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FIG.1

Vers une Architecture in
Teaching Workshop (gta
Archive/ ETH Zurich, 2024).
Photo: Mariam Zahra Bouye.
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READING VERS UNE
ARCHITECTURE,
OTHERWISE

Victor Beiramar Diniz, Sofia Pinto Basto, José Castro Caldas,
Mariam Zahra Bouye, Fernando Kikuchi et Marta Sequeira

https://doi.org/10.4995/1c.2025.25009

TOM EMERSON: LE CORBUSIER, TEACHING, AND
THE RE-WRITING OF THE CANON OTHERWISE

Tom Emerson was trained between Bath, Cambridge and the Royal College of Art, in a Britain still shaped by the
moral project of post-war reconstruction and by the quiet scepticism that followed it. In 2001, together with Stephanie
Macdonald, he founded 6a architects in London, a studio whose work—from the South London Gallery to the Cowan
Court at Cambridge —is distinguished by its attention to context, craft and the social life of buildings. At ETH Zurich, where
he has taught since 2010, Tom Emerson has developed a pedagogy that reunites design, research and construction in
a single, continuous process. In the garden of the university—an open-air workshop where students build at full scale—
architecture is explored as both experiment and experience. There, ideas are tested through matter, collaboration and
time, transforming the school itself into a site of production and reflection. Emerson describes this as “learning through
making”, a practice that dismantles the conventional hierarchy between drawing and building, thinking and doing. This
conversation revisits Le Corbusier’s modern faith in progress through the lens of a contemporary educator. Emerson
speaks of a discipline that has moved from the certainties of modernism to the complexities of a plural world—one in
which optimism persists, but in a quieter, more critical form.

Do you recall the moment when Toward an Architecture first entered your intellectual landscape? Could you
describe the atmosphere in which the book was presented to you, and the ideological or pedagogical framework
through which Le Corbusier’s text was interpreted at that time?

It was in my first year of architecture school, in 1989. The introduction came through an architect and lecturer called
Patrick Hodgkinson, one of the post-war British brutalists—a welfare-state architect who had worked on projects like
the Brunswick Centre and other rather extraordinary megastructures of that period. He was one of my professors at
Bath, where | did my undergraduate studies, and it was in that first year that he introduced us to Le Corbusier.

But the way he did so was quite particular. He spoke from the perspective of someone who had studied during
and immediately after the war. For him, the intellectual landscape of modern architecture was divided between two
ideological schools: you either joined Le Corbusier or you joined Mies. At Bath, there were both Patrick Hodgkinson and
Peter and Alison Smithson, and the Smithsons clearly belonged to the Mies camp. Patrick, however, as it turned out,
was closer to Aalto—that third pole that existed at the time.
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FIG. 2

Le Corbusier, Vers une
architecture (Paris:

G. Crés, 1923), 106-7.

Le Corbusier was presented to us as one of the foundational figures of modern architecture, but not as someone to be
followed uncritically. It was more like: “Here is the man, here is the book — Toward an Architecture—and here are the key
buildings. But let me tell you about Aalto”. Patrick was very much an Aalto person. Still, it was in that context—shaped
by those distinctions and allegiances —that my contemporaries and | first heard about Le Corbusier.

Looking back, how do you situate that initial encounter within your subsequent formation as an architect and
educator? Do the principles—or perhaps the rhetorical strategies—of Toward an Architecture still reverberate,
however obliquely, in your teaching today?

I would say that if any of the ideas from Vers une architecture are still present in my teaching, they must lie very deep—
almost beneath the surface of conscious thought. To be honest, | haven’t read the book for about thirty years, and
whatever remains is probably less a matter of direct reference than of sedimented influence, absorbed into the way we
think and speak about architecture.

Over the past two decades—certainly in the last ten years—there has been a profound shift in architectural education:
a widening and redefinition of what we call the canon. Within that new landscape, Le Corbusier has come to represent,
especially for students today, almost the antithesis of what they seek. He stands as the archetype of the lone, white,
male genius—a singular author with a totalising vision of the world, meticulously composed and curated.
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From what | observe, students rarely invoke him now. Of course, they know his work; it remains part of every history
course. But he no longer occupies the central position he did when | was a student. Back then, Le Corbusier was still
a living point of reference—someone whose ideas we were expected to engage with seriously, whether in agreement
or critique. Today, that kind of centrality—that sense of belief in the modernist master—has dissolved. His influence
endures, but more as a historical background than as an active framework for thinking.

In your teaching, then, does Le Corbusier remain a living reference—a point of departure, perhaps—or has he
become a figure to be revisited critically, from a contemporary perspective that questions the very foundations of
modernist thinking?

Exactly. If Le Corbusier appears in our work or teaching today, it's aimost always indirectly —implied rather than declared.
| don’t think we teach anything that could still be recognised as mainstream modernist thought, of which he was, in
many ways, the central pillar.

On one occasion, we did use one of his projects as a kind of doppelgdnger—as a mirror or model for a design project
we were developing with students in the garden of the ETH, an outdoor workshop space where we build full-scale
constructions as part of our teaching practice. The project in question was the roof terrace of the Charles de Beistegui
apartment. But even that choice says something: it’s Le Corbusier at his most idiosyncratic, his most surreal—far from
the orthodox, canonical Corbusier.
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FIG. 4

Le Corbusier, Vers une
architecture (Paris:

G. Crés, 1923), 212-213.

ARCHITECTURE
0U REVOLUTION

So even when we refer to him explicitly, we tend to look to the margins rather than the centre—to those moments where
his work becomes ambiguous, open to interpretation, and perhaps closer to the way we think about architecture today.

Le Corbusier famously mobilised history as a quarry for modern invention, transforming historical forms into
archetypes for a renewed architectural language (Figure 1). Do you believe that contemporary teaching still
operates through such archetypal thinking—that dialectic between tradition and rupture, between continuity and
the esprit nouveau—or has the very notion of a “pure source” become obsolete?

| think history is still very much part of the conversation in architectural education—whether we’re talking about Western
antiquity or other cultural histories. But not, | would say, in the archetypal sense that Le Corbusier proposed. | don’t think
anyone today is searching for some kind of “pure source”. That idea no longer holds.

First of all, it's an extremely Western way of thinking—the notion that the discipline has an origin to which we must
return, often imagined as ancient Greece. Many students today would actively resist that framework. They want to think
more openly, drawing on a much wider range of references, from many different geographies and periods. The idea of
history as a single lineage has been replaced by a far more plural and interconnected understanding of it.

That said, one of the remarkable things about Vers une architecture is that it remains a brilliant book—not only as an
architectural text but as a piece of writing. Very few architects have written with such clarity and conviction. But it is also
a profoundly rhetorical book. It doesn’t invite reflection so much as persuasion; it's not there to open your mind, but to
convince you of the correct path.
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And that’s perhaps where our relationship to it has changed most radically. | don’t think people today believe in “the
correct path” anymore. When | was a student, modernism was still something you could believe in—something
presented as an ideal worth pursuing. Today, that kind of faith feels impossible. Books like Vers une architecture still
matter, but they are read differently: not as manifestos to follow, but as documents to think with—critically, historically,
and at a distance.

Another crucial aspect of Vers une architecture is the dialogue it establishes between architecture and
engineering—a relationship that became emblematic of the early modern project. In Switzerland, architectural
culture has long maintained a particularly close alliance with engineering disciplines. Do you think this dialogue
still defines architectural education at ETH today, and if so, how has it evolved in response to contemporary forms
of knowledge and technology?

Yes, absolutely. ETH—and Swiss architectural education more broadly—has always had a very strong technical
foundation, one that sits very close to engineering. That connection remains central today, although the nature of it has
changed profoundly.

In Le Corbusier’s time, the relationship between architect and engineer was direct and tangible: they worked on the
same structures, negotiating the physical logic of materials, loads, and spans. The engineer was a partner in the making
of the building itself. Today, that collaboration still exists, but it has expanded into an entirely different terrain.

Now, the engineer may be writing software, developing digital fabrication systems, or working with robotic and
parametric tools—and increasingly with artificial intelligence. The scope of engineering has broadened far beyond the
civil and structural engineering that Le Corbusier was referring to. We now collaborate with environmental engineers,
hydrologists, energy specialists—a much wider ecology of expertise.

In that sense, the dialogue between architecture and engineering not only continues but has multiplied and diversified.
The “technical imagination” that Le Corbusier celebrated has exploded into new domains—digital, environmental, and
planetary. If Vers une architecture reflected the optimism of the machine age, our moment is defined by another kind of
urgency: how technology can be used critically and creatively in the face of ecological transformation.

If you were to identify the equivalent “reference images” for architectural imagination today, what realms—
ecological, technological, social—would they emerge from?

| would say that today our reference images come less from machines and more from landscape and ecology. That’s
perhaps the most obvious shift. There’s a growing rapprochement between architecture and environmental thinking—
between design and questions of climate, biodiversity, and energy. So rather than aeroplanes or ocean liners, we might
look now at solar farms, wind fields, rewilded territories, or systems of water management. These have become the
kinds of images that carry imaginative weight—they speak of a different kind of technological engagement, one rooted
in ecology rather than in industry.

If I remember correctly, Le Corbusier was fascinated by silos (Figure 2)—and he wasn’t alone. The same images
circulated among Mies, Gropius, and others at the time. There were only a handful of such photographs doing the
rounds in architectural circles, but they became almost mythic: everyone admired the purity of those forms, their
abstraction, their functional beauty.

That economy of images has completely disappeared. Today, the notion of a “reference image” has an entirely different
currency. With digital tools—with Google, Photoshop, or even image generators powered by Al—students can create
or access almost any image in seconds. The visual field is infinite and immediate.

So while Le Corbusier’s silos once represented a kind of revelation—rare, precious documents passed from hand to
hand—the images that shape architectural imagination today are countless and ephemeral. The challenge now is not
scarcity but excess: how to navigate, interpret, and give meaning to an overwhelming visual landscape.
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Le Corbusier’s book was also a manifesto for new forms of collective life, advocating an architecture attuned to
the transformation of domestic and social structures. A century later, how do schools of architecture engage with
questions of habitation, community and social agency? Do these issues still carry the utopian charge they did in
1923?

Yes, absolutely—“ways of living” remain at the very centre of architectural teaching and thinking. Even a hundred years
later—four generations on—we’re still asking the same fundamental questions: how do we live domestically, how do we
work, and how do we live collectively? The questions themselves haven't disappeared; what has changed radically is
the social framework in which they are posed.

The very notion of what constitutes a household or a family, or what the agency of each individual within a community
might be, is now completely different. In Le Corbusier’s time, the social order was still very much modelled on nineteenth-
century hierarchies. You can see it not only in his plans but in the spatial logic of his houses: there are service quarters,
clear gender divisions, and an implicit order that assigns everyone a place.

Later, with Le Modulor—almost three decades after Vers une architecture—he developed a proportional system based
on the figure of a man 1.83 metres tall. It was conceived as a universal model of human measure, but from today’s
perspective it would immediately be questioned. You can't really propose a single ideal body —a tall, white, male body—
as a universal standard anymore.

That said, | don’t think we should judge him by the standards of our time. He was, in his own context, radically
progressive. What matters is to read him critically, to understand both his extraordinary vision and his limitations. Our
values have shifted dramatically, but the ambition to rethink how we live together—spatially, socially, and politically —
remains as vital now as it was a century ago.

The optimism of Toward an Architecture was inseparable from its faith in technological progress. A hundred years
later, in a world both empowered and endangered by its technologies, do you still perceive a space for optimism?

That’s a big question. And | would still say yes—there is space for optimism. But it's a complicated kind of optimism,
mixed with anxiety and uncertainty.

We live surrounded by technologies that are both emancipatory and deeply problematic. A decade ago, for example,
we celebrated social media for connecting people, for giving voice to new communities—think of the Arab Spring. Now,
the same platforms are often criticised for manipulation, misinformation, surveillance, and the erosion of public trust. The
same tools can empower and endanger us at once.

So | think optimism today has to come from critical awareness. One of the fundamental roles of education —certainly here
at ETH, and | would say in most universities—is to cultivate that capacity for critical thinking. Technologies themselves
have no inherent morality; they don’t tell us what'’s right or wrong. Everything depends on how we use them, what values

we bring to them, and what purposes we imagine for them.

So yes, there is much to be worried about, but there’s also much to look forward to—if we can approach technology
not as destiny, but as a field of creative choice.

Can | end with one last question—a quote from the book itself? “Architecture or Revolution” (Figure 3)?

“Architecture or Revolution”? No— Architecture or Evolution!
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- FIG.5
Le Corbusier. Sketch for
the cover of Vers une
architecture, when it was
to be titled “Architecture or
Revolution”. FLC B2(15)67.
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FIG. 6

Vers une Architecture in
Teaching Workshop (gta
Archive/ ETH Zurich, 2024).
Photo: José Castro Caldas.
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AN FONTEYNE: LE CORBUSIER, THE ORDINARY,
AND THE END OF PURITY

An Fonteyne was born in Ostend in 1971 and studied architecture at the University of Ghent. After working with DKV
architecten in Rotterdam and David Chipperfield in London, she co-founded noAarchitecten in Brussels in 2000, a
practice known for its engagement with the collective, the contingent, and the already built. Since 2017, she has held
the Chair of Affective Architectures at ETH Zurich, where her teaching deliberately turns away from the monumental and
the ideal towards what modernism left unacknowledged: the ordinary, the affective, and the lived. Fonteyne’s pedagogy
begins not with abstraction but with observation. Through walking, drawing, and conversation, she and her students
learn to recognise architecture as a form of coexistence rather than an autonomous object. Against the modernist
faith in purity, progress, and the machine, she reclaims ambiguity, adaptation, and care as architectural values. In her
studio, buildings are approached less as temples of reason than as social organisms, shaped by time, maintenance,
and use. In this conversation, Fonteyne revisits Le Corbusier not as a master to emulate but as a revealing symptom of
modernity —a figure through whom the exclusions of the twentieth century become legible.

Every architect, willingly or not, passes through Vers une architecture at some point. Do you recall your first
encounter with Le Corbusier’s book—or perhaps the moment you realised you wanted to move beyond it?

| don’t really remember the first time | saw the book, but | do know I've bought it twice. | have two copies on my shelf. |
suppose that says something—you buy a book, then years later think, “I should probably have this”, only to realise you
already do. It must have sat there untouched for many years.

A century later, Le Corbusier still shapes the language and hierarchies of architectural education. How do you
navigate that legacy in your teaching?

Honestly, there is no conscious decision against referring to Le Corbusier. It just does not seem relevant in the context
of our interests. There are naturally architectural moments in his work that | appreciate. The terrace of the Beistegui
apartment, for example. Or some colour schemes he developed. But his urban visions do not connect much to our
teaching and design approach. Since students learn about his work from their very first year until their last theory class,
| don’t feel the need to add to that. And they don’t seem triggered to apply his work when they design.

| am surprised that when one does not give his work a (central) role, the question still comes: why not? If we discuss Le
Corbusier, or other male protagonists of the last century, it is in the context of their position within the discipline—and the
many women and others whose contributions were erased or overshadowed. The desire of the past to create real (male)
heroes. We all know the story of Le Corbusier’s obsession with Eileen Gray’s house, and how he vandalised it, took
revenge—naked, with a brush in hand. The aggression of that act represents a key moment in realising how histories
have been written in the past, and how we have inherited versions of those pasts.

Many of my students—often young women—say: “It's strange that we still hear about Le Corbusier in every single
course. It is repetitive and his position is hardly ever questioned. How is this still possible”? And they’re right.

This became even clearer during our exchange and collaboration with the Inga, an Indigenous community from the
Colombian Amazon. They’re invested in creating a pluriversity, a knowledge structure that should safeguard and pass
on the Inga knowledge in the future. When some of their young architects, who left their territory to study architecture
in Bogota, came to visit, they told us: “When we leave our community to study architecture, we’re expected to forget
all we know and we learn about the work of Le Corbusier”. That moment was very powerful too—a reminder of how
universal, dominant and linear our architectural education still is. His thinking is omnipresent. And if that is what is still
taught as guiding, it is problematic.
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In Le Corbusier’s vision, architecture was purified through its monuments—temples, machines, archetypes (Fig.4).
Your work and teaching, by contrast, seem to turn deliberately toward the ordinary, the overlooked, even the
“unarchitectural”. What happens when we stop looking at temples and start walking past architecture instead?

The monumentality and purity of the temple can be celebrational and joyful to some, but although beautiful, also
oppressive to others. | am simply not interested in making temples anymore. | am interested in questioning the codes
and conventions embedded in these architectures to develop structures and strategies to dismantle them. Living in
Brussels, being surrounded by so many people that carry other references in them, definitely made me realise that we
cannot take ourselves as the sole standard anymore. | love to embrace the complex cultural communities of people we
are today, also architecturally.

In our teaching, we develop an interest in the unspectacular. We strive to learn from the built environment as it is
inhabited and appropriated by the people and uses it accommodates. We go on walks, and we learn from things
that aren’t usually considered architecture at all. We indeed embrace the complexity, the overlooked, the in-between,
the everyday, the seemingly boring. We reflect on types and references, on their past and present relevance and their
potential meaning to address current needs.

In addition, also in our work, we love to read history in a less hierarchical way. Especially when buildings are listed,
officially defined as heritage, the dogma of returning to the “original” and erasing the many histories a building has gone
through, is still dominant. We are interested in reading all layers of history and in understanding all traces of use to see
how a building transformed both spatially and socially. This detective-work offers numerous and precise possibilities to
shape its future in a layered manner.

Your pedagogy often begins with close observation—of context, of who and what already exists. In a school
like ETH, long associated with technical innovation, how do you balance this attention to the ground with the
institution’s enthusiasm for progress and technology?

I've been teaching here for eight years, and of course, ETH is a technical school. Naturally, technological approaches
and innovation are celebrated and pushed forward; they play a central role.

At the same time, we're living through multiple, overlapping crises—the climate crisis above all, but also humanitarian
crises, inequality, exclusion. In response, the school has opened itself to a broader range of approaches, which | think
is very positive. ETH is no longer a school defined by a single doctrine.

Inevitably, there’s a growing interest in looking carefully at what already exists and how we can transform this to respond
to future needs. We can do in a scientific way, based on data, but also this in a more affective way. These approaches
are complementary and offer essential knowledge for future architects. The affective approach might be slower, as it
values understanding and evaluation before intervention. Although it sounds contradictory, | believe that slowness is
essential in times of urgency. That is probably the great value of this school: the tension between progress and patience.

Le Corbusier built his modern myth through images: ships, cars, silos—emblems of a new order. Yet you’ve spoken
of turning instead to literature, to fiction, to awaken imagination. In an age saturated with images, what can stories
teach architects that pictures no longer can?

Today we live in a society far more visual than in Le Corbusier’s time. We are constantly inundated —it’s like a permanent
rainfall of images. Inescapable. Because of this, using an image as a reference has become extremely complicated.

The slowness earlier mentioned, also leads to reading, to drawing from literature —especially fiction. Reading a short

story or a novel activates anyone’s imagination in a very intimate way. It allows to build your own mental images, rather
than consuming pre-fabricated ones. | try to start from that point, also in teaching, to encourage this freedom of
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imagination, instead of adding to the visual noise. We select specific books and authors, for their content, their structure, FIG.7 '
their provocation. After reading, comes writing—developing other ways to talk about architecture, about one’s design. éfcﬁgégfjr'eerip‘ﬁg une
The writing informs the design process; it does not come just at the end to describe the design. G. Cres, 1923), 160-161.

Le Corbusier dreamt of new communal ways of living, though often through rigid formal systems. You approach
collectivity from the opposite direction—from observation and care. How do you teach the architecture of living
together today, when forms of family, labour, and belonging have changed so radically?

It is definitely a concern, but our understanding of it has evolved. Modernism was driven by hygiene and by the ambition
to offer a higher standard of living for all. But it also meant replacing—and often erasing—many of the ways people had
lived before, imposing a universal model to fit all. By the many followers of the vision, often much less talented architects,
the guidelines were reduced simplistic to minimum standards and problematic urban models.

| believe that we as architects have overlooked grown knowledge about living together—how communities naturally
care for one another, how different cultures read spaces differently and how we should consider architecture not only
for what it is, but also for what it does.

| don’t think modernist formalism is the most accommodating framework for democratic living; it is very hierarchical.
This morning, for instance, we discussed the work of Claire Henrotin, a female architect who worked alongside Victor
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FIG.8

Le Corbusier, Vers une
architecture (Paris:

G. Crés, 1923), 200-201.

Bourgeois and the Belgian modernists. While they produced beautiful buildings, one senses that her work was driven
by something more intrinsic—by the qualities of living together, and by her attention to local forms of knowledge. The
qualities are not black or white, but nuance and complexity are needed to enrich architecture and make it durable.

We live differently in the city than in the countryside, differently across generations. | try to engage students with these
different realities and then ask: what can architecture do to accommodate those lives? Rather than the other way
around, where we invent an architectural system that is supposed to save us, and then expect everyone to conform to
that single idea of “good living”.

You can see this tension beautifully illustrated in Le Corbusier’s houses at Pessac (Fig.5). There’s a wonderful film about
them. On one hand, you have people who really adore the architecture of the original and restore the houses exactly as
Le Corbusier intended—furniture, art, colours—they all contribute to the envisaged perfection. On the other, you have
families who adapt the houses to their needs: they put up walls for more bedrooms, use the garage as a workshop, add
a shed. You can hardly recognise the original house and it seems incapable to deal with change.

That raises a question: how democratic is a design if such acts of appropriation come across as catastrophes? “How
dare you touch the house that was so well thought out for you?” The irony is that true democratic living might precisely
mean the freedom to transform your environment—to make architecture your own. And that is a dilemma for architects.
We love control and we try to design the complete answer from scheme to detail.
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Modern architecture was born from a faith in progress; optimism was its moral ground. Today, that faith has turned
uneasy—ecological, technological, even moral. Do you still believe architecture can be a progressive force (Fig.6),
or is progress itself a notion we must now unlearn?

| think we need both common sense—trusting in what and who is already there—and a continued search for better
ways. But we must also remain critical of what “progress” actually means.

With our students, we travelled to Iceland for a seminar week, drawn by what was described as a major technological
breakthrough: machines that capture CO from the air, amongst others in Switzerland. The gas is then transported by
train to Rotterdam, shipped to Iceland, and injected two kilometres underground, where it binds with basalt to form
limestone. On the surface, it sounds extraordinary—the kind of story we call optimism. It’s also a brilliant business
model: other countries can now pay Iceland to store their emissions. Certain territories become, quite literally, planetary
CO storage sites.

But then you start to wonder —is this really a solution? The process involves deep drilling, and people living nearby report
for example falling groundwater levels. It has a huge impact on the land and its geological life. Shouldn’t we reflect on
how to stop producing so much CO in the first place? Should we not question our standards of comfort before we
invest in safeguarding it at all cost? It forms part of a broader narrative: we engineer grand solutions so that we can avoid
changing our habits. And when the Earth is finally used up, we’ll follow Elon Musk to Mars and start again.

Everyone loves new inventions that promise to solve our problems. Yet if you advocate for smaller, sensible actions—for
modest forms of intelligence—it’s rarely as rewarding. You don’t stand out by being careful. And yet, | love to quote
Thomas Lommée, a Belgian designer, who stated: The next big thing will be a lot of small things. So, let’s all find the
courage to develop that plurality, that multiplicity of small things.

Le Corbusier ended Vers une architecture with a provocation: “Architecture or Revolution”. If asked the same
question today, how would you respond?

Revolution.

Vers une Architecture in Teaching, project conceived by Ciro Miguel, Daniela Ortiz dos Santos, Frederike Lausch, .
Marta Sequeira and Veronique Boone, in cooperation with gta Archive, ETH Ziirich. Film by Ciro Miguel, 2025.
YouTube video, 16 min.

4
LIEN A CONSULTER SUR LE SITE
https://youtu.be/Y4GIZA2Qhs -.E
n
FIG.9

Vers une Architecture in
Teaching, project conceived
by Ciro Miguel, Daniela
Ortiz dos Santos, Frederike
Lausch, Marta Sequeira
and Veronique Boone,

in cooperation with gta
Archive, ETH Zurich.
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