
Heard and Seen 
LE CORBUSIER’S M O N A S T E R Y  AT W O R K  

Now that four years have passcd since Lc Corbusicr’s Dominican church and 
priory at La Tourette burst on an astonished world with the impact of what was 
described as ‘the greatcst ruin of the twentieth century’, it is possible to have later 
thoughts and to considcr the building not as a major tourist attraction but as a 
place of prayer and study. It is possible, in fact, to ask whether Le Corbusier’s 
frequent claims for La Tourette as rm lieu de silence, un livir de r e p s ,  are justified. 
It is good to be there in the empty weeks ofearly spring, bcforc the tourist hordes 
descend, and if the endless rains of a wet March havc left the concrcte mass a 
leaden grey and thc waterspouts are for ever dripping-and the many leaks reveal 
themselves in new placcs-then at least one is spared the coloured illusions of the 
picture postcards. 

One’s earlier impressions are on the wholc confirmed. ‘The building is a trium- 
phant statcment, in terms that match the needs of our tirnc, of what an architect 
of genius can do to give spatial reality to the sacrcd. The jeu de volumes-that un- 
translatable phrase that expresses Le Corbusicr’s primary concern with the use of 
space-is even more effective now that even a bricf pcriod oftinie has given the 
patina of use to what has too often been a sort of cerebration. Thcse buildings, 
after all, church and refectory and lecture room .md cclls, arc to be used, not to be 
written about or even to be admired. And the marvellous counterpoint of solid 
mass and floating horizontal surface, of the honest concrete and the progressions 
of die glass, takes on an altogether H e r c n t  meaning when a bell rings and the 
cloister fills with friars on their way to church or  refectory. 

I t  is fair to ask the users of a budding what their true impressions of it are, and 
here it seems-apart from a pardonable missionary need to justify so rcvolution- 
ary a religious house-therc is general agreement that La Tourette fulfils thc 
traditional needs of a Dominican priory. The cells, small and narrow as they may 
scem to be. are of course classical studies in the t t ioddor: m d  perfect proportions 
give a sense of rest, cxtended through the balcony which belongs to each, to the 
world of nature beyond. The refectory, with its four roiind concretc pillars and 
the whole of its outer wall a curtain of glass brokcn by vertical concrete ribs 
in irregular progression, is admirablc. It perfectly establishes the communal-and 
indeed the sacred-sense of the meal within the rhythm of Dominican Me. 

The church remains the unresolved dilcmma of La Tourette. Its stark and al- 
most brutal rejection ofanything that can distract attcntion from the single, ccn- 
tral altar is justified. The ascending series of private altars below, with thcir 
brightly painted concrete walls, is enclosed within the brilliantly lit area of the 
Blessed Sacrament chapcl, to the side. But in the church iaclf nothing exists but 
the altar. As yet, the choir stalls are temporary: thcir pcrmanent design may give 
some relief to the long, empty walls. And it s t i l l  seems too uncompromising a 
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rejection of the decorative use of form and colour to allow nothing to relieve the 
vast spaces of rough grey concrete. One can imagine that a brilliant tapestry hung 
on the wcst wall would add at least a single note ofsurprise. It n ight  also help the 
acoustics which are-unless the church is full-alarmingly crude. 

It is particularly intcrcsting to sce La Tourctte after one has visited the three 
great Provcnpl Cistercian abbeys--lc Thoronet, Silvacane and Senanque-all 
built by the early thirteenth century, and-in thecareofLeThoronrt-ofobvious 
importance for the understanding of Le Corbusicr’s design and its rcalization. 
Pi-re Couturier, who was principally responsible for the whole La Tourctte pro- 
jcct, early on recomnicnded Le Corbusier to visit Le Thoronet-a budding of 
unmatched simplicity and severity. In  these Cistcrcian cloisters one sees reahed 
the relation of building to human dimension which has for so long bccn Le 
Corbusicr’s concern. And in Lc ?’horonet, whcthcr through conscious rcjcaion 
of ornament or because of the cW5culty of carving the bauxite stone, the pillars 
arc of extraordinary purity, with scarcely 3 lcaf moulding to disturb the given 
harmony of the square and round volumes of the stone. Thc church, too, has 
much ofLa Tourcttc’s aparmess, especially now that it is a national rnonumcnt, 
unusrd for ~vorship and strippcd of cverytling but one or two restored stone 
altars. Lc Corbusier has certainly realized what the Cistercians intendcd-and he 
has also paid tribute to the inspiration of thc Chartcrhouse of Ema as leading him 
to the mcntial problem of relating the individual to the community. That is why 
it is not enough to look at  La Tourette simply as a masterpiece of a great living 
architcct, full of novelties and surpriscs, concrete and uncompromising. I t  has its 
roots, and as one grows to know it bctter one appreciates how faithfully it ern- 
bodies the true tradition of nionastic architecture-however ‘revolutionary’ it 
may sccni to be. 

But the question remains: what is the futurc ofa  buildmg that already bears, in 
so short a time, the marks of wear, not to say of improvisation? And does it 
matter that no longer do we even try to ‘build for ctemity’? Pcrhaps one’sjudg- 
mcnt is too much affected by the sense of at least a quasi-ctcmity as onc walks in 
the cloistcrs of Le Thoronet eight hundred years after and discerns thc fresh 
strength of the stonc, the immemorial nias  of chapterhouse and church even 
after the centuries of rcvolution and neglect have done their worst. What will La 
Tourette be likc even a hundred years from now? 

Pcrhaps this is an dcgitimate question. We are to look at-still more, to use-a 
building as it stands, geared to a daily work in a particular place at a nionient of 
time. i3ut it haunts one, all the sanic. And pcrhaps cspecially in France, where 
cvcry acre scenis to speak ofan ancicntdestiny,ofacontinuitythat all theviolencc 
and tumult havc somehow failed to destroy. 

But we get the buildings we deserve. And La Tourette is more than most of us 
dcserve, so uncertain is our comnutrnent to the truth in architccturc, so deflected 
is our judgment by nostalgia and thc irrclevancc of mere ‘liking’. Whether it 
lasts mattcrs less than whether it is. 
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