. 

 

In spite of the parallelisms in their problem definitions and formal considerations, Rowe 

and Koetter’s way of handling the problem situation is quite different from Smithson’s 

way, especially in their consideration of architectural tradition and in their handling of 

analytical methods.  

 

It is the specific problem of architectural form to integrate itself with the existing urban 

texture that differentiates “Crisis of the Object” from Smithson’s article. Rowe and Koetter 

formulate their criticism of modern architecture and urbanism by proposing a 

reconsideration of the European traditional city that modern architecture tried to replace. 

They search the problem solution again in the problem context. Critical of not only the 

modern but also the classical architecture, Smithson proposes a formal strategy, which 

was originated outside these two contexts. Smithson found the spontaneity and flexibility 

in the organic Islamic city form, and not in the monumentality of classical architecture. 

 

Rowe and Koetter use comparison as an essential strategy of disclosing differences 

between architectural precedents. In the “Addendum” written for the “Mathematics of the 

Ideal Villa,” 211 Colin Rowe explicates that the reading strategy that he employed in the 

comparison of Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein at Garches and Palladio’s Villa Malcontenta was 

rooted in the Wöllflinian method of analysis. Accordingly, the analysis begins by pointing 

to the similar aspects in their organizations, then it continues by introducing the 

differences in a way to disclose the logical transformation of the same general theme in 

                                                 
211 Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” in The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other 
Essays, (London: MIT Press, 1995), 16. 
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the analyzed precedents. In addition to this, Rowe uses comparison as a reading strategy 

again in another article written in collaboration with Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal 

and Phenomenal.”212 In this article, Rowe distinguishes “phenomenal transparency” from 

“literal transparency” by comparing Le Corbuiser’s Villa Stein with Gropius’ Bauhaus 

complex. In “The Crisis of the Object,” the difference of the object character from the 

texture character is estranged and reinforced by the figure-ground diagrams. Unlike Rowe 

and Koetter, Smithson uses similarity as an analytical strategy. The idea of mat-building is 

comprehended by grasping the common aspects of the selected projects. Without taking 

a definite position against the notion of isolated object buildings, Smithson communicates 

the strategy of mat-building in a tactful way to develop an inclusive framework.          

 

In the Collage City, Rowe and Koetter appreciate Team 10’s intentions to achieve “human 

association” by proposing integration between life, program and building, rather than 

separating them. Yet they find their formal approach ambiguous: 

 

It has been stated (Bakema) that Team X would replace the isolated building and 
building programme with the overlapping of buildings and programmes, that it would 
replace functional organization with “human association” and, a more recent move, 
that for imposition it would substitute participation; but, admirable though all those 
proposals are (and who would wish to disagree with such wholesome generalities), 
the product is not, exactly, distinguishable. And thus Team X alternates between 
systems building and simulated villages, between growth fantasies and townscape 
tune up.213  

 

 

Precedents that Utilized the Strategy of the “Overtly Planned and the 

Genuinely Unplanned” and the Venice Hospital 

 

For Rowe and Koetter, Team 10’s fascination with the idea of growth and flexibility is 

questionable. Notwithstanding the idea of spontaneity, Rowe and Koetter propose a 

controlling structure that allows flexibility and freedom, and that comprises the strategy of 

the “overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned.” Formally, it is achieved through the 

fluctuating interpretations of the figures and the ground recognized in Mondrian’s painting 

Victory Boogie Voogie and in Jaipur. 

 

In the “Crisis of the Object,” the dissatisfaction with the form of the Berlin Free University 

is remarkable. Presented as the representative of contemporary mat-building by 

                                                 
212 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal” in Transparency, (Basel: 
Birkhauser, 1997). 
213 Rowe and Koetter, Collage City, 42. 
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Smithson, the “texture” form of Berlin Free University seems to distinguish itself from the 

“object” form of the isolated blocks of the modern architecture. However, it is still 

“normative” and “pragmatic” for Rowe and Koetter. For them, the Berlin Free University 

does not have the complexity found in Mondrian’s painting Victory Boogie Voogie and in 

the city of Jaipur that accomplish a dialectical relationship between the figures and the 

ground or between the parts and the whole. Rather than being a heterogeneous system 

that allows for the differentiation of parts according to the local conditions, the Berlin Free 

University presents a homogenous system in which the parts lose their characters. For 

Rowe and Koetter, the variations are so much absorbed within the system that they are 

hardly noticeable.214 It may be argued that, because of their disappointment with the 

Berlin Free University, Rowe and Koetter search for a more sophisticated version of mat-

building than that Smithson offered in “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building.”   

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 77. Model view of the Berlin Free University 
 
 
 
In “The Crisis of the Object”, Rowe and Koetter associate the “object fixation” of modern 

architecture with Le Corbusier’s certain urban projects like Ville Contemporaine (1922), 

Plan Voisin (1925), Ville Radieuse (1930), Palace of the Soviets in Moscow (1931), project 

for city center of Saint-Dié (1945) and Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles (1946). 

 

Rowe and Koetter point to a split between Le Corbusier’s architectural and urban projects. 

Le Corbusier is considered as a successful architect who developed sophisticated formal 

strategies in his small scale projects, but as an unsuccessful urbanist who could not 

transfer the complexity of thoughts to his urban projects. In contrast to his complex 

                                                 
214 Rowe and Koetter, “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture,” 138. 
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consideration of private life, they claim that Le Corbusier underestimated the public life.215 

They say:  

 

There is Le Corbusier the architect with what William Jordy has called ‘his witty and 
collusive intelligence.’ This is the person who sets up elaborately pretended platonic 
structures only to riddle them with an equally elaborate pretence of empirical detail, 
the Le Corbusier of multiple asides, cerebral references and complicated scherzo; and 
then there is Le Corbusier the urbanist, the deadpan protagonist of completely 
different strategies who, on a large and public scale, has the minimum of use for all 
the dialectical tricks and spatial involutions which, invariably, he considered the 
appropriate adornment of a more private situation. The public world is simple, the 
private world is elaborate; and, if the private world affects a concern for contingency, 
the would be public personality long maintained an almost too heroic disdain for any 
taint of the specific.216 

 

In the Collage City, the Venice Hospital is not mentioned among Le Corbusier’s urban or 

architectural projects. Yet, after re-reading “The Crisis of the Object” in light of the 

discussions of mat-building and field organizations, the absence of the Venice Hospital is 

quite understandable. It is possible to argue that the Venice Hospital challenges Rowe and 

Koetter’s generalization and categorization of Le Corbusier’s work as “complex houses” 

but “simple cities.” Beyond its mediation between the scales of architecture and urbanism, 

the Venice Hospital displays masterful utilization of the strategies delineated by Rowe and 

Koetter. As discussed before, it is a building that infiltrates into the surrounding urban 

setting and becomes a continuum of the city through its formal organization. The Venice 

Hospital performs like a texture as it gives due attention to the character of the voids 

created within and along its periphery. These voids are not left-over spaces developed as 

accidental outcomes of a solid strategy, but they are carefully articulated and harmonized 

with the character of the surrounding solids.  

 

The most distinguished aspect of the Venice Hospital is that it accomplishes the task of 

creating the “overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned.” In addition to its capacity of 

growth as a mat, the formal organization of Venice Hospital comprises a highly developed 

system of controlled growth as well. Unlike certain examples of mat-building that pay little 

attention to the overall form, the overall form of Venice Hospital is controlled by a grid 

system that allows for variations and modifications within the system. The Venice Hospital 

performs not only as a “mat-building” or a “texture,” but also as an “object.” But to see 

how the Venice Hospital accomplishes Rowe and Koetter’s proposed model of “an object 

that behaves like a texture,” it is necessary to introduce another analysis of the Venice 

Hospital. It is in this context that the following chapter will present a geometrical analysis 

                                                 
215 Rowe and Koetter, Collage City, 93. 
216 Ibid., 93. 
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of the Venice Hospital. Based on Alan Colquhoun’s remarks and diagrams, the geometrical 

analysis of the Venice Hospital will help visualize how the project achieves both control 

and flexibility through its formal organization.  
 

 
 

III.VI. Deciphering The Geometrical System in the Venice Hospital 

 

 

Previous interpretations of the Venice Hospital as a field phenomenon disclose the 

performance of its formal organization to respond to the complexity of the program, site 

and urban context. In the Venice Hospital, the grid performs in two ways. It disciplines 

the interior arrangement and it works as a site strategy.217 The grid system organizes the 

circulation spaces, courtyards and rooms, by providing variations and repetitions. With its 

interior streets and connections with patios, the building conveys the idea of a small city. 

Unlike the Berlin Free University, the grid of the Venice Hospital provides an open 

structure. The grid brings the building into contact with its surrounding environment and 

adjusts it into a complex site by allowing extensions along its periphery. In this way, 

responsive outdoor spaces were created between the periphery of the hospital and the 

surrounding buildings.  

 

In “Formal and Functional Interactions,”218 Alan Colquhoun examines the geometrical 

system in the Venice Hospital, and he discloses certain techniques underlying the 

development of the grid, which were not acknowledged in the other interpretations.  

 

Deciphering the Geometrical System in the Venice Hospital:  

“Formal and Functional Interactions” by Colquhoun 

 

In “Formal and Functional Interactions,” Colquhoun reveals the existence of a 

sophisticated mathematical scheme in the formal organization of the Venice Hospital. 

Through this mathematical system, the grid of the Venice Hospital accomplishes a 

reconciliation of contradictory ideas of control and growth. It allows for local modifications 

                                                 
217 Stan Allen in “The Thick 2-D” delineates the characteristics of mat-building. He writes that: “The lessons 
of mat building in general (and the Venice Hospital in particular) have been internalized as a series of 
architectural objectives: a shallow but dense section, activated by ramps and double-height voids; the unifying 
capacity of the large open roof; a site strategy that lets the city flow through the project; a delicate interplay of 
repetition and variation; the incorporation of time as an active variable in urban architecture.” Stan Allen, 
“The Thick 2-D,” 121. 
218 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, 
(New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 250-261. 
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while preserving the main system. In this way, the formal organization of the Venice 

Hospital allows it to fit perfectly to the irregular boundaries of the site, and also allows 

variation and growth.219  

 

Before focusing on the geometrical analysis of the Venice Hospital, it might be illuminating 

to highlight the main aspects of the discussion put forward by Colquhoun in “Formal and 

Functional Interactions.” In this article, Colquhoun examines two projects by Le Corbusier, 

the Venice Hospital and the French Embassy in Brasilia. He argues that although these 

two projects were designed in the same period, they point to two diverse approaches in 

the work of Le Corbusier. French Embassy project is composed of two single buildings and 

it represents Le Corbusier’s object-oriented form making approach. The Venice Hospital, 

on the other hand, marks Le Corbusier’s interest in the “patterns of growth” and “the 

irregular and spontaneous forms of folk architecture.” Colquhoun characterizes the Venice 

Hospital as a unique example of “the direct transformation of a functional organism into 

its appropriate form.”220 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 78. Project for the French Embassy, 1964-65. Model viewed from the north. (Colquhoun, 253)                 
 
 
 
Colquhoun notes that the formal approaches taken in these projects might be seen as 

contradictory at first. Nevertheless, as their forms are examined in relation to the specific 

design problems that they addressed, it is possible to argue that both projects developed 

complex and overlapping formal responses to their programs. In both projects, “The form 

is not conceived of as developing in a one-to-one relation with the functions but is based 

on ideal schemata with which the freely deployed functions, with their possibilities of 

unexpected sensuous incident, engage in a dialogue.”221 

 
                                                 
219 Ibid., 258-259. 
220 Ibid., 251. 
221 Ibid., 260. 
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In the French Embassy, Le Corbusier proposes two separate and contrasting volumes. 

The vertical cylindrical volume with seven stories accommodates the facilities of the 

chancellery, while the horizontal rectangular prism was considered as the residence block. 

Due to its location, the chancellery is recognized before the residence. For Colquhoun, as 

the project is separated into two such separate blocks, the possibility of the dominancy of 

residence over the administration facilities is prevented, and the conventional meanings 

attributed to the chancellery and the ambassador’s residence are consciously maintained. 

The separation of functions is expressed formally by situating these two buildings, in 

contrasting shapes, on opposing ends of a quite extensive rectangular site. The Embassy 

building with its cylindrical volume is situated on the site’s one end that is closer to the 

city center. The residence, a rectangular prism, takes place on the other end overlooking 

the lake.222  

 

 
 

Figure 79. The French Embassy. Persepective from the north. (Colquhoun, 254) 
 
 
 
Colquhoun mentions that the organizational problems in the Venice Hospital are quite 

different from those in the Brazilian Embassy. Both the local context and the program 

demanded complex and diverse formal solutions. Le Corbusier’s idea to accomplish formal 

continuity with the context might be considered the most concrete reason for the 

hospital’s unique form. Besides the contextual concerns, Colquhoun reminds the 

advantages of the horizontal disposition of the hospital for functional reasons. An 

alternative solution could be vertical blocks that separate different functions. Yet, 

Colquhoun argues that separating activities vertically has administrational advantages, 

since it makes possible connecting different functional elements internally.223 

 

 

                                                 
222 Ibid., 251-252. 
223 Ibid., 256. 
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Colquhoun’s Geometrical Analysis of the Venice Hospital 

 

Colquhoun states that although the Venice Hospital is a functional organization which 

takes its formal idea from the context, it has a geometrically disciplined system as well, 

that makes it more than merely a functional scheme. Colquhoun points to the existence of 

two interlocking systems in the Venice Hospital.  He describes the first system as 

geometric and the other as additive. These two systems can be regarded at first as 

competing with each other. The geometrical schema tries to fix the parts to the whole, 

while the additive one allows for a flexible organization in which addition or subtraction is 

possible.224  

 

Colquhoun notes that the geometric composition defines the periphery of the building on 

the southeast and southwest directions. The building cannot extend more on these 

directions. Yet, on the northeast and northwest directions a freer organization is achieved 

with the addition of new units.225  

 
 

 
Figure 80. Additive schema and geometrical schema in the Venice Hospital. 

Drawn by Colquhoun. (Colquhoun, 259) 
 

                                                 
224 Ibid., 258-259. 
225 Ibid., 259. 
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The geometric schema is composed of a system of superimposed squares and golden 

section rectangles. Colquhoun mentions the existence of two dominant squares, the 

smaller of which is within the larger one. When the smaller square is divided into two 

halves by a vertical line, it is obtained a specific ratio between the divided parts, and 

between the divided parts and the whole. This relationship is based on the the Fibonacci 

series: 8, 5, 3, and 2.226  

 

The grid of the additive system is superimposed on this geometrically controlled system, 

and it divides the larger square into eight units. Colquhoun explains that from the 

composition of four units, the essential unit of the plan, which Le Corbusier called 

campiello  is obtained. As discussed previously, campiello is the name of a group of 

spaces that rotate around a central elevator core, forming a square. These rotating 

spaces merge with other units in a way to interlock all the parts. 227 

 

Colquhoun supports his conjectures with two diagrams. The first diagram demonstrates 

the additive schema and the second one demonstrates the geometric schema.228  

 

Colquhoun’s analysis discloses how two seemingly contradictory concepts such as growth 

and control are used simultaneously in the Venice Hospital. Colquhoun presents his 

analytical diagrams, but he does not explicate his method of analysis. It is possible to 

decipher Colquhoun’s remarks and analytical diagrams by employing the technique of 

“plan analysis” that was introduced by Klaus-Peter Gast to read the geometrical 

composition of an architectural work. 

 

The Technique Of “Plan Analysis” 

 

Klaus-Peter Gast in his book “Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh,”229 employs the method of 

“plan analysis” to examine and demonstrate how formal order can be represented 

through geometrical relationships in the work of Le Corbusier.  

 

                                                 
226 Ibid., 259.  
For a further discussion on the geometrical and numerical proportioning systems, one of the main sources is 
Rudolf Wittkower, Architectural Principals in the Age of Humanism, (London: W.W.Norton, 1971).  
See also Richard Padovan, Proportion: Science, Philosophy and Architecture, (London: E&FN Spon, 1999). 
227 Ibid., 258-259. 
228 Ibid., 259. 
229 Klaus-Peter Gast, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, (Basel: Birkhauser, 2000). In this book, Gast examines 
the inherent geometrical order within the work of Le Corbusier. Gast analyzes a series of architectural and 
urban projects such as Villa Schwob, Villa Besnus, Villa Stein, Villa Savoye, plans for Paris and Saint-Dié, 
projects in Chandigarh, Ronchamp Chapel and Monastery of La Tourette. The Venice Hospital is not included 
in the book. 
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“Plan analysis” was developed by Harmen Thies to examine the ground plans of the work 

of Balthasar Neumann and Michelangelo’s Capitol230; and it was applied by Gast to the 

20th century examples.231    

 

“Plan analysis” follows a specific method. It is a sequential analysis that aims at 

discovering geometrical relationships through a series of diagrams. In this way, it aims at 

depicting the emergence of each design step by step, and disclosing interdependent and 

rationally comprehensible stages of development. “Plan Analysis” presents a sequence of 

relationships that starts from a comprehensive starting figure, and arrives at a complex 

form, which is presented in the final plan. 232   

 

The point of departure for the analysis is to determine the initial figure, for example the 

square or the circle. The initial figure is considered as the origin of the geometrical design. 

It forms the first step of the diagrams. It is from this starting point that a sequence of 

geometrical or proportional relations is derived. The analytical process is based on 

searching for this initial figure. It is mostly related to the design idea. The sequence of 

steps following the starting point should give a coherent construction of the formal idea. 

The initial figure may cover the site plan, as well as the overall form of the building, or it 

may be a main part of the building.233 Gast’s analytical method is based on an assumption 

about the designer’s use of geometry. It is a process of searching for the starting figure in 

a project.  

 

“Plan analysis” necessitates precise drawings of plans and elevations. It is the working 

drawing which gives the best result since “the concrete design image furnished by the 

working plan, translated into clearly delimited lines, means decision, consolidation, 

calculation and the translation of ideas into form.”234 Precision is of utmost importance, 

since a slightest vagueness may end up with different results. The method of plan 

analysis is a skill learnt by practicing. It necessitates first the knowledge of the basic 

                                                 
230 Harmen H.Thies, “Grundrißfiguren Balthasar Neumanns: Zum maßstablich geometrishen Rißaufbau der 
Schöborn kapelle und der Hofkirche in Würzburg” (Florence, 1980). 
Harmen H.Thies, “Michelangelo. Das capitol,” (Munich: Florence Institute of Art History, 1982). 
231 See also, Klaus-Peter Gast, Louis I. Kahn: The Idea of Order. (Basel: Birkhauser, 1998).  
Gast supervised a workshop at the METU Department of Architecture, which was organized as part of the 
graduate design course ARCH 609 in October 2001.  
232 Gast taught his method of analysis during this workshop. He introduced basic geometrical principles such 
as the golden ratio and the √2 ratio. The best way of learning the method of plan analysis is to practice. 
233 Ibid., 13.  
234 Ibid. 
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geometrical principles like Golden Section, double square, √2 ratio, and certain other 

proportional relations.235  

 

Deciphering Colquhoun’s Diagrams through the Technique of “Plan Analysis”  

 

In the plan analysis of the Venice Hospital of 1964, 1/2000 scale plan drawings presented 

in the Oéuvre Complete: 1957-1965 were used.236 The third level plan is regarded as the 

reference drawing, since it gives the idea of the overall system formed by the repeating 

units of patient cells and circulation elements. The aim is to start with the key figure and 

to develop the analysis in successive stages until the geometrical and proportional 

principles are identified. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 81. First step of plan analysis of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 
 
 
The first step demonstrates the main (smaller) square as the figure that controls the 

boundaries of the building. The traces of the second (larger) square shown in dotted lines 

indicate the possibility of extension on the north-east and north-west direction. Small 

                                                 
235 Gast explains the geometrical construction of golden rectangle, and √2 rectangle in Klaus-Peter Gast, Le 
Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, 92; and he explains the construction of golden section ratios in a double square 
in Klaus-Peter Gast, Louis I. Kahn: The Idea of Order, 196.   
236 Le Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965. (New York: G. Wittenborn, 1966).  
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square fixes the boundry of the site on the south-east direction. The exact dimensions of 

the bigger square are developed in the second step. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 82. Second step of plan analysis of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 
 
 
The second step demonstrates how a proportional relationship is developed between 

these squares. The center of the smaller square is taken as a reference point. This point 

marks the main vertical circulation core, as Colquhoun also points out in his analysis.237 

Given a specific emphasis, this core takes place in the middle of the central courtyard and 

it serves for the patients’ entrance to the top floor.  

 

Out of one quarter of that square, it is possible to arrive at a rectangle, which has golden 

section proportions. In this way, the proportions of the Fibonacci series are obtained as 

2:3:5:8,  and the bigger square is derived. According to this proportional relationship, it is 

possible to insert a grid on this system, as seen in step 3.  

 

                                                 
237 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,”  259. 
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Figure 83. Third step of plan analysis of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 

 
 
The distance between the bigger and the smaller square provides the dimensions of one 

unit of the grid. The grid follows the lines of the two main squares, and the center of each 

unit is marked by the circulation core. At this step, the general difference between the 

numerical proportioning system and the geometrical proportioning system can be 

recognized. The proportions derived from the geometrical figures are irrational numbers. 

Yet, the numerical proportions are the transformed version of the geometrical proportions 

into rational numbers.238 In this way, it is possible to divide this system into equal units 

and the grid can be obtained in the form of repetitive same units.  

 

The smaller units are divided into golden rectangles rotating around the elevator core. 

When these lines are connected with those of other units, linear transitional areas are 

defined, as seen in step 4. 

 

                                                 
238 For a discussion on the geometrical proportions and the numerical proportions, see Richard Padovan, 
“Proportion Systems as a Unified Field: Geometry or Number?” in Proportion: Science, Philosophy and 
Architecture, (London: E&FN Spon, 1999), 45-49. 
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Figure 84. Fourth step of plan analysis of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 
 
 
As the formal structure is established, it is possible to arrange the open spaces and 

patient rooms within this formal framework. Step 5 indicates the final layout of the third 

floor.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 85. Fifth step of plan analysis of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
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By transforming Colquhoun’s diagram into a sequence of geometrical relations, it is 

possible to decipher diverse responses of the overall form to the dynamics of the site. An 

evaluation of the three main steps in the plan analysis is illuminating for understanding 

the performance of the controlling and the additive systems in the formal organization of 

the Venice Hospital.     

 

The small square as the starting figure fixes the form along the south-east and south west 

periphery. The square’s one side approximates the maximum length of the hospital 

allowed in the south-east direction. The small square enables this fixed condition, in this 

way the building’s fitting into the south direction is controlled.    

 

The limit of extension over the sea in the north-west direction is indicated with the second 

larger square. It is decided on a golden relationship with the first controlling square. In 

this way, the first and the second squares form a unified whole and they determine the 

overall form. The larger square points the first step of the additive system. The grid is 

defined by the proportional relationship between the first square and the second one. It is 

inserted into the overall form. 

 

The grid begins to work as an element of an additive system when it passes over the 

other side of the river. The extension of the grid towards the other side of the river does 

not alter the principles of the overall form established in the previous stages. The additive 

system performs by the repetition of the units. One unit almost equals to the width of the 

river. A more flexible organization is achieved on the other side of the river. One more 

unit is added to the system so that the site is used more efficiently. This unit which 

performs independent from the controlling schema emphasizes the additive character of 

the grid system.  

 

Colquhoun’s analysis of the Venice Hospital highlights the problem of control within an 

additive and flexible system. In the Venice Hospital, the geometrical system is used as a 

device for organizing the overall form in an additive system. In this way, it is different 

from a simple additive system which is relatively indifferent to the overall form.  
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Additive and Controlling Systems in the Formal Organization of the Venice 

Hospital 

 
Previous readings of the Venice Hospital as a mat-building and a field phenomenon 

focused on the capacity of its formal organization to enable growth and to provide 

flexibility through the repetition of self-sufficient units. It was the additive character of the 

formal system that assigned its mat-building character.  

 

Among the examples of mat-building presented in Smithson’s essay, it is possible to 

recognize two characteristics pertaining to the additive systems. The first kind of additive 

system is concerned with the aspects of growth in urban form. These systems are 

proposed for their capacity to grow and change in time. They are open systems which can 

connect with larger systems around them. The most characteristic additive system that is 

open to growth in time can be recognized in stem structures. Smithson exemplifies the 

spontaneously growing Islamic cities as exemplars of additive systems in the tradition of 

architecture. In these city forms an organic growth is observed by the addition of the cell 

units. As it has already been pointed out, “Arab cities are full of building and never 

finished, and finished and then abandoned, for it would seem the Arabs are more 

spontaneous.”239 In the presentation of Candilis, Josic and Wood’s project for a new 

housing quarter in Bilbao for 100,000 people, the stem is proposed as a framework that 

comprises the time element in its structure.  

 
The systems will be sufficiently flexible to permit growth and change within 
themselves throughout the course of their lives. The systems will remain open in both 
directions, i.e. in respect to smaller systems within them as well as in respect to 
greater systems around them. The systems will present, in their beginning, an even 
over-all intensity of activity in order not to compromise the future. The extent and 
character of the systems will be apparent, or at least ascertainable, from the 
perception of parts of the systems.240 
 

The second form of additive system is not concerned with the aspects of growth. It is 

observed mainly in the building scale as a strategy of interior organization. It is a system 

formed by the addition of the repeating units. Aldo van Eyck’s Orphanage of 1960 and 

Hertzberger’s Central Beheer of 1972 are examples of such additive systems. In these 

systems, the overall form or the periphery condition is an outcome of the interior 

organization.  

 

                                                 
239 Alison Smithson, “How to Recognise and Read Mat-Building,” 93. 
240 Ibid., 96. 
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Owing to Colquhoun’s analysis, it can be argued that the Venice Hospital is a 

distinguished example of an additive system, which comprises the devices of control in its 

formal organization. Without noticing Colquhoun’s analysis, it is possible to offer different 

interpretations of the grid utilized in the Venice Hospital. For instance, it could be 

interpreted as a tartan grid composed of narrow strips, reserved for the circulation 

network, and wider strips, defining other activity zones. Nevertheless, it is through a close 

reading of the geometrical system that the complexity of the grid system is recognized. 

Colquhoun focuses on the Venice Hospital itself as an object of analysis on its own right, 

rather than starting with an existing agenda. It applies a certain technique, and studying 

form in its own problem context, it tries to discover intricate formal relations in its formal 

organization. 

  

Flexible and Fixed Systems in the Formal Organization of the Venice Hospital 

 

As Colquhoun’s analysis of the Venice Hospital is continued, it is possible to recognize the 

presence of another system composed of a fixed and flexible structure that is inserted into 

the additive and the controlling system.  

 

In the Venice Hospital the units are composed of a cruciform circulation path organized 

around a central core. As these cruciform paths are connected by the addition of the 

units, the overall circulation system is derived. This fixed system functions as a backbone 

structure, which organizes other spaces around it.  

 

This fixed circulation network enables a flexible organization of interior and exterior 

spaces around it. The patios, terraces and the room units can be arranged in diverse 

combinations, and they can adapt to the site conditions through variations and 

transformations, without altering the fixed circulation system.      

 

In the Venice Hospital, flexibility is achieved not only in the organization of elements, but 

in the design process as well. The formal organization of the Venice Hospital allows 

modifications and transformations in the design process. The capacity of the co-existence 

of a fixed and a flexible system can be observed also in the second project of 1965. In 

this project, although significant modifications exist, the overall schema is not altered.241 

The extension of the hospital towards the other side of the canal is cancelled in the 

                                                 
241 While analyzing Venice Hospital, Colquhoun uses the plan of the second project of 1965. In this diagram, 
the only modification in the overall system is in the displacement of the chapel. Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and 
Functional Interactions,” 259.  
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second project. Yet, the main body of the project remains unchanged. In the second 

project, in addition to the elimination of the extension part, it is possible to recognize 

modifications in the interior organization as well. In this case, the fixed circulation system 

does not change, and transformations are absorbed by the flexible system organized 

around the fixed structure. 

 

On the Interdependence of “Rationality” and “Intuition”  

 

While introducing the inherent geometrical systems in the work of Le Corbusier, Gast 

points to the connection of the geometrical system with the design idea.  

 

He mentions that “plan analysis” discloses not only the geometrical relationships, but it 

also reveals the way the geometrical schema works with the design idea. Gast argues that 

examination of a geometrical system by employing the technique of “plan analysis” does 

not introduce an understanding of design process as merely a “mathematical construct.” 

Intuitive processes are still required for the application of rational principles.242 He argues 

that a sophisticated employment of the geometrical system requires the interdependence 

of rationality and intuition, and it demonstrates how the intuitively developed “idea” can 

be incorporated within the formal organization.243 Accordingly, in the work of Le 

Corbusier, geometry is used not only as a device of precision, but also as a poetic tool. 

Geometry is complemented with intuition, and they affect each other as interdependent 

processes.  

 

In the formal organization of the Venice Hospital, the role of the geometrical system is not 

limited to the development of an additive and the flexible system. Complementing the 

design idea, it also defines specific locations for specific activities.  

 

It is possible to explore the organization of particular spaces in relation to the geometrical 

system. For example the center of the small square, which is the starting figure, is 

emphasized by the main vertical circulation core. This core serves for the patients’ 

entrance to the top floor, and it is distinguished from other cores by being situated in the 

middle of the central courtyard.  

 

                                                 
242 Klaus-Peter Gast, Louis I. Kahn: The Idea of Order, 9. 
243 Klaus-Peter Gast, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, 186. 
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The church too has a geometrically significant location in the overall system. It is the only 

unit that makes a projection out of the boundaries defined by the larger square. Its 

relation with the overall system is geometrically achieved through the golden ratio.     

 

The symbolic relation between the program and the formal organization in the first 

scheme disappears in the following versions of the project. In the second project, the 

location of the chapel is shifted towards the north-east direction, entering into another 

geometrical relation with the whole system. In the following projects, although the 

modifications do not alter the overall scheme, it is possible to argue that the clarity of 

ideas in the first project disappears in a more complicated schema. The later versions of 

the project continue the main system provided by the repetition of the units, yet the 

refinement of the ideas in the first project apparently fades away. As the implicit order 

that keeps the relation between the parts is lost, it is mostly the functional scheme that is 

transferred into the subsequent projects. 

 

Relation between Field Phenomena and Geometrical Systems of Proportion 

 

By opening up Colquhoun’s diagrams through the method of “plan analysis,” the 

preceding section tried to disclose how geometrical devices complete the design idea, by 

providing control within an additive system, and flexibility within a fixed system. The co-

existence of the interpretations of field and/or mat-building phenomena with a 

geometrical system discloses diverse but complementary formal aspects in the Venice 

Hospital. An integration of these interpretations reveals unforeseen relations that reinforce 

the complex logic of formal organization in the Venice Hospital.  

 

The field and/or mat-building readings discover general organizational principles in the 

Venice hospital that are examined as unique properties in Colquhoun’s analysis.  In this 

way, it is possible to relate the specific devices disclosed in the analysis of the Venice 

Hospital with general design strategies enabled by the reading strategies of mat-building.  

 

In the Venice Hospital, flexibility and growth provided by the mat-building or field 

organization is complemented with the idea of control over the overall form. Unlike some 

other examples of mat-building such as Hertzberger’s Central Beheer or Aldo van Eyck’s 

Orphanage, its overall form is not only developed from inside to outside, but also from 

outside to inside.  
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With its well-articulated overall form, the Venice Hospital displays the characteristics of 

both an object and a texture. Bringing to mind Rowe and Koetter’s proposal in “The Crisis 

of the Object,” it can be characterized as an object performing like a texture and diffusing 

into the urban context. Furthermore, the existence of a geometrical system in the Venice 

Hospital, makes it an exemplar of the “overtly planned and the genuinely unplanned,” in 

Rowe’s and Koetter’s terms. In the Venice Hospital, the formal system allows for local 

modifications without obliterating the main idea. As the fixed system puts forward the 

rules of variations and alterations, it is possible to incorporate local interferences within 

the existing schema.  

 

Owing to Colquhoun’s diagrams and the “plan analysis” introduced by Gast, geometry was 

recognized as a device of achieving both control and flexibility in the formal organization. 

The geometrical scheme disclosed by Colquhoun’s close examination enhances the field 

and/or mat-building discussion by introducing the devices of control in an additive and 

flexible scheme. Along with it, the geometrical system also provides a device of 

estrangement and helps distinguish some significant elements within the seemingly 

uniform mat-system.  

 

The device of geometry and the strategy of field complement each other in the analysis of 

the Venice Hospital, yet they point to fundamentally diverse considerations of 

architectural form when they are examined separately.  

 

Commensurability of Field Phenomena and the Geometrical System in Formal 

Organization of the Venice Hospital 

 

Geometrical organizations and field organizations were introduced as incommensurable 

strategies in Stan Allen’s discussion of the concept of field in “From Object to Field.” Allen 

explicitly founds his field theory upon a criticism of the formal understanding, originated in 

classical architecture and has been associated with the devices of the geometrical systems 

of proportion. He presents “field conditions” as an anti-thesis of the classical architecture’s 

form making tradition whose major devices were geometry and proportion.  

 

As it has been discussed in the second chapter, Allen explains field conditions as a  

“bottom-up phenomena,” characterized not by geometrical ordering devices, but by the 

connectivity of local conditions. Critical of the classical architecture’s focus on the final 

shape of the whole, Allen argues that the overall shape can be fluid and unpredictable. 

The use of geometry aims at an ideal geometric unity through a hierarchical relation of 
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the parts to the whole. Allen suggests that field organizations pay attention rather to the 

internal relationships of parts. Accordingly, “interval,” “repetition” and “seriality” replace 

the ordering devices of the western classical architecture, governed by the rules of 

“axiality,” “symmetry,” or “formal sequence”.244 

 

Allen argues that the geometrical devices of the classical architecture aim at a closed 

system which is not adaptable to the changing conditions. Although St.Peter’s reached its 

final form through additions in different periods, the additions were made in a way to 

complete a pre-determined closed form. As a counterexample, Allen refers to the Great 

Mosque of Cordoba. Cordoba Mosque displays an open structure which has assimilated 

various additions and allowed transformations by preserving the initial frame. 245    

 

At St. Peter’s, additions are morphological transformations, elaborating and extending 
a basic geometric schema, and tending toward compositional closure. This contrasts 
with the mosque at Cordoba where each stage replicates and preserves the previous 
stage of construction by the addition of similar parts.246 

 

When it comes to the Venice Hospital, Allen points to the additive and horizontal formal 

organization, which is established by the repetition of a unit. For Allen, it is due to the 

repetition of the parts that the formal organization of the Venice Hospital could respond to 

the surrounding urban context. Allen extends his argument by asserting that there is no 

controlling geometric system in the Venice Hospital, and the overall form is an outcome of 

the locally developed conditions. 247  

 

For Allen, geometry and proportion as formal devices are incapable of comprising the idea 

of growth or change in time. Comprising a belief in ideal beauty and order, the classical 

architecture aims at a well-organized whole, which is connected to its parts by 

geometrical principles. The geometrical principles finally create fixed and closed systems 

that resist to any kind of intervention in time. As long as the relation of the parts to the 

whole is fixed by geometrical rules, the parts cannot behave independently. Hence, the 

field condition is proposed as an alternative strategy that can replace the classical 

strategies of form making.  

 

However, the geometrical system in the Venice Hospital has a potential that Allen has not 

noted. It is a device that controls form while ensuring flexibility. Allen, by associating 

                                                 
244 Stan Allen, “Field Conditions,” in Points + Lines, 92. 
245 Ibid., 93-94. 
246 Ibid., 94. 
247 Ibid., 94. 
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geometrical organization with its use in the classical architecture, underestimates the 

possibilities of this device. The contradiction between Allen’s understanding of  geometry 

and its use in the Venice Hospital most probably stems from Allen’s prejudgments 

concerning this capacity of this device which is explored by Le Corbusier in a masterful 

way.  

 

Recognizing the co-existence of two seemingly opposing strategies in the Venice Hospital, 

the following section aims at elucidating various uses of geometrical systems in the 

tradition of architecture. Wittkower’s essay “Le Corbusier’s Modulor”248 presents a brief 

but comprehensive history of the transformations in the device character of proportioning 

systems since ancient times until the twentieth century.  

 

Following Wittkower’s discussion, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa”249 will be 

introduced, in which Rowe analyzes the proportional systems in Palladio’s Villa 

Malcontenta and in Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein. By comparing these readings with the 

performance of the geometrical system in the Venice Hospital, this discussion aims at 

reconsidering the capacity of geometrical system to be used as an organizational device 

enabling both control and flexibility in a field structure.   

 

History of the Systems of Proportion  

 

Rudolf Wittkower in his essay “Le Corbusier’s Modulor”250 discusses Le Corbusier’s 

Modulor by contextualizing it within the tradition of systems of proportion in architecture. 

Wittkower’s concise presentation of the history of proportion from the Greek tradition until 

twentieth century shows that long before Le Corbusier, the meanings attached to the use 

of proportion went under continuous transformations.  

 

Wittkower states that the representations of “the belief in an order, divine and human” by 

way of numbers have always been associated with the intellectual need for order in 

“higher civilizations.” For Wittkower, the notion of proportion can be grasped only through 

a deep understanding of geometry and the theory of numbers. Otherwise it is not possible 

to imagine the real capacity of proportion as an ordering system. The attempt to create a 

                                                 
248 Rudolf Wittkower, “Le Corbusier’s Modulor,” in Four Great Makers of Modern Architecture: Gropius, Le 
Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Wright, (New York: TCU, 1963), 196-204. Reprinted in The Footsteps of Le 
Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New York: Rizzoli, 1991), 10-19. 
249 Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” in The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other 
Essays, (London: MIT Press, 1995). 
250 Rudolf Wittkower, “Le Corbusier’s Modulor,” in The Footsteps of Le Corbusier, ed. C. Palazzolo, (New 
York: Rizzoli, 1991), 10-19. 
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connection between life and mathematics had religious tones as well. Wittkower quotes 

the Wisdom of Solomon (XI, 20) in the Bible, “By measure and number and weight thou 

didst order all things.” 251    

 

However, Wittkower notes that the search for symmetry, balance, and proportional 

relationships emerged, in fact, out of a necessity rooted in human nature. He remarks 

that: “In actual fact, however, such systems are no more and no less, than intellectual 

drives given to an instinctive urge which regulates not only human behaviour but even the 

behaviour of higher species of animals.”252 Wittkower supports his argument by referring 

to Arnheims’s thesis that explains the human tendency to interpret complex configurations 

in “ordered patterns”. The systems of proportion are seen as devices that fulfill this 

desire.253   

 

Wittkower states that it is through the discovery of the relation between numbers and 

music in the Greek civilization that the theory of systems of proportion in Western art and 

architecture was developed. Pyhthagoras’ invention of the proportional relations in Greek 

musical scale had an essential role in the establishment of proportional systems. The 

expression of the musical consonance in form of ratios brought forth the idea that 

connects the proportion to perfection and beauty.254    

 

In addition to musical proportion, Wittkower mentions Plato’s contribution to the Western 

theories of proportion. Plato in Timaeus argues that particular basic figures of plane 

geometry constitute the essential formal components of the universe. These figures like 

the equilateral triangle, the right-angled isosceles triangle and the square were considered 

as the basic elements of the platonic geometry.255 

 

Wittkower mentions that in the middle ages, the platonic influence was evident in 

architecture, especially in the construction of medieval churches. However, from the 

fifteenth century on, the Renaissance and the post-Renaissance periods focused more on 

musical proportion. Furthermore, Renaissance thought was inspired by the ideas of 

Vitruvius, and demanded that the proportions of architecture should follow the 

proportions of the human body. Wittkower notes that the search for a relationship 

between human and architectural proportions had religious connotations as well. “The 

                                                 
251 Ibid., 12. 
252 Ibid. 
253 Ibid. 
254 Ibid. 
255 Ibid., 13. 
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Bible tells us that Man was created in the image of God. It logically follows that Man’s 

proportions are perfect. The next axiom appears unavoidable: man-made objects, such as 

architectural structures, can only be attuned to universal harmony if they follow man’s 

proportions.”256 The investigations of human proportions suggested a specific concern for 

a proportional relation between the parts and the whole. “Just as the beauty of the 

human body appears to be regulated by and derived from the correct metrical relation 

between all its members, so the beauty of a building depends on the correct metrical 

interrelation of all its parts.”257  

 

Wittkower notes that the eighteenth century marked a decline in the interest of 

proportion. The relation between beauty and proportion was not appreciated by 

enlightenment and empiricist thought. The Romantic artists considered the mathematical 

systems as restrictive for individual expression and independence. Accordingly the 

proportion became only a topic of scholarly research in the nineteenth century.258  

 

Wittkower remarks that in the mid-nineteenth century, Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace in 

London and Adolf Zeising book Neue Lehre von dem Proportionem des Menschlichen 

Körpers of 1854 were directly influential on the formation of the modern approach to 

proportion.259  

 

After presenting a historical perspective on the systems of proportion, Wittkower puts 

forward a series of principles that connect Le Corbusier’s Modulor to the tradition of 

research into the mathematical systems in architecture: 

 

Primarily, the Modulor is a measuring device developed by Le Corbusier’s from his 

interpretation of the proportional relationships in the human body. Due to its 

anthropometric dimension, Wittkower relates the Modulor to Vitruvius’ work and the 

Renaissance thought. Besides, Wittkower emphasizes the geometrical principles in the 

Modulor. Although the Modulor is a numerical system, it is based on geometrical figures 

derived from the square and the double square. With the 1:2 proportion obtained from 

these figures, Modulor can be linked to the Pythagorean tradition. Wittkower also points 

to the numerical representation of the Modulor that is composed of two Fibonacci series. 

The ratio of 1.618, obtained by the subsequent numbers in the Fibonacci series, 

approximates the Golden Section and it is recognized in the Modulor series. The Fibonacci 

                                                 
256 Ibid., 13. 
257 Ibid., 14. 
258 Ibid. 
259 Ibid. 
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series were invented by Leonardo da Pisa in the early thirteenth century, and Le 

Corbusier’s investigations on this system disclosed another relation between the Modulor 

and the tradition of mathematical systems.260  

 

Wittkower differentiates the Modulor from the ordinary modular systems in relation to the 

idea of standardization. Instead of a fixed range of options, the Modulor enables infinite 

spatial combinations and various possibilities for integrating mass-produced products. 

Wittkower characterizes the Modulor as a dynamic system. Additionally, the Modulor, for 

him, is not only a pragmatic tool, but an aesthetic tool as well. It is a precision tool 

without limiting the freedom or creativity of the designer. On the other hand, Wittkower 

points to a contradiction in the co-existence of the pragmatic and the symbolic concerns 

in the Modulor. The Modulor for him does not fit into the tradition of research on modular 

coordination, which aims to be scientific, objective and easily intelligible. It is too 

“amateurish, dynamic, personal, paradoxical, and often obscure” to work as a practical 

tool.261 

 

Nevertheless, beyond the functional problems, Wittkower appreciates the Modulor for 

representing an exclusive interpretation of the proportional approach originated in the 

Classical architecture. For him, what makes Le Corbusier’s contribution unique is his 

rigorous research into the sources of formal tradition, his creative interpretation of 

mathematical systems of order in consideration with modern conditions; and his 

achievement of a new synthesis. Wittkower explains that the basic contribution of Le 

Corbusier lies in his interpretation of proportion as a design tool, in a period when 

studying proportions has become merely an academic work. “Since the breakdown of the 

old systems of proportions, no architect has been so deeply engaged in this issue, and 

none has believed so fervently that “architecture is proportion.”262  

 

The Modulor as an Instrument of Design 

 

The Modulor was developed by Le Corbusier as a measuring instrument aiming at 

precision and control. It was a scale of dimensions, based on the technique of 

constructing a golden ratio in a six-foot (1.83 meters) man.263  

   

                                                 
260 Ibid., 15. 
261 Ibid., 18-19. 
262 Ibid., 19.  
263 Le Corbusier, Le Modulor, (Paris: Editions de l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, 1950.) 
Le Corbusier, Modulor 2, (Paris: Editions de l’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, 1955.) 
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In the diagram of the Modulor, the human body with his arm upraised is placed in a 

double square. This double square is developed by a golden rectangle obtained from a 

single square. The single square and the double square are merged with the dimensions 

of the human body. In addition to these dimensions, smaller and bigger dimensions are 

generated by interweaving two Fibonacci series. The blue series is derived from the 

double square, comprising the dimension of the 2.26 meters, the level of the upraised 

arm; and the red series is derived from the single square comprising the dimension of 

1.83 meters, the height of a man.264    

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 86. The Modulor. (Le Corbusier, Le Modulor, 66) 
 
 
 
The Modulor was introduced by Le Corbusier as an instrument of design. It aimed to 

provide discipline to a whole project by providing infinite possibilities of combinations. In 

addition to its capacity to be used in the design process, the Modulor was also proposed 

as an effective method for rationalizing the construction process as well. The technicians 

and the workers could refer to it when they needed to make a decision for dimensions in 

their work.265  

 

The Modulor was developed by Le Corbusier and his team between 1943 and 1944, 

during the German occupation of Paris; and it was recognized world wide through the 

publications, Modulor I of 1950 and Modulor II of 1955. The first and the systematic 

utilization of the Modulor is manifest in the Unité d’Habitation. As it is noted in the Le 

Modulor, it was employed as a device to give proportion and dimension to the mass of a 

building, its façade articulation, and interior organization, comprising even the dimensions 

and heights of the kitchen cabinets.266  

 
                                                 
264 Le Corbusier, Le Modulor, 25-61. 
265 Ibid., 109-192. 
266 Ibid., 134-155.  
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Le Corbusier employed the device of Modulor in all of his following projects, including the 

Venice Hospital project. Particularly, the plan and section drawings of the patient cells, 

which were presented as the departure point of the hospital design, exhibit the Modulor 

dimensions. The height of a room is 2.26 meters, and it occupies an area of 2.96x2.96 m.  

 
 
 

          
 

Figure 87. Modulor dimensions indicated in the             Figure 88. Plan of the care unit cells. (Le         
section of a patient cell. (Fondation Le Corbusier)               Corbusier, Oéuvre Complete 1957-1965, 149) 
 
 
 
In addition to the general dimensioning of the spaces, the details confirm the use of the 

Modulor, with the width of the skylight as 70 cm. or the height of the beam above the 

ceiling floor as 27 cm. The representation of the Modulor man in the plans and sections 

not only gives an idea about the human scale, but it also implies an unquestionable 

devotion to the Modulor as a design instrument.  

 

Although the Modulor is also based on a numerical system, in the work of Le Corbusier it 

was used in combination with a geometrical system. In other words, the selection of the 

dimensions in the Modulor is never arbitrary. The interdependence of the Modulor with 

the geometrical system can be best recognized in the Cabanon that Le Corbusier designed 

for himself and his wife in Cap Martin. In the design of this small cottage with the 

dimensions of 3.66m.x3.66m., Le Corbusier applied the Modulor to the whole project, 

from the panels of the external walls, to every single detail including the dimensions and 

arrangements of the shelves. In addition to this measuring instrument, it is possible to 

mention the existence of a sophisticated geometrical scheme in this small cabinet. As 

introduced in the book Le Corbusier a Cap-Martin267 written by Bruno Chiambretto, the 

geometrical organization of the Cabanon is based on the golden rectangles rotating 

around a central square making a spiral movement. This spiral movement starts at the 

entrance door, connects the functional elements like the toilet, the beds, and the working 

table; and it ends in the central area which spatially connects all architectural elements. 

                                                 
267 Bruno Chiambretto, Le Corbusier à Cap-Martin, (Marseille: Éditions Parenthéses, 1987). 
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This spiral continues in the third-dimension and it defines the organization of the 

cupboards and the shelves.268    

 
 
 

          
 

Figure 89. Plan of the Cabanon (Chiambretto, 52) and its geometrical composition (Chiambretto, 40)  
 
 
 
Le Corbusier proposed the Modulor as a universal measuring system that could replace 

the metric and inch systems. He even expected its use in mass production. Nevertheless 

as Wittkower also mentions, the Modulor was a subjective device.269 It was based on Le 

Corbusier’s individual value system concerning the relation between the ideal human body 

and the golden section. Therefore, rather than a universal system applicable to every 

design task, the Modulor was conceived as an instrument unique to Le Corbusier’s work. 

Although its scientific claims were questionable, the Modulor was used extensively by Le 

Corbusier both as an artistic and a disciplining device in his work.    

 

Le Corbusier’s Interpretation of the Classical Systems of Proportion  

 

It is known that long before his invention of the Modulor, since the earliest period of his 

architectural life, Le Corbusier employed geometrical systems of proportion in the facade 

and plan organization of his buildings. Concerning this subject, Colin Rowe’s essay “The 

Mathematics of the Ideal Villa”270 is a significant text that examines the way Le Corbusier’s 

early work interpreted the devices of the classical tradition.  

 

In “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” Rowe compares between Le Corbusier’s Villa 

Stein/de Monzie at Garches (1927) and Palladio’s Villa Malcontenta (1550-1560). In the 

                                                 
268 Ibid., 40-41. 
269 For a discussion based on the technical errors in the Modulor, see Richard Padovan, Proportion: Science, 
Philosophy and Architecture, (London: E&FN Spon, 1999), 321-332. 
270 Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” in  Architectural Review, 1947. Reprinted in The 
Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and Other Essays, (London: MIT Press, 1995). 
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“Addendum” written in 1973 to this article, Rowe explains that his analytical technique 

was based on the Wölflinian method of comparative analysis, which goes back to 1900s. 

Accordingly, the criticism begins with “approximate configurations” and it is carried on 

with the identification of differences, in an attempt to search for the logical transformation 

of the same general theme in a comparative analysis.271  

 

Rowe examines Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein and Palladio’s Villa Malcontenta with regard to 

their geometrical compositions, and their functional, typological, aesthetic and symbolic 

concerns. For him, both works display common attitudes in their obedience to “adherence 

to rules.”272  

 
 
 

                            
 

Figure 90. Top View. Villa Malcontenta. Palladio.              Figure 91. Top View. Villa Stein. Le Corbusier.  
 
 
 

              
 

Figure 92. Plan. Villa Malcontenta                                     Figure 93. Plan. Villa Stein. Le Corbusier.  
 
                                                 
271 Ibid., 16. In the “Addendum” to “Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” Rowe states that this method of analysis 
can be applied to other examples as well. For example, another analysis can be done by replacing Villa 
Malcontenta by Schinkel’s Berlin Altes Museum (1823), and Villa Garches by again Le Corbusier’s the 
Palace of the Assembly at Chandigarh (1953). In this way, Rowe suggests, it is possible to examine the “rules” 
of architecture without being limited by Renaissance examples.   
272 Ibid., 16. 
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Rowe mentions that, it is difficult to make a comparison between the two precedents 

starting from mere appearances, since there seems to be no common ground to discuss 

them. Yet, a close examination suggests many similarities when their formal qualities are 

concerned. Rowe firstly points to their single block character and the correspondence 

between their proportions; 8 units in length, by 5 1\2 by breadth, by 5 in height. Besides, 

the structural systems of both houses reveal rhythms of “double and single spatial 

intervals” and they exhibit “a comparable tripartite distribution of lines of support.” 273 

Rowe notes another similarity in terms of the disposition of spaces. There is a piano 

nobile on the upper floor of both buildings. In Villa Garches, it is connected to the garden 

by a terrace, while in Villa Malcontenta the terrace is replaced by a portico. Rowe 

compares the masses of both houses. The pitched roof of the Villa Malcontenta has an 

additive structure, and the flat roof of the villa at Garches exhibits a subtractive quality.  

For Rowe, both Le Corbusier and Palladio had largely achieved the Platonic archetype of 

the ideal villa, through their geometrical compositions.274  

 
 
 

        
 

Figure 94. Façade. Villa Malcontenta. Palladio.                   Figure 95. Façade. Villa Stein. Le Corbusier.  
 
 
 
The comparison between the Villa Garches and the Villa Malcontenta marks differences in 

their spatial organizations due to their structural systems. Because of the masonry 

construction of Villa Malcontenta, the traditional plan is repeated on each floor, and the 

symmetric and the vertical aspects of the formal composition are dominant. The frame 

structure of Villa Garches allows different plans and sections with a free plan 

arrangement, and it is an asymmetrical and horizontal composition that characterizes the 

form.275  

 

                                                 
273 Ibid., 4.  
274 Ibid., 7. 
275 Ibid., 11-12. 
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Rowe remarks that both Palladio and Le Corbusier used a classical system of proportion, 

yet their interpretations were different. Palladio’s idea of proportions had more symbolic 

connotations, like the idea of harmony, and beauty analogous to musical proportions. 

Rowe mentions that the correspondence between the perfect numbers, the proportions of 

the human figure and the elements of musical harmony formed the notion of the classical 

beauty. “Perfect numbers governed the works of God, it was fitting that the works of man 

should be similarly constructed, that a building should be a representative, in microcosm, 

of the process exhibited at a larger scale in the workings of the world.”276  

 

By means of proportions, Palladio achieved “clarity of forms.” On the other hand, Le 

Corbusier achieved complexity in terms of the ambiguity of form. Rowe mentions that like 

Palladio, Le Corbusier linked the idea of proportions, especially the golden section, to the 

idea of beauty, but it also meant precision to control his design, which is seen in the 

“regulating lines” indicated in the façade drawings.277 

 

Besides the conceptual qualities of form, Rowe points to perceptual differences as well. In 

He remarks that in Le Corbusier’s villa, it is not possible to have a total impression of the 

house from a particular viewpoint. Different from the clear and static appearance of the 

Villa Malcontenta, the Villa Garches exhibits a dynamic façade composed of fragmented 

elements, which causes a “disintegration of focus.”278 

 

Le Corbusier’s Interpretation of the Classical Systems of Proportion in the Villa 

Stein/de Monzie at Garches and in the Venice Hospital  

 

Rowe’s analysis points to both continuities and transformations in the interpretation of the 

classical proportioning system from Palladio’s Villa Malcontenta to Le Corbusier’s Villa 

Stein. Nevertheless, when it comes to the Venice Hospital, it is difficult to make a 

generalization of the device character of geometry and proportion by asserting that the 

way it performs in the Villa Stein is the same with the Venice Hospital.   

 

A comparison between the Villa Stein and the Venice Hospital may display common 

features with Alan Colquhoun’s comparison between the French Embassy in Brasilia and 

the Venice Hospital in his essay “Formal and Functional Interactions.” In both 

comparisons, the Villa Stein and the French Embassy can be interpreted as object 

                                                 
276 Ibid., 8. 
277 Ibid., 9. On proportion, see Padovan’s, Proportion: Science, Philosophy and Architecture, and see Klaus-
Peter Gast’s, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh, (Basel: Birkhauser, 2000). 
278 Ibid., 12. 



 125

buildings, as figures; while the Venice Hospital exhibits a different character as an 

example of mat-building. In spite of the diverse formal impressions, both Villa Stein and 

the Venice Hospital can be considered as appropriate formal approaches to their 

respective problem situations, as long as scale, complexity of the program and site 

requirements are concerned. 

 

The organizational problems in the Villa Stein are quite different from those handled in 

the Venice Hospital, and the use of proportion and geometry in each project refers to 

diverse ideas. As stated by Rowe, the proportional system in the Villa Stein works as an 

ordering device that controls the relation of the parts to the whole. The use of this device 

originates less with practical concerns than with a metaphysical belief in ideal order and 

beauty, which was mentioned by Wittkower for the Modulor.  

 

In the Villa Stein, if the aesthetical, symbolic and historical concerns can be detached 

from the formal debate, it is possible to recognize the capacity of proportion or geometry 

to provide a decision system that determines the dimensions and displacements of 

elements. The ideas of growth and flexibility are not recognized as the essential problems 

of the design task in the Villa Stein. In such a small scale private residence, the 

conception of the building as a three-dimensional object is quite understandable. 

Accordingly, control over the overall form and relating parts to the whole through an 

ordering device may have practical advantages. In the Villa Stein, the geometrical system 

of proportion performs as a device of developing a three-dimensional object by relating 

elements of the plan to the elements of the façades and the sections. The geometrical 

relations allow for a formal composition in which the dimensions and the displacements of 

certain architectural elements can be decided in reference to the whole system.    

 

In the Venice Hospital, the geometrical system partially helps form a part to whole 

relationship. The initial whole that is tried to be determined (shown in the first stages of 

the analysis) is not the final whole, but the main portion of the Venice Hospital complex. 

The initial whole is actually a part, which generates the clues of extension. This initial 

whole tries to fit into the fixed building area, and it determines the principles which enable 

the possibility of extension in the further steps. This controlling figure, which is derived 

out of proportional relationships, generates an additive grid system. In this way, the 

geometrical schema does not create a merely closed and hierarchical system as it is 

argued by Allen. In the Venice Hospital, the geometrical system performs in a much more 

complex way. It provides not only control by means of part to whole relationship, but also 

flexibility of the part-to-part relationship. Different from its use in the Villa Stein, the 
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geometrical device in the Venice Hospital can be directly related with the organizational 

system. 

   

Additionally, while the esthetic criterion is an indispensable aspect of geometrical use in 

Villa Stein, it can be detached from the formal discussion of Venice Hospital. The 

proportion’s conventional relation to beauty and indirectly to visual concerns disappears 

and it becomes purely an organizational tool in the Venice Hospital. 

 

 

 

III.VII. “Phenomenal Transparency” in the Spatial Organization of  

the Venice Hospital 

 

 

Eight years after “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa” was published, Colin Rowe re-

introduced Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein in “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal”279 written 

with Robert Slutzky. In this article, different from “The Mathematics of The Ideal Villa,” 

Villa Stein is no longer conceived as a precedent that interpreted and transformed the 

classical principles, but it is examined as an exemplar of “phenomenal transparency.” By 

analyzing the Villa Stein from a different perspective, Rowe and Slutzky point not only to 

the complexity of an architectural precedent that comprises various strategies in its formal 

organization, but also to the multiple possibilities of analyzing the formal organization of 

the same precedent.  

 

Rowe and Slutzky start their article by putting forward the conventional meanings of the 

term “transparency” in the literature of contemporary architecture and they reckon 

“simultaneity”, “interpenetration”, “super-imposition”, “ambivalence”, and “space-time” as 

among the related concepts.280 Not satisfied with these meanings, Rowe and Slutzky 

suggest another interpretation of transparency starting from the concept of transparency 

in Gyorgy Kepes’ book The Language of Vision. Kepes defines transparency as a “spatial 

order,” which is “more than an optical characteristic”. It means “a simultaneous 

                                                 
279 Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal” in Yale Architectural Journal 
Perspecta 8, 1964. Reprinted in Transparency (Basel: Birkhauser, 1997).  
The second “Transparency” article was published in Perspecta 13/14, 1971.  
280 Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal” in Transparency (Basel: Birkhauser, 
1997), 22. 
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perception of different spatial locations” and “interpenetration without an optical 

destruction”.281   

 

Rowe and Slutzky elaborate the concept of “transparency” by focusing on several Cubist 

paintings. They distinguish two kinds of transparency, “literal” and “phenomenal.” Literal 

transparency is associated with the effect of a “translucent object in a deep, naturalistic 

space”282. Phenomenal transparency, referring to Kepes’ definition, is achieved e.g., when 

“a painter seeks the articulated presentation of frontally aligned objects in a shallow, 

abstracted space.”283 In literal transparency, figures act as if they float in an “infinite”, 

“atmospheric”, “naturalistic void”, while in phenomenal transparency, the aim is to provide 

a distinct “spatial matrix for their principal objects” and “stratification of volume”.284  

 
 
 

                                              
 

                     Figure 96. The Clarinet Player. Picasso.          Figure 97. The Portuguese, Braque.                                                      
cccccccccccccc(Rowe and Slutzky, 26)                                 (Rowe and Slutzky, 27) 
 
 
 
Rowe and Slutzky compare between Braque’s The Portuguese and Picasso’s The Clarinet 

Player. In each of these paintings, a pyramidal form can be recognized. In Picasso’s 

painting this pyramidal form is emphasized by a strong contour, and it is clearly 

distinguished from its background so that “the observer has some sense of a positively 

transparent figure standing in a relatively deep space, and only subsequently does he 

redefine this sensation to allow for the actual lack of depth.”285 Picasso’s painting is given 

as an example more of literal transparency, while Braque’s as an example of phenomenal 

                                                 
281 Ibid., 23. 
282 Ibid., 32. 
283 Ibid. 
284 Ibid., 41. 
285 Ibid., 25. 
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transparency. In Braque’s painting the boundary between the figure and its background is 

blurred through “a highly developed interlacing of horizontal and vertical gridding, created 

by gapped lines and intruding planes.”286 Rather than an implying a three-dimensional 

space, Braque’s painting works with a two-dimensional scheme which allows for the 

independent readings of the figure and the grid.  

 

Rowe and Slutzky utilize the concept of transparency, which constitutes a basis for their 

readings of Cubist paintings, also in their interpretations of architectural form.287 Arguing 

that the two-dimensional aspects of transparency in painting acquire three-dimensional or 

spatial aspects in architecture, they redefine literal and phenomenal transparency in 

architecture. Accordingly, they characterize “literal transparency” as a physical quality of 

material recognized in a “wire mesh” or “glass curtain wall.”288 Rowe and Slutzky define 

“phenomenal transparency” as an organizational quality.  

 

[P]henomenal transparency might be perceived when one plane is seen at no great 
distance behind another and lying in the same visual direction as the first. 
Consequently, it was further implied that among the causes of phenomenal 
transparency there might be found a preference for shallow space or, where such 
space was not possible, for a stratification of deep space –so that the phenomenal as 
opposed to the real space could be experienced as shallow.289  

 

In “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal,” Rowe and Slutzky examine phenomenal and 

literal transparency in the formal organization of selected architectural precedents. They 

compare Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein at Garches with Gropius’ Workshop Wing of the 

Bauhaus. Gropius’ Workshop Wing of the Bauhaus is analyzed as an example of literal 

transparency. 

 
 
 

                                                 
286 Ibid., 26. 
287Ibid., 22-32. The first part of the article pertains to the elaboration of the concept of transparency in the 
field of painting. It is important to mention Robert Slutzky’s contribution as a painter. For Slutzky’s work on 
reading the spatial effect of the painting surface: Peggy Deamer, “Structuring Surfaces: The Legacy of the 
Whites,” “Structuring Surfaces: The Legacy of the Whites,” in Perspecta 32, (2001). 93. 
288 Ibid., 23. 
289 Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Part II,” in Perspecta13/14, 
1971. Reprinted in Caragonne, Alexander, ed. As I Was Saying: Recollections and Miscellaneous Essays, 
Volumes I, II, III. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1996). 
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Figure 98. Gropius’ Workshop Wing of the Bauhaus      Figure 99. Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein at Garches     (Rowe 
and Slutzky, 37)                                                       (Rowe and Slutzky, 36) 
 
 
 
For them, the Workshop Wing of the Bauhaus has a transparent character but no spatial 

stratification and no contradiction of spatial dimensions. Transparency is achieved literally 

by the material quality of the glass. While in the Workshop Wing of the Bauhaus, Gropius 

works with the “translucent attributes” of the glass, in the Villa Stein Le Corbusier is 

primarily occupied with the “planar qualities of the glass,”290 and he employs transparency 

as a design strategy. Rowe and Slutzky present the Villa Stein as an exemplar of 

phenomenal transparency whose reading enables a fluctuating interpretation between 

“fact and implication.” Its formal complexity suggests multiple readings of both the reality 

of “deep space” and the inference of “shallow space.” Rowe and Slutzky distinguish five 

vertical layers of space that divide the volume of the building, and four layers that divide 

it horizontally.291  

 

In “Transparent Form-organization as an Instrument of Design”292 published in the book 

Transparency, Bernard Hoesli points to two main significant aspects of the “Transparency” 

articles. These aspects are concerned with the consideration of precedents and the 

generative capacity of the articles.  

 

Hoesli argues that Rowe and Slutzky’s strategy of analysis is applicable not only to the 

contemporary examples of architecture, but also to the historical precedents as well.293 In 

other words, their analysis allows for examination of historical works in light of a 

contemporary strategy. In their analysis of transparency, Rowe and Slutzky detach the 

architectural work from its cultural and historical context, and they remove the functional 

concerns and the historical connections from their formal analysis. By eliminating the 
                                                 
290 Ibid., 35.  
291 Ibid., 41. 
292 Bernard Hoesli, “Transparent Form-organization as an Instrument of Design” in Transparency, 84-118. 
293 In the “Transparency 2” article, Rowe and Slutzky continue to examine the phenomenal transparency in the 
facades of the historical precedents such as the Palazzo Mocenigo, and Michalengelo’s  San Lorenzo.  
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boundary between the past and the contemporary works of architecture, Hoesli argues 

that Rowe and Slutzky introduce a new understanding of architectural precedents that 

enables to see them from a fresh point of view.294 

 

Hoesli aims to unfold the generative capacity of transparency by expanding Rowe and 

Koetter’s discussion on selected precedents. In addition to its capacity to be applied in the 

analyses of diverse precedents, Hoesli puts stress on the capacity of transparency to be 

used as a design tool. He proposes that transparency, that is disclosed in Le Corbusier’s 

Villa Stein and in his League of Nations project, can be used as a design tool for 

intensifying the complexity of spatial organizations.295     

 

In his analysis of Still Life with Stacked Plates (1920), Hoesli shows how phenomenal 

transparency can be recognized in Le Corbusier’ painting. Here, he points out that 

although the composition is organized by means of layers, it is not possible to distinguish 

each layer as an independent plane. This state of the ambiguous location of layers in 

space supports the possibility of multiple readings which creates for Hoesli, the basic 

condition of phenomenal transparency.296  

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 100. Le Corbusier’s Still Life with                        Figure 101. Hoesli’s analysis of transparency in Still 
Stacked Plates of 1920. (Hoesli, “Commentary,”           Life with Stacked Plates. (Hoesli, “Commentary,” 
in Transparency, 60)                                                  in Transparency, 60) 
 

                                                 
294 Ibid., 86. 
Concerning their analysis of phenomenal transparency in the façades of I.M.Pei’s Mile High Center in Denver 
and the Farnese Villa at Caprarola, Rowe and Slutzky put forward their consideration of historical precedents. 
They say:  “The functions of the two buildings are not similar; their structural systems could scarcely be more 
unlike; the social context, the technology, the economy, the content which each implies can scarcely be 
related. But for the present we are concerned neither with function nor structure (as generally understood), nor 
with the social context, technology, economics, or content; but simply with the manifestations which reveal 
themselves to the eye.” Ibid., 81. 
295 Ibid., 86. 
296 Bernard Hoesli, “Commentary,” in Transparency, 60. 
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In his attempt to explore its other potentials, Hoesli applies the reading of transparency to 

other precedents. In his analysis of Le Corbusier’s Saint-Dié project, Hoesli notices the 

way the landscape is incorporated as a layer in the visual organization.  

 
In the ideal plan for Saint-Dié, the arrangement of layers is parallel to the Meurthe 
Valley; from the cross view it can be seen that the silhoutte of the Vogesen landscape 
has been incorporated into the architectural order, transformed into the “rear plane,” 
and that “frontally displayed objects” have been clearly presented “in a shallow, 
abstracted space.”297  

 
 
 

      
 

Figure 102. Plan for Saint-Dié. Le Corbusier (Hoesli, 62)            Figure 103. Landscape as a layer (Hoesli, 62) 
 
 
 
Hoesli notices how phenomenal transparency was achieved in the development of the 

frontal elevation of the High Court building designed by Le Corbusier. In the first stage of 

the organization of the façade, Hoesli points to a legible composition in which the 

structural and the architectural elements are clearly expressed as diverse but unconnected 

layers. Yet, in the final stage, the organization of the elevation is modified in a way to 

juxtapose two layers, so that one layer is seen as if it is inside the other, creating a sense 

of shallow space.298 Hoesli describes the final organization as “horizontal and vertical 

formal elements woven into a complex system of form in which series and layers overlap 

and intersect.” 299 It is in this complex interweaving of layers that transparency is achieved 

in High Court’s façade organization.  

 

                                                 
297 Ibid., 62. 
298 Ibid., 76-80. 
299 Ibid., 79. 
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Figure 104. The first stage of the development of the façade of the High Court by Le Corbusier. (Hoesli, 78) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 105. Façade of the High Court building designed by Le Corbusier. (Hoesli, 79) 
 
 
 
Hoesli is not only concerned with the capacity of transparency to increase formal 

complexity for aesthetical concerns, but he is also concerned with the way this knowledge 

can be made “instrumental.” By emphasizing the instrumentality of transparency, he 

suggests a notion of architectural form different from its understandings as an 

autonomous thing. Nevertheless, the instrumentality of formal device does not also 

consider the function as the determinant of form. “The idea of form as neither an end in 

itself nor as a result of design but as an instrument of design seems still difficult to 

grasp.”300 To achieve this, a particular state of mind is presupposed that replaces the 

conventional and contrasting notions of “form follows form” or “form follows function” 

with a more developed understanding, which overcomes the dichotomy of form and 

function. 

 

Hoesli notes that the capacity of transparency is not limited by visual and perceptual 

organization. Transparency can be a strategy of space organization as well. It can 

organize the relations between elements and systems in a design task. “Transparency 

arises wherever there are locations in space which can be assigned to two or more 

systems of reference –where the classification is undefined and the choice between one 

classification possibility or another remains open.”301  

 

For Hoesli, transparency can be examined in the overlapped diverse geometrical systems. 

He compares between the Hadrian’s Villa and Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West. In each 
                                                 
300 Ibid., 87. 
301 Ibid., 61. 
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example, two orthogonal systems are recognized. In Hadrian’s Villa, these two systems 

are connected to each other without superimposition, while in Taliesin West “The entire 

layout is related to two orthogonal grids turned at 45 degree angle to one another. In 

contrast to Hadrian’s Villa, there are in this case numerous points where both reference 

systems intersect, overlap and inextricably interweave.”302 Hoesli notices that these 

overlapping geometrical systems create diverse spatial systems and they are capable of 

responding to the external forces imposed from the surrounding context.303  

 
 
 

                              
 

Figure 106. Hadrian’s Villa. (Hoesli, 63)                            Figure 107. Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West 
…………………………………(Hoesli, 65) 

 
 
 
Phenomenal transparency can also be perceived in the overlapping of volumes  and it can 

be interpreted as a sectional strategy to create three dimensional spatial effects. In the 

Villa à Carthage designed by Le Corbusier, Hoesli describes the phenomenal transparency 

recognized in the section. “The connection between the space of two separate levels 

through a common expanse of air has the effect not only of optically increasing the size of 

small rooms but also of generating ambiguous spatial relations.”304 Through those 

                                                 
302 Ibid., 65. 
303 “This gives rise to transparent organizations of form which indicate above all spatial transitions and 
announce the existence of possible directions for movement in space or make them clearly visible and 
available to choose.” Ibid., 65. 
304 Ibid., 72. 
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overlapping systems, spatial zones can be differentiated and united according to diverse 

uses. 305  

 
 

 
 

Figure 108. Transparency in the section of Villa a Carthage.  (Hoesli, 73) 

 
 
 
Hoesli raises phenomenal transparency to a more abstract and complex level by 

expanding its definition to overlapping layers of ideas and strategies in the design 

process. He notes that transparency can be examined in the urban structure which 

exhibits the complex interpenetration of diverse systems. The city can be considered as a 

transparent organization in which “The network of streets and the system of palace 

grounds, parks and topographically determined irregularities penetrate and overlap.”306 In 

addition to its capacity to organize the formal relationships on the building scale, 

transparency can be used as a tool that can connect architecture with the urban context. 

“Phenomenal transparency is a means of form-organization that permits to incorporate 

the heterogeneous elements in a complex architectural or urban tissue.”307  

 

Hoesli mentions that transparency can be used as a strategy of organizing the relationship 

between the solid of mass and void of space in the urban context. He says: 

 
The concept of figure-ground relation of solid and void in Continuous space permits 
conceptually effortless oscillation between the two opposing aspects of space, solid 
and void, which are not seen as mutually exclusive but mutually presupposing 
eachother  and being of equal value and enjoying “equal rights” as aspects or parts 
of the same whole.308  

 

                                                 
305 “Transparency permits flexibility within a formal arrangement.” Ibid., 68. 
306 Ibid., 64.  
307 Ibid., 99. 
308 Ibid.,  96. 
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Relation of Transparency with Field Phenomena 

 

In the Venice Hospital, it is possible to argue that transparency is used as a strategy that 

complements the mat-building strategy. Before discussing how the strategy of 

transparency was achieved in the Venice Hospital, it is illuminating to dwell on the field 

phenomena discussed in the second “Transparency” article. 

 

In the “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Part II,” 309 Rowe and Slutzky present 

transparency as a strategy that can organize field, and they relate this strategy to the 

Gestalt psychology. They argue that phenomenal transparency discussed at a perceptual 

level is closely connected to Gestalt psychology that was mainly focused on the analysis of 

perception. For Rowe and Slutzky, the terminology of Gestalt psychology like 

“configuration,” “figure-ground,” “field,” “common contour,” “proximity,” and 

“constellation” are closely linked with the concept of phenomenal transparency introduced 

in their articles. Accordingly, they argue in the second article that the exemplars of 

phenomenal transparency such as  the Algiers skyscraper, the Denver building, Caprarola, 

the nave of St. Denis, the Ca’ d’Oro , the Palazzo Mocenigo, San Lorenzo, and Victory 

Boogie Woogie, can be introduced as “some elaborate orchestrations of the rather curious 

little gestalt diagrams.”310  

 

Discussing the phenomenal transparency on the facades of I.M.Pei’s Mile High Center in 

Denver and the Farnese Villa at Caprarola, Rowe and Slutzky mention the interweaving of 

two systems. For them, the fluctuation of these systems recalls “an architectural tapestry 

whose warp and woof are immediately apparent to the eye but whose invisible threads his 

organizing instinct mentally reconstructs.”311 

 

Among the various topics preoccupied by the Gestalt theory, Rowe and Slutzky focus on 

the figure-ground phenomenon as the basic condition of transparency. They note that the 

relation between the figure and the ground is never static. They say: 

 

According to Gestalt theory, while figure is generally seen as figure by reason of its 
greater closure, compactness, density, and internal articulation and while ground is 
generally seen as ground by reason of its lack of these qualities, in the figure-ground 

                                                 
309 Colin Rowe, Robert Slutzky, “Transparency: Literal and Phenomenal, Part II,” 69-106. 
310 Ibid., 100. 
311 Ibid., 83. 
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relationship the ground, although it may at first appear anonymous, is neither 
subservient nor passive.312 

 
 
Rowe and Slutzky mention that both in Mondrian’s painting Victory Boogie Woogie and in 

Michelangelo’s façade of San Lorenzo, the bacground assumes an active character. The 

wall plane or the picture plane is not only read as a “negative” background upon which 

the “positive” figures are organized, but it is also read as a “positive” element or a 

succession of “positive” elements. In Mondrian’s painting, the white areas constitute the 

background and they support the colored squares, yet like these squares, they also 

behave as figures.313 Furthermore in each example, the ground assigns a surface 

character and “it becomes a tightly stretched membrane which acts upon the different 

elements it supports and in turn is reacted upon by them.”314 By both emphasizing and 

neutralizing these elements, the ground shifts the attention from a single focal point to a 

variety of events overall the surface.   

 
There is a reciprocal relation between the figure and the ground. Each of them can be 

interpreted both as itself and as its opposite. This relation between the figure and the 

ground resembles the relation between the whole and its parts, in which the character of 

each is evolved in relation to the other.315  

 

There is thus in figure-ground a double function inherent to each of the components. 
Each can be itself and its opposite; so that any specific instance of figure-ground is a 
condition of being of which the components are at once the product and the cause, a 
structure which becomes significant by reason of reciprocal action between the whole 
and its parts, and –one might say- an area of reference, qualified by and at the same 
time qualifying the objects which are referred to it.316  

 

Accordingly, an inquiry into the figural vagueness automatically comprises its relation to 

the field. Rowe and Slutzky continue that the field forms the precondition of all perceptual 

experience in Gestalt psychology. The figure can never be conceived independent of a 

field.317 Rowe and Slutzky note that their discussion of transparency was essentially 

concerned with the visual fields, yet the concept of field can be related with various 

aspects in life. For example, certain epochs in history may exhibit field characteristics in 

relation to the various incidents that perform as figures.  

                                                 
312 Ibid., 102. 
313 Ibid., 97. 
314 Ibid. 
315Ibid., 103. 
316 Ibid. 
317Ibid., 104. 
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For Gestalt the existence of a field is a prerequisite of all perceptual experience. 
Consciousness of a field, it is assumed, must proceed consciousness of figure; and 
figure in itself is inconceivable in isolation. In this article attention has been directed 
toward visual fields alone, and Gestalt does seem to have favored visual illustration of 
field; but obviously field as such must vary with the nature of the objects and/or 
perceptions involved. For instance, in the case of our apprehension of a poetic 
metaphor- in itself a field- the larger field may become a sonnet; in history a given 
epoch may endow with “field properties” the idiosyncrasies of the various figures it 
supports. But in all these cases the field is assumed to be more than the sum total of 
the elements which it embraces. Genetically it is prior to them. It is the condition of 
their quality and the reason for their behaviour.318  

 

The field is in dynamic relationship with the figures. The characteristic of the field 

determines both the eminence and the performance of figures.319 They distinguish the 

figure-ground relationship from the figure-field by noting that “figure-ground is figure-field 

keyed up to a pitch of maximum contrast.”320  

 

It may now become possible to see that the Gestalt interest in ambiguity is not 
merely arbitrary. The unstable, equivocal figure-ground phenomenon, whose 
fluctuations may be either sluggish or volatile, brings the supporting matrix, the field, 
into high prominence. Figure-ground is figure-field keyed up to a pitch of maximum 
contrast. It is field revealed as positive; and thus for Gestalt it is the ultimate 
summary, the classic condensation of the field idea.321  

 
 

Transparency as an Organizational Strategy in the Venice Hospital 

 

It is possible to state that the formal organization of the Venice Hospital accomplishes a 

complex level of phenomenal transparency, as it is defined by Rowe and Koetter and 

formulated with its other capacities by Hoesli. 

 

Transparent organization of the Venice Hospital can be recognized in the way floor plans 

are connected. Plan organization of the Venice Hospital in form of overlapping layers 

creates an effect of phenomenal transparency. In the Venice Hospital, the interactions of 

the planar qualities of floors create an overall surface dimension. Solids and voids 

penetrate into each other through the organization of inside and outside spaces. In the 

interior organization, superimposition of different floors provides a three-dimensional 

configuration of the space in terms of galleries, and double-height rooms. 

 

                                                 
318 Ibid. 
319 Ibid. 
320 Ibid., 105. 
321 Ibid. 
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In the Venice Hospital, the floor layers represent diverse programmatic areas. In this way, 

the formal organization of the Venice Hospital can be read not only as the overlapping 

system of floor layers, but also as the overlapping system of the programmatic layers. 

Furthermore, phenomenal transparency in the Venice Hospital can be analyzed in the 

articulation of interior courtyards that connects the building to the ground, the canal and 

the sky. In the Venice Hospital, both the ground and the sky act like diverse layers 

integrated into the formal system.  

 

The Venice Hospital can be considered as a system composed of various design ideas. Its 

formal organization brings together diverse formal relationships and formal strategies. In 

its formal organization, every idea can be read as layers, such as the controlling 

geometric system and the additive grid system; or the fixed structure comprising the 

circulation system, and the flexible structure organizing the interior spaces, courtyards 

and the terraces. The Venice Hospital can be considered a formal organization in which 

diverse formal strategies at different scales are incorporated in the formal organization. 

Transparency organizes the relations between diverse architectural elements. In the 

Venice Hospital the architectural elements such as the structural elements, the service 

cores, the ramps etc., perform as different systems and they overlap as layers.  

 

Transparency can be recognized in other examplers of mat-building presented in 

Smithson’s essay. For example in the Berlin Free University, transparency can be observed 

in the way the floors overlap to create the voids. It performs as a solid-void strategy. Yet, 

transparency is not recognized in the organization of the architectural system. Existence 

of transparency in the Berlin Free University is felt more in the relief-like structure than in 

the organization of the formal system.  

 

Phenomenal transparency can be examined in the Venice Hospital more in its capacity to 

organize design ideas as layers than in its qualities to organize the visual field. The 

overlapping of layers creates a typical section that repeats in the overall formal pattern. 

This is a thick section which comprises all the information about the formal organization. 

In this way, transparency forms a complex mat section which is distinguished from a 

simple horizontal building that was criticized by Stan Allen in “The Mat Urbanism: The 

Thick 2-D,” for not having any complex spatial and programmatic relationships within 

itself. In the formal organization of the Venice Hospital, the programs, surfaces and the 

architectural elements are overlapped in a way to a create a dense section, which evokes 

the surface of landscape mentioned by Allen.   
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Figure 109.  The ground layer of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 110. Second layer (floor 2a) of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
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Figure 111. Third layer (floor 2b) of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 

 
 
                 

 
 

Figure 112. Fourth layer (floor 3) of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
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Figure 113. Superimposition of floor layers of the Venice Hospital (drawn by author) 
 
 
 

         
 

Figure 114-115. Sectional drawings of the Venice Hospital project of 1966 (Fondation Le Corbusier) 
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Figure 116-117. Sectional drawings of the Venice Hospital project of 1966 (Fondation Le Corbusier) 

 
 
 
Transparency, like geometry, is employed in the Venice Hospital not only as an 

organizational device, but also as a poetic device. It was a creative way of connecting the 

building with the water, the ground and the sky. Pablo Allard in “Venice over Bridge,” 

notes that in the Venice Hospital, the patios were not only functional voids to obtain light 

and air, but they are the elements providing an effect of  “dematerialization” through the 

reflections of water and the visual overlapping of layers. He points to the visual dynamism 

and movement aimed to be created in the atmosphere by “the shimmering reflections of 

the sun on the water and its projections on the slabs, glassed surfaces, and pilotis.”322 

Accordingly, Guillermo Jullian de la Fuente points out that the water and the light were 

the essential components of the composition of the Venice Hospital. He says “The 

architectural problem lies within those two things, the problem of reflections of light from 

the sky into the water and then to the building, and the way the pilotis interact with these 

reflections and transparencies.”323 Jullian notes that this idea of transparency is a quality 

recognized in their observation of the city of the Venice. He says:   

 

It is very important to remark that the idea was not to create a block or wall toward 
the city… In Venice there is this special characteristic called the “transenna,” that is, 
the way buildings, water, and light merge into a completely different condition where 
there are not single buildings anymore but a whole architectural compound.324   

 

Once again, it can be recognized that a device, which Le Corbusier used to organize the 

facades of his earlier villas, was developed by him into a sophisticated strategy that not 

                                                 
322 Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat Building 
Revival, 31. 
323 Quoted in Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” 32. 
324 Ibid.,32. 
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only organizes a highly complex design problem, but also discloses the abstract qualities 

hidden in the context of the design task. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

The first condition of design is to know what we have to do; to know what we have to do 
is to have had an idea; and to express this idea we must have principles and a form, that 

is, grammar and a language. 
Eugène Viollet-le-Duc325 

 

 

In this study, a series of formal readings were discussed in light of their capacity to disclose 

design strategies in Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital project. By bringing together a diversity of 

interpretations of different, yet complementary systems of relationships, it allows to 

understand the formal organization of the Venice Hospital without reducing its inherent 

complexity. It exemplifies that with only one type of formal reading, it is inevitable to exclude 

some other implicit aspects of architectural form, and new problem definitions may lead to 

alternative interpretations of a precedent.  

 

Along with the strategies of design disclosed by various interpretative strategies and 

discussed in this study, it is possible to distinguish some architectural elements in the Venice 

Hospital, which were articulated by Le Corbusier in his life-long research into the devices and 

vocabulary of architectural language. For instance, the “Five Principles of Architecture” that 

he developed in the early years of his architectural career, were reinterpreted in the Venice 

Hospital project by assuming new meanings. 

 

The pilotis, which was used in the Villa Savoye to let the landscape continue below the house, 

is reinterpreted in the Venice Hospital as a tool of connecting the building with the ground 
                                                 
325 Quoted in William J.R. Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms,11. 
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floor of the city. The ground level of the Venice Hospital functions as an interface between 

the city and the specialized hospital activities. It is a public layer that allows the continuation 

of urban activities before entering the interior spaces of the hospital. In addition to the 

entrances for various departments on the upper levels, this level includes administration 

offices, central pharmacy, shops, chapel etc., the activities that can mediate between the city 

life and the hospital. Furthermore, the ground level performs as the junction of all kinds of 

transportation. It organizes pedestrian and vehicular approaches, and access from the water. 

The pilotis is a device that provides continuity between the the ground floor of the city and 

the sea as well. By being raised on pilotis, the hospital building is not conceived as a 

monolithic block that behaves as an obstacle between the city and the water, but it allows the 

ground floor of the city to meet the sea.   

 

The roof terrace, that was employed first in his early villas as a device to relate the building 

with the sky, was reworked in the Venice Hospital. These terraces are are easy to reach from 

many access points as they are distributed evenly on the floor. The idea of the terrace evokes 

the “hanging garden” as well, which Le Corbusier recognized in the city of Venice. In the 

interior spaces, the relation of the patients with the sky is provided through the skylights. Le 

Corbusier experimented with the skylights previously in the Cité Universitaire project of 1925 

and he suggested to his team to re-examine this device in the design of the Venice Hospital 

project.326   

 

The idea of the architectural promenade emerged in Le Corbusier’s mind in his visit to 

Acropolis in 1911. As a device of slowing down and prolonging the experience of movement 

and seeing, architecturale promenade has been recognized as one of the essential devices 

developed by Le Corbusier in his entire architectural career and it was culminated in the 

Carpenter Center project of 1964. In the Venice Hospital, the architectural promenade is 

designed by means of ramps supplementing the elevation cores. Although the ramps are 

repeated systematically throughout the building, each of them provides a different visual 

connection with the interior and the exterior spaces.  

 

 

 

                                                 
326 “After that, without showing him any drawings, Le Corbusier asked Jullian to start sketching using the chamber 
section of the 1925 Cité Universitaire project and the fragmented pictures of Venice’s urban structure published 
years before in his book La Ville Radieuse.” Pablo Allard, “Bridge over Venice,” 24.  
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“Creation is a Patient Search”  

 

Inventing and working with devices can be regarded as the central activity of Le Corbusier’s 

formal investigation that endured throughout his life. For Le Corbusier, devices were the 

means to translate his ideas into buildings.327 Since the early stages of his career, he worked 

rigorously and patiently to develop his devices, and he examined the potentials of these 

devices by adapting them to new design situations and by using them with new ones. Le 

Corbusier made his techniques explicit, and shared them with the rest of the world by means 

of various publications. These techniques comprised architectural solutions on various levels. 

They can be in the form of architectural elements like the brise-soleil, the ramp, the roof 

garden or the pilotis; they can be tools to organize the relationship between the parts and the 

whole as in the tracing lines and the Modulor; or they can be strategies organizing the 

relation between the structural system, space and the mass as in the Domino house, the 

Citrohan house and the four compositions, etc.  

 

For Le Corbusier, although the devices were instruments to give form to ideas, developing 

them necessitated a creative process. This creative process comprised a generative reading of 

the architectural precedents, the natural systems and the man-made mechanisms.328 

 

Architectural tradition was a source of inspiration for Le Corbusier. He studied the formal 

organization of innumerable precedents, and tried to capture their essential features by 

making sketches. Sketches were the means to penetrate into the ideas inherent in the historic 

buildings. Le Corbusier never copied the visual language of buildings of the past. His 

consideration of tradition was not from a historicist standpoint, since he looked backwards 

with the attitude of a looking forward man. He recorded the ideas in his mind for years and 

let them emerge whenever a new design task asked for. The monastery of Ema in Florence 

that he visited in his early travels became the precedent of the Monastery of La Tourette of 

1953. Later, owing to his visits to Algiers in 1930s, Le Corbusier encountered the morphology 

of the North African cities. Colquhoun mentions that the idea of the top floor plan of the 

Venice Hospital project evokes the scheme of the Islamic medresas of the North Africa where 

                                                 
327 For a detailed discussion, see William J.R. Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms; Alexander Tzonis, Le 
Corbusier: The Poetics of Machine and Metaphor. 
328 See, Le Corbusier, Creation is a Patient Research, (New York: Frederick A.Praeger, 1960).  
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“subcommunities of student cells are grouped around small courtyards, forming satellite 

systems around a central court.”329   

   

Le Corbusier studied the formal organizations of both the natural and man-made systems. 

The inspiration he derived from the sketch of a seashell can be recognized in the spiral plan 

of the Museum of Unlimited Growth. The ideas inherent in the formal organizations of these 

systems enabled him to develop devices that could respond to new conditions and that could 

replace the conventions of the preceding forms.330 For example, the ocean-liner was for Le 

Corbusier not only a symbolic model of an idealized collective life, but it was also a plan and a 

sectional strategy employed in the housing block, Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles.   

 

It is difficult to understand Le Corbusier’s formal investigation without mentioning his 

activities as a painter and a sculptor.331 Le Corbusier was not only an architect, but he was a 

painter and a sculptor as well. For him, painting was a laboratory for investigating and 

discovering purely formal relationships and compositional possibilities. Le Corbusier 

transformed this formal knowledge to his architecture. The contrasting relation of orthogonal 

forms with curvilinear forms explored in the outline of the guitar and bottles, can be 

recognized in his architectural works, such as in the roof garden of the Villa Savoye and the 

Unité d’Habitation; or in the plan of the Villa Stein, or in the circular form of the chamber in 

the Governer’s Palace in Chandigarh. During his practice as a painter, Le Corbusier developed 

organizational strategies as well. The strategy of “transparency” disclosed by Rowe and 

Slutzky’s analysis of Villa Stein was doubtlessly developed by Le Corbusier firstly in his 

paintings. Curtis says:   

 

He [Le Corbusier] was the supreme formal dialectician, placing rectangular against 
curved, open against closed, centric against linear, plane against volume, mass against 
transparency, grid against object, object against setting. His forms were a blend of 
sensual and abstract, material and spiritual, enthusiastic and ironical. In all this he 
learned from Cubism, not only for its plastic language, but also for the topsy-turvy order 
it gave to the world.332  

 

                                                 
329 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” 258.  
330 “Designing a building was never just a case of sticking pre-existing types into a new assemblage; rather it was a 
matter of ‘re-thinking’ customary elements to fit new intentions, and then of embedding them in an emerging new 
synthesis.” William J.R. Curtis, Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms. 
331 See, Le Corbusier, Creation is a Patient Research. 
332 Ibid., 8.  
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The tapestry Le Corbusier designed in 1954 for the High Court building in Chandigarh is quite 

reminiscent of the grid plan of the Venice Hospital project. In the composition of the tapestry, 

Le Corbusier experiments with the potential of a grid structure to organize diverse relations 

between the units. The position of the small black squares in reference to the grid units call to 

mind the elevator cores in the Venice Hospital, while the big black square whose emphasis is 

enforced by the surrounding elements in light colours, displays parallelism with  the particular 

elevator core in the Venice Hospital, which is distinguished in the overall system owing to its 

specific location in the middle of the central courtyard.  

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 118. The tapestry Le Corbusier designed in 1954 for the High Court building in Chandigarh 
 

 

 

Transformational Capacity of Devices in Le Corbusier’s Work:  

The Venice Hospital Project 

 

Throughout the discussions carried out in this study, it was recognized that the geometrical 

devices and the device of transparent spatial organization, which were explored by Le 

Corbusier initially in his paintings and in his early villas, were ceased to be used for merely 

visual concerns in the Venice Hospital project and they became devices to organize the whole 

architectural system. It is through their organizational capacities that these devices could be 

complemented with new concepts, new strategies and new form-making techniques. The 

Venice Hospital is a unique example that represents how Le Corbusier explored the 
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transformational capacity of devices through a patient and rigorous formal investigation that 

covered his entire life. 

 

Owing to Alan Colquhoun’s diagrams and the “plan analysis” introduced by Klaus-Peter Gast, 

geometry was recognized as a device of achieving both control and flexibility in the formal 

organization of the Venice Hospital project. The proportion’s conventional relation to beauty 

and to visual concerns disappears and it becomes purely an organizational tool in the Venice 

Hospital. The geometrical scheme disclosed by Colquhoun’s close examination enhances the 

field and the mat-building strategy by introducing a means of control in an additive and 

flexible scheme.  

 

The strategy of transparent spatial organization, which was firstly recognized by Rowe and 

Slutzky in the façade organization of Villa Stein, was transformed by Le Corbusier into a more 

sophisticated strategy that correlates different layers and programmes with each other and 

with the urban context. The relevance of transparency in the Venice Hospital can be 

examined more in its capacity to organize the distinguishable layers of the overall design, 

than in its capacity to organize the visual field. In the Venice Hospital, transparency works as 

a strategy of organization for both the plans and sections. The overlapping of layers creates a 

thick section which comprises all the information about the formal organization. In the Venice 

Hospital, the layers of different programs, the surfaces and the architectural elements are 

overlapped in a way to create a dense section, which resembles  the thick, layered section of 

a landscape mentioned by Allen in “The Mat Urbanism: The Thick 2-D.”     

 

Beyond the Dichotomy of Object and Field 

 

Interpretations of the Venice Hospital as a mat-building and a field phenomenon have often 

focused on the capacity of its formal organization to enable growth and flexibility through the 

repetition of self-sufficient units. It was essentially the additive character of the formal system 

that assigned it its mat-building character. Stan Allen presented Venice Hospital as an 

exemplar of a field phenomenon which is derived from a bottom-up process. Allen asserted 

that there is no controlling geometric system in the Venice Hospital, and the overall form is an 

outcome of the locally developed conditions.  
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Through Colquhoun’s remarks and by employing the technique of “plan analysis” introduced 

by Gast, it was recognized that the geometrical schema does not create merely a closed and 

hierarchical system as it is argued by Allen. In the Venice Hospital, the geometrical system 

performs in a much more complex way, without imposing the limitations pointed out by Allen. 

It provides not only a means of control of the parts and the whole, but also allows a flexible 

organization.  

 

With its disciplined overall form, the Venice Hospital is both an object and a texture. Recalling 

Rowe and Koetter’s proposal in “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture,” it can 

be characterized as an object performing like a texture and integrating itself into the urban 

context. Furthermore, the existence of a controlling system in the Venice Hospital, which 

enables freedom as well, brings to mind the relevance of the “overtly planned and the 

genuinely unplanned,” as it is formulated by Rowe and Koetter. In the Venice Hospital, the 

formal system allows for local modifications without damaging the whole idea. As the 

geometrical system puts forwards the rules of variations and alterations, it is possible to 

incorporate local interferences within the existing schema.  

 

The co-existence of a field phenomenon and a disciplined overall form in the Venice Hospital 

suggests a re-consideration of some current approaches that regard fields and objects as 

elements of incommensurable strategies. The object and the field do not compete, but they 

complement each other in the formal organization of the Venice Hospital. In the Venice 

Hospital, the organizational capacity of the devices does not suggest a denial of the overall 

form. The Venice Hospital’s formal organization goes beyond the dichotomy of object and 

field. It is a sophisticated response to the attempts that isolate the object characteristics from 

a mat-building or field organization. Rather than choosing between the two positions, the 

Venice Hospital incorporates both approaches. It is an object that infiltrates into the 

surrounding urban setting and integrates itself into the continuum of the city, and it is a 

texture whose overall form is developed not as an accidental outcome of the internal and 

external conditions, but as a result of a conscious process.  

 

The interpretations of the Venice Hospital help to disclose the organizational capacity of the 

devices, yet the Venice Hospital has never been merely a functional scheme. As Colquhoun 

says “The form is not conceived of as developing in a one-to-one relation with functions but is 

based on ideal schemata with which the freely deployed functions, with their possibilities of 
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unexpected sensuous incident, engage in a dialogue.”333 In the Venice Hospital project, 

complex ideas are organized and expressed in a very refined way, without falling into 

confusion. Its most distinguished character can be searched in its capacity to reveal the 

abstract qualities and intense feelings inherent in the local context and in the hospital 

program. This character can be recognized in the decisions pertaining to the responsiveness 

of the building to the morphology of the neighboring environment, to the sea and to the sky.   

 

Although the Venice Hospital has a very systematic scheme, it is distinguished from a dull 

organization of a hospital complex. Owing to a careful analysis of the programmatic elements 

and the site conditions, specific activities are given specific emphasis and specific locations 

within the system. The patient rooms are distinguished from other hospital activities having 

closer connection with the city, by being situated on the top floor. In the patient cells for 

accutely ill, direct sunlight and noise are prevented by solid walls. In this calm environment 

isolated from the outside world, an unusual relation is constituted between the lying patients 

and the natural light diffused through the skylights. The relation of the position of a lying 

patient with the skylight draws a parallel with the relation of the position of a standing man 

with a window. This can be interpreted in conjunction with the idea of a psychological 

“normalization” of the patients’ condition, an idea recognized by Hashim Sarkis334 in the 

Venice Hospital.  

 

As it has been discussed previously, it is possible to explore the organization of particular 

spaces in relation to the geometrical system. For example the center of the small square, 

which was shown in the “plan analysis,” is emphasized by the main vertical circulation core. 

This core serves for the patients’ entrance to the top floor, and it is distinguished from the 

other cores by being situated in the middle of the central courtyard.  

 

The unit that holds the church and the morgue also has a geometrically distinguished location 

in the overall system. It is the only unit that makes projection from the boundaries defined by 

the larger square. The symbolic expression of the church and the morgue is not conceived 

only in its geometrical relation constituted through a golden ratio, but in its unique setting as 

an isolated and solid structure surrounded completely by the sea.    

                                                 
333 Alan Colquhoun, “Formal and Functional Interactions,” 251. 
334 Hashim Sarkis, “Paradoxical Promise of Flexibility,” in Case: Le Corbusier’s Venice Hospital and the Mat-
Building Revival,” 86. 
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Disclosing Formal Devices in the Venice Hospital Project: Interpretative Strategies 

and the Concept of “Estrangement” 

 

Along with the design devices, this study aimed to illuminate the interpretative strategies that 

disclosed the design devices in the Venice Hospital. In the readings presented in this study, it 

is possible to recognize certain techniques and strategies of estrangement employed in the 

formal analysis of architectural precedents. Through these techniques, the principles normally 

seen as unique to the analyzed precedent are recognized as generic design devices. In this 

way, the formal principles are no longer considered as usual aspects of the precedent, but 

they are related to a larger system of design problems. Formal principles are detached from 

their contexts and their capacity to be adapted for other design tasks are explored.  

 

As discussed in the conceptual framework of this study, Schklovsky introduces 

“estrangement” as the main device in an artistic practice. He explains the role of art as 

“defamiliarizing” things that have become habitual or automatic. Art takes that which is 

familiar and "makes it strange," slowing down the act of perception and making the reader 

see the world in new ways. 

 

In  “From Object to Field,” Allen creates a totally new understanding of the Venice Hospital, 

by detaching the project from its historical and local context, and by presenting it as an 

exemplar of the field phenomena that he finds in the minimalist art, in the moiré effects, or in 

the spatial distribution of flocks, crowds, etc. While discussing the field conditions recognized 

in the formal organization of the Venice Hospital, Allen does not introduce the conventional 

story of the project. He removes the biases that would lead it to be perceived as a historical 

example. It is through Allen’s defamiliarizaton of the project that we recognize the Venice 

Hospital no longer merely as a historic work, but as a pertinent example that comprises viable 

strategies.  

   

Alison Smithson, in “How to Read and Recognise Mat-Building,” discloses the mat-building 

strategy in the Venice Hospital by relating it with precedents from different periods and 

different cultures. Smithson conveys the idea of mat-building through images rather than 

words. The notion of the mat-building is grasped by means of the similarities between and 
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the common aspects of the selected images. Due to the way the analytical tools are 

articulated, it is possible to apply Smithson’s reading strategy to the analyses of other 

precedents. Timothy Hyde in his updated reading of the contemporary mat-buildings, employs 

the analytical tools in Smithson’s essay, and he develops new readings of selected 

architectural precedents.  

 

In this study, in order to highlight the relevant reading strategies three of Colin Rowe’s essays 

were presented. They are “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” “Transparency: Literal and 

Phenomenal” written in collaboration with Robert Slutzky, and “The Crisis of the Object: The 

Predicament of Texture” written with Fred Koetter. In each essay, comparison appears to be 

as the main reading strategy. In the “Addendum” written for the “Mathematics of the Ideal 

Villa,” Rowe notes that the precedent of his reading strategy is the Wöllflinian method of 

criticism “which begins with approximate configurations and which then proceeds to identify 

differences.”335  Rowe notes the applicability of this method of analysis to other examples.  

For example, another analysis can be done by replacing Villa Malcontenta by Schinkel’s Berlin 

Altes Museum of 1823, and Villa Stein by another Le Corbusier project of 1953, the Palace of 

the Assembly in Chandigarh. 

  

In the “Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” Rowe compares the Villa Stein  with Palladio’s Villa 

Malcontenta, and presents the project as an architectural example that interpretes the 

devices of classical architecture in its modern language. In “Transparency: Literal and 

Phenomenal” written in collaboration with Robert Slutzky, Rowe discloses a very different 

aspect of the Villa Stein. By detaching it from all its historical references, Rowe and Slutzky 

compare the Villa Stein with a contemporary project, Gropius’s Bauhaus building, and they 

examine them in light of the notion of “phenomenal transparency,” a strategy that was 

explored in Cubist paintings.  

 

In “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture,” Rowe and Koetter focus on the 

problem of architectural form in relation to the urban form. In their comparisons between the 

examples that represent the “object fixation” tendency of modern architecture and the 

“texture fixation” of the classical formal tradition, Rowe and Koetter identify the problem of 

form as the problem of solid mass and the void space. They strengthen their discussion on 

solids and voids through figure and ground diagrams, since these diagrams boldly put forward 

                                                 
335 Colin Rowe, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” 16. 



 154

the contrasting relationships of solids and voids in the compared examples. Accordingly, the 

figure-ground diagrams of the city of modern architecture accentuate black figures on the 

white ground, while the diagrams of the traditional city draw attention to white figures on the 

black ground.  

 

Implications of the Study 

 

This study aimed to present a discussion of architectural form based on the formal devices 

employed in the Venice Hospital project. These devices were examined in light of the 

framework constituted by the “device and material relationship.” The device and material 

relationship was proposed not only as a notion that allows to conceive architectural form in its 

unity, but also as a framework that allows for a generative and inclusive analysis of 

architectural form. Not excluding the intuitive and/or self-referential character of these 

devices, the device and material relationship aims to include the instrumental role of 

architectural form within a formal interpretation.       

 

Such an attempt to disclose architectural devices in a precedent and to discuss the capacity of 

these devices to transform our conception of certain design problems can contribute to the 

process of learning from architectural tradition. Generative readings of architectural 

precedents that are concerned with the relation between the analysis and the design tasks 

can be achieved through such a formal consciousness. Communicating through devices has 

the potential of both internalizing various theoretical discussions into the  architectural 

research on design. In this way, its implications may be investigated both in the design 

process and in design criticism.  
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