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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this paper is to show Le Corbusier’s dialectic process of image gen-
eration and demonstrate that the Chapel at Ronchamp is an architectural result of the process. It 
consists of three parts. In the first part I surveyed his sketches in the journey to the East. As a result I 
could point out the lack of the Parthenon. The first part became a preliminary study to propose a 
hypothesis as follows. He had no choice but to select the following two ways; 1) to approach to the 
Acropolis with positive images, 2) to escape from its negative image; <image of death>. The second 
part, where his activity as a painter is surveyed, mediates between his first contact with the Acropo-
lis and his architectural design (the Chapel at Ronchamp). The result is as follows. 1) Purism was an 
affirmative approach toward the Acropolis. It was a thesis, but implicitly contained his negative 
<image of death>. 2) The followed paintings had been composed with <objects with poetic reac-
tions> such as shells or bones. <Objects with poetic reactions> were variations of the thesis. 3) The 
next really alive <female image>, returned in the 1930s, was an antithesis opposing to the thesis. 4) 
After World War II, a <bull image> was born and it was integrated by a <female image>. The for-
mer was the first stage of synthesis. The latter was the final stage of synthesis. In the third part his 
dialectic activity as a painter was connected to his architectural design. The final conclusion is that 
the Chapel at Ronchamp is his architectural result of his dialectic synthesis as a painter. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Le Corbusier reminded that his voyage d’orient 
[the journey to the East] had been a useful 
journey ([9], p216). Especially he iterated the 
Acropolis or the Parthenon in his books, and 
the importance of the journey including the 
Acropolis or the Parthenon were pointed out in 
many studies ([5], [19] etc.).  

Furthermore there were many monographs 
on the Chapel at Ronchamp ([14] etc.). Le 
Corbusier explained its design process by him-
self ([17]). Pauly analyzed more in detail ([22]). 
Lucan connected the Chapel at Ronchamp to 
the Acropolis after pointing out the importance 
of his journey to the East ([20], [21]). 

However there are not any research which 
places the Chapel at Ronchamp in a total scope  

 
including his career as a painter.   

The purpose of this paper is to show Le 
Corbusier’s dialectic process of image genera-
tion and demonstrate that the Chapel at Ron-
champ is an architectural result of the process.  

This paper consists of three parts. In the first 
part I would like to survey his first contact with 
the Acropolis. It is a preliminary study to pro-
pose a hypothesis to understand his image gen-
eration process as a whole. In the second part, I 
would like to examine his activity as a painter. 
It mediates between his first contact with the 
Acropolis and his architectural design (the 
Chapel at Ronchamp). In the third part we 
would like to connect his activity as a painter to 
his architectural design; the Chapel at Ron-
champ. 
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2. FIRST CONTACT WITH THE 
ACROPOLIS 

2.1 Journey to the East 
I would like to explain briefly his journey to the 
East before surveying his journey sketches.  

Jeanneret, well known as his pseudonym “Le 
Corbusier”, left Berlin on May 21 in 1911 with 
his friend Klipstein. They began their journey 
to the East from Dresden bound for Istanbul in 
Turkey via Prague, Vienna and Bucharest. Next 
they visited Athens via Athos. Finally Jeanneret 
alone returned to La Chaux de Fonds on No-
vember 1, via Italy.  

In the journey he drew about 300 sketches, 
took 500 photographs, and filled six notebooks 
(I call them “Carnets” afterward) with notes 
and sketches ([5], p.473).  

2.2 Sketches on the Acropolis 
He stayed in Istanbul before Athens for 3 weeks 
as long as Athens. He drew many (about 30) 
sketches on Istanbul. However they were scat-
tered among 4 volumes (1st, 2nd, 3rd and 5th). 

In Athens he drew 11 complete sketches for 
the Acropolis and another incomplete one. Fig-
ure 1 shows all sketches of his Carnets in the 
page order [19].  

They were different from those of Istanbul. 
The former was not as many as the latter, but it 
had been drawn on the continuous pages. It im-
plies that he had made a sketch plan before.  

Thus we could read one following story 
from his sketches on the Acropolis; 1) prologue 
(distant views, 3-98, 103, 104), 2) approach to 
the Acropolis (3-106, 107), 3) detour (3-109, 
111, 113), 4) before the climax (distant view of 
the Parthenon through the Propylaea, 3-115, 5) 
a variation of prologue (distant views of the 
Acropolis again, 3-123), 6) epilogue (return to 
the exit, the Propylaea, 3-125). 

But this story had a decisive defect. It lacked 
a climax. There were not any frontal sketch of 
the Parthenon. In fact he had begun to make a 
frontal one, but he stopped on the way and de-
leted it by lines (3-127).  

 
Figure 1: Sketches on the Acropolis, (my 

assembly from [19]) 

2.3 Watercolor sketches 
He made four watercolor sketches in the jour-
ney to the East, which included three sketches 
on the Parthenon, (see fig. 2).  

However they were not frontal views. He 
carefully avoided a frontal view and painted a 
distant landscape (see and mountains) along the 
columns of the Parthenon.  
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Figure 2: Watercolor sketches on the Acropolis, 

(my assembly from [4]) 

2.4 The lack of the Parthenon 
Why he could not make any frontal sketch of 
the Parthenon. I could find some keys.  

The first key is seen in his sketchbook in 
1915. He wrote as follows ([15], A2-55).   

 
The Acropolis which is a work of adaptation, 
of appropriation. Was it built according to a 
generative idea? – Plan…etc. Get infor-
mation. 
 
He highly appreciated the Parthenon. But he 

wrote he should get information to understand 
the reason. He has understood it after he read 
Histoire de l’architecture [History of the archi-
tecture] ([2]), where Choisy explained delicate 
geometry applied in the Acropolis. Le Corbu-
sier has repeated and praised geometry of the 
Acropolis in his book in the 1920s. 

The second key is more decisive. I found it 
in his Carnets.  

 
Admiration, adoration, annihilation, But it 
disappears and escapes me. (…) I don’t like 
going there again ([19], 3-120 and 121]).  
 
He iterated the same phrase in Le voyage 

d’Orient [The journey to the East], published in 
the next year after his death (1966).  

Furthermore he iterated his negation when 
he left Athens on Oct. 15, 1911. In his letter to 
his mentor; L’Eplattenier, he wrote as follows. 

 
I saw Eleusis and Delphi. It was good but I 
have seen the Acropolis during 3 weeks. 
Thunder of Good, finally I was disgusted 
with the Acropolis. That knocks down you 
perfectly and makes you shattered (my 
translation, [3], p. 284).  
 
It shows that he was too admired and 

shocked to draw any frontal sketch on the Par-
thenon. In his first contact with the Acropolis, 
negative images were intermingled with posi-
tive images. On the negative image he ex-
plained as follows; “it had been like a corpse, 
when I had saw it from afar” ([19], 3-121). I 
call the image like a corpse <image of death> 
afterward.  

The above survey on his first contact with 
the Acropolis suggests a following hypothesis, 
i.e., he had no choice but to select two ways 
after the journey; 1) to approach to the Acropo-
lis with positive images, 2) to escape from its 
negative image; <image of death>. 

3. DEVELOPMENT OF IMAGES IN HIS 
PICTURES 

3.1 <Object types> 
In this chapter I would like to investigate his 
activity as a painter to inspect the hypothesis. 

Jeanneret (he used “Le Corbusier” as a 
painter after 1928) immigrated to Paris six 
years after the journey (1917).  

In 1918, he advocated “Purism” with 
Ozenfant. They held two persons’ exhibition in 
Thomas gallery and published après Cubisme 
[After Cubism] summarizing their ideas. 
Among his works for the exhibition, there were 
an oil painting, “Chimney” and a pencil sketch 
of the same motif. The next exhibition, held in 
Druet gallery in 1921, advocated the comple-
tion of Purism.  

In their picture theory they extended <natu-
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ral selection>, applied it into their picture motif 
and called it <mechanical selection>. They lim-
ited picture motives to daily necessaries, named 
<object types>, or musical instrument and other 
artificial typical goods. Furthermore they used a 
geometric diagram called “tracé régulateur 
[regulating diagram]” to determine a composi-
tion of their pictures.  

The static and geometrical features in Purist 
paintings were the result of approaching to the 
Acropolis with an affirmative and positive im-
ages.  

Therefore <objects types> correspond to a 
thesis in his pictures. However <object types> 
are associated with an <image of death> in the 
Acropolis, for they were literally dead natural 
objects (nature morte = still life).  

3.2 <Objects with poetic reactions>  
<Object types> were transformed and coexisted 
with natural objects such as bones and shells 
etc. in his pictures after 1928. He called them 
<objects with poetic reactions>.  

However <objects with poetic reactions> 
were also dead, although they included organ-
isms. They were still “dead nature (nature 
morte)”, which inherited aliveness only as a 
trace. Thus they were associated with an <im-
age of death> as <object types>. <Objects with 
poetic reactions> corresponded to a variant of 
the thesis; <object types>. 

3.3 <Female image>  
He had drawn many women before Purism. But 
women motives, I call them <female image> 
afterward, had been inhibited in Purist period. 
<Female images> returned to his oil paintings 
in the 1930s. They were opposed to <object 
types> and <objects with poetic reactions> and 
truly based on alive objects. Thus <female im-
age> was an antithesis opposing to <object 
types> or <objects with poetic reactions> with 
<image of death>.  

3.4 <Bull image> 
He pursued an integration of the three images 
after World War II. It corresponds to synthesis 

in his pictures.  
On the first stage of synthesis, a <bull im-

age> was born. He left two explanations about 
its generation.  

The first explanation was a rotation of <ob-
ject types> of his painting. He explained the 
sketch of a <bull> had been born in an aircraft 
above the Indies, with showing his sketch and 
the photograph of his painting rotated 90 de-
grees ([11], p. 232). It was “Still life” 
(1922-1940); a composition with <object 
types> (see fig.3). 

 

 
Figure 3: Sketch of rotated “Still life” 

(1922-40), ([11], p. 232) 
 

The second explanation was a composition 
with <objects with poetic reactions>. He 
showed it in Le Poem of angle droit [Poem of 
the right angle] published in 1955. The text 
corresponding to the lithograph of “C1 flesh” is 
as follows ([13] without pages). 

 
The elements of vision are summoned  
together. The key is a  
stump of dead wood and a pebble  
both picked up in a  
sunken Pyrenean lane. Ox  
and plough passed  
all day before my window.  
Because I drew it and redrew it  
the ox - pebble and root –  
became a bull.  
 
In this stage, both <object types> and <ob-

jects with poetic reactions> were converted into 
a <bull image>. In other words <object types> 
and <objects with poetic reactions> were in-
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cluded in the generation of a <bull image>. As 
a result the latter became to give the formers 
aliveness.  

3.5 Integration by a <female image> 
In the next stage, he made an integrated image 
of bisexuality, overlaying a <bull image> and a 
<female image> (see fig. 4).  

This image was shown in a plate corre-
sponded to “C4 flesh” in Le poèm de l'angle 
droit. He attached the following text to the im-
age ([13], without pages). 

 
…They (men) are but  
half, and feel 
life but by half 
And the second half comes 
to them and binds 
And good or devil come 
to all 
those 
who encounter each other! 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Integration of <bull image> and <fe-
male image>, ([13], without pages) 

 
It was the final stage of synthesis. Here all 

images supporting his activity as a painter had 
been unified. However, he considered that it 
was not an equivalent fusion of the two images 
(<bull image> and <female image>), but an in-
tegration by a <female image>. Because he de-
scribed as follows, looking back upon his activ-
ity as a painter ([6], without pages).  

I have drawn or painted only a woman, or its 
image, or a female symbol, or a female ge-
ology (my translation). 

3.6 Development of his picture images 
The development of his picture images is 
summarized as follow.  
 

1. Three images were created before World 
War II. The first image was <object 
types>. They were static and inorganic 
images in a machinery model, and cor-
respond to his positive and affirmative 
approach to the Acropolis. Thus <object 
types> corresponded to a thesis.  

2. The second image were <objects with 
poetic reactions>. They include organic 
matters, such as bones and shells. But 
they were corpses. Therefore they corre-
sponded to a variant of the thesis. 

3. The 3rd image was a <female image>. 
The truly alive image became an antithe-
sis opposing to a thesis which implies an 
<image of death> inherited from the 
Acropolis.  

4. The three images were unified after 
World War II. The 1st stage of synthesis 
was the birth of <bull image>. <Object 
types> and <objects with poetic reac-
tions> were included in its generation 
process.  

5. The next stage was an integration of a 
<bull image> by a <female image>. This 
integrated image included all his picture 
images, because a <bull image> included 
both <object types> and <objects with 
poetic reactions> in its generating pro-
cess. Therefore the integration became 
the completion of synthesis.  

4. TOWARD THE CHAPEL AT RON-
CHAMP 

4.1 “Chimney” and the Acropolis 
In this Chapter I would like to connect the 
Chapel at Ronchamp to the Acropolis. In this 
section I would like to show the connection of 
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“Chimney” to the Acropolis (see fig. 5).  
First, he wrote that “Chimney” was “my first 

picture” in The New World of Space, published 
in 1948 ([12], p. 10).  

However, even if I restricted to oil paintings, 
he had painted some oil paintings in the previ-
ous year of “Chimney”. Therefore “my first 
picture” is false. This fact suggested that it was 
a post explanation and he intentionally made 
“Chimney” his starting point of his activity as a 
painter. 

Secondly, I could find an evidence which 
connects “Chimney” to the Acropolis. Accord-
ing to Lucien Herve (a nominated photographer 
by Le Corbusier), Le Corbusier explained the 
“Chimney” in 1949 as follows ([7], p. 416).  

 
I made this tableau seven years after I had 
visited the Parthenon first, where I was fas-
cinated to the purity and light of that place. I 
am still holding it (my translation).  
 
It was the evidence with the first date that 

showed his connection of “Chimney” to the 
Parthenon on the Acropolis. 

 
Figure 5: “Chimney” and “Sketch of the 

Acropolis”  
 

Furthermore the following description in his 
sketchbook of 1951 reinforced the connection 
of “Chimney” to the Acropolis ([16], E2-45). 

 
1st painting 1918. Space light intensity of 
the composition. To tell the truth, behind 
that the site of the Acropolis is present: the 
painting, the drawing, + the Acropolis 
drawing [in] travel notebook 

The connected two images seem to reflect 
his positive and affirmative approach to the 
Acropolis. However he had his negative<image 
of death> image behind them.  

4.2 The Chapel at Ronchamp and the 
Acropolis 
He first looked at the hill at Ronchamp from a 
train. Then he drew a “sketch of the remains of 
the old chapel at Ronchamp” (May 20, 1950). It 
was a distant view of the site at Ronchamp (see 
fig.6).  

 
Figure 6: Sketches of Ronchamp and the 

Acropolis  
 

It is interesting that there is a close resem-
blance between this sketch and distant views of 
the Acropolis which were repeatedly drawn in 
his journey to the East.  

I apologize that there is not another evidence 
which directly connects the Chapel at Ron-
champ to the Acropolis. I could only point out 
the following two facts. 1) Both sketches are 
sharing an <image of death>; “ruins”. 2) His 
first connection of “Chimney” to the Acropolis 
and his beginning to design the Chapel at Ron-
champ almost simultaneous. The former is in 
1949, and the latter is in the next year.  

The above facts seems to make it reasonable 
that “a distant view of the hill of Ronchamp” 
reminded him the Parthenon or the Acropolis.  

If the Chapel at Ronchamp was connected to 
the Acropolis, the former would be connected 
to “Chimney”. Because the latter was connect-
ed to the Acropolis. In short, his architectural 
design; the Chapel at Ronchamp, was connect-
ed to his painting; “Chimney”.  
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4.3 <Objects with poetic reactions> and the 
Chapel at Ronchamp 
Next, I would like to point out that another 
pictorial image was connected to the Chapel at 
Ronchamp. According to him, the process is as 
follows ([14], p. 94). 
  

He visited New York to design a headquar-
ters building of United Nations in 1946, 
picked up a crab shell in Long Island and it 
gave the inspiration to the shape of the roof 
of the Chapel at Ronchamp.  
 
In this case the crab shell, one of <objects 

with poetic reactions>, became a connecter to 
the Chapel at Ronchamp. 

4.4 Other travel sketches and the Chapel at 
Ronchamp 
Other sketches in his journey to the East were 
also connected to the design of the Chapel at 
Ronchamp. They were the sketches of Canopy 
of Hadrian Villa at Tivoli in the Roman sub-
urbs (see fig. 7).  

He summoned the sketches when he de-
signed the underground Basilique in La 
Sainte-Baum just before designing the Chapel 
at Ronchamp. They became an origin of the 
light in the Chapel at Ronchamp. 
 
 

  
Figure 7: Sketches of Canopy of Hadrian Villa, 

([17], without pages) 

4.5 Two kinds of geometry 
Modulor [the Modulor] was published in 1950. 
In this book he proposed a unified module sys-
tem for architecture. It was derived from a ge-
ometric construction with the golden section of 
a double-square.  

In Modulor he distinguished “male architec-
ture" from “female architecture”, and explained 
two kinds of spirit corresponding to the two 
kinds of architecture. According to him, the 1st 
spirit lies “under the sign of the set-square”, 
whose geometry I call <male geometry> after-
word. The 2nd spirit lies “under the sign of the 
triangle and the pentagon, star-shaped or con-
vex, and of their volumetric derivations: the 
icosahedron and the dodecahedron” ([10], p. 
224), whose geometry I call <female geometry> 
afterward. 

 His comment on the two kinds of geometry 
might show that the former was superior to the 
latter. However, it would not be true. The rea-
son is as follows; 1) he described that both 
were complementary in the end of the book, 2) 
he began his design of the Chapel at Ronchamp 
in the same year of the publication of Modulor, 
3) a <male image> was integrated by a <female 
image> in Poems of the right angle soon after 
the publication of Modulor.  

 

 
Figure 8: Two kinds of geometry applied in the 
Chapel at Ronchamp, ([1], p. 150 and p. 63) 

 
Furthermore both kinds of geometry were 

used in in the Chapel at Ronchamp (see fig. 8). 
<Male geometry> (a double-square) was ap-
plied in both plan and section of the whole 
building (FLC 7455), though it might appear to 
be irregular. <Female geometry> (an equilateral 
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pentagon) was applied in the composition of a 
square enamel entrance door (FLC 7250). 
These facts suggest that his publication of 
Modulor became one opportunity of his dialec-
tical integration and the Chapel at Ronchamp 
became an architectural result of the integra-
tion.  

5. CONCLUSION 
I would like to summarize his dialectic process 
from the Acropolis to the Chapel at Ronchamp 
without fearing an overlap (see fig. 9).  

 
1. His first contact with the Acropolis had 

two opposite images; positive and nega-
tive. So he had no choice but to select 
the following two ways; 1) to approach 
to the Acropolis with positive images, 2) 
to escape from its negative image; <im-
age of death>. 

2. Purism was an affirmative approach to-
ward the Acropolis. <Object types> cor-
responded to a thesis with his positive 
images. But it implicitly contained his 
negative <image of death>. Next he used 
<objects with poetic reactions>, but they 
were one of variation of the thesis. 

3. A <female image>, returned in the 1930s, 
corresponded to an antithesis opposing 
to the thesis. 
 
 

4. After World War II, a <bull image> was 
born. Both <object types> and <objects 
with poetic reactions> were included in 
its generation process. The birth of <bull 
image> constituted the first stage of 
synthesis in his picture. 

5. A <female image> integrated a <bull 
image>. It constituted the final stage of 
synthesis in his picture. 

6. “Chimney”, which he called “my first 
painting”, was connected to the Acropo-
lis in the previous year when he has be-
gun the design of the Chapel at Ron-
champ.  

7. “Chimney” was connected to the Acrop-
olis, and the resemblance of distant 
views of the Acropolis and Ronchamp 
connected the latter to “Chimney”  

8. A crab shell, one of <objects with poetic 
reactions> gave the form image of the 
roof of the Chapel at Ronchamp. This 
was also his connection with picture 
images. 

9. The sketches of Hadrian Villa's Canopy, 
drawn in the journey to the East, became 
an origin of the light in the Chapel at 
Ronchamp.  

10. Finally the Chapel at Ronchamp was an 
architectural result of his dialectic syn-
thesis as a painter.  
 

 
 

Figure 9: From the Acropolis to the Chapel at Ronchamp 
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