OBSERVATIONS ON “UNSPEAKABLE SPACE™

When a work is at its peak in
intensity, proportions, qua!ity
of execution, in perfection,
there occurs a phenomenon
of unspeakable space.

~ Le Corbusier

On the 50th anniversary of the
“occupation” of La Tourette
(it was started in 1952 and
work continued while the
Dominican brothers set up r/mln

in early 1959) the austerities of

the priory seem etched in the
mind, no less because the site is
also much visited and it is pos-
sible today to rent one of the
[friars’ cells. 4 sensation upon
completion, Le Corbusier and
lannis Xenakis’s masterpiece

near Lyon resides in an agri-
cultural landscape that oddly
formalizes by antitbesis its
bratalist sensibility, while the
origins of that rigor lie in both
the Dominican aesthetic and
Le Corbusier’s own somewhat
manufactured “hermeticism”
Cheroie isolation).

La Tourette/Le
cinquantenaire 1959-2009
(Paris: Bernard Chauveau
Editeur, 2009) is an equally
concise presentation of this vir-
tuous economy of architectural
form and lived experience. The
book features the work of three
photagraphers (Philippe
Chancel, Stéplmne Couturier,
and Pascal Hausherr). Each
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documents a different aspect of
this “economy” — the restora-
tion work (Chancel), the chro-
matic and geametric gestures
(modulor) of the walls and
sereens (Couturier), and the
“unspeakable spaces” of the
entire ensemble, from exterior
pastures and forest to the
extreme modularity and singu-
larity of the cells arrayed atop
the priory (Hausherr). The
convent was formally inaugu-
rated in October 1960 and sits
today astride the “fault” that
marks the callapse of mod-
ernism and all that came after-
ward. — Gavin Keeney



