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Promenade Architecturale: A Documentation
Part I : The Background
The notion of promenade architecturale within the
history and language of architecture's Modern
Movement emanates from Le Corbusier who employed
the phrase specifically when describing the experience
of walking through two of his 1920s houses, the
Maison La Roche-Jeanneret (1923) and the Villa
Savoye (1929-31).
Both references occur in the Oeuvre Compléte:
Maison La Roche-Jeanneret
"This house will be rather like an architectural
promenade. You enter: the architectural spectacle at
once offers itself to the eye. You follow an itinerary and
the perspectives develop with great variety, developing
a play of light on the walls or making pools of shadow.
Large windows open up views of the exterior where the
architectural unity is reasserted.“
Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 1910-1929, p. 60.

Villa Savoy
"In this house we are presented with a real
architectural promenade, offering prospects which
are constantly changing and unexpected, even
astonishing. It is interesting that so much variety has
been obtained when from a design point of view a
rigorous scheme of pillars and beams has been
adopted. . . . It is by moving about . . . that one can
see the orders of architecture developing.“
Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret, Oeuvre Compléte 1929-1934, p.
24.

Furthermore,
the words promenade architecturale caption a
specific photographic view up the Villa Savoye's
exterior ramp towards the roof-top solarium.
(Oeuvre Compléte 1929-1934, p. 30)

The ramp was designed as the preferred route of what the Le Corbusier calls the promenade architecturale through the various
spaces of the building--a concept which appears to be close to that almost mystical meaning of the word "axis" that he had employed
in Vers un Architecture."
Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age

"Perhaps the most striking feature of the
Villa is the ramp, which lends a simple
walk on the roof terrace the aura of a
ceremonial ascent. What is the origin
and meaning of the motif? The
articulation of the arrival-zones in terms
of solemnly exposed ascents has been
a major theme of "high architecture"
from Palladio up to the great châteaux of
the
seventeenth
and
eighteenth
centuries. In Le Corbusier's case,
however, the forms appears to have
industrial, that is, machine age
overtones recalling motorized traffic with
its roadways in the forms of bridges,
ramps, and loops. In Towards a New
Architecture he had published a
photograph of the Fiat test track on the
roof of their factory in Turin, and in Paris,
large elevated access ramps for taxis
were outstanding architectural elements
at the old Gare Montparnasse and the
Gare de Lyon.
All this most have interested Le
Corbusier and there is little doubt that
ramps in his houses reflect something of
the thrill of fast motorized circulation
within the modern city.

This idea found other, more obvious realizations in later years, The most spectacular is Harvard's Carpenter
Center: its ramps are a sort of miniature version of Boston's Southeast Expressway running through the structure
in a bold S-shaped curve, piercing it like a tunnel, and inviting the pedestrians to take a metaphorical stroll through
Corbusier's ideal "ville radieuse."

So much for the explicit machine-age symbolism. But the ramp is also a spectacle of pure form and space, and it
has been praised as such by Giedion who insisted that it is impossible to "comprehend the Villa Savoye by a
view from a single point; quite literally, it is a construction in space-time." Le Corbusier's own comments on
space-time are more straightforward: "It is by moving about . . . that one can see the orders of architecture
developing." And once again, as he had done earlier in connection with the Villa La Roche, the architect speaks of
"promenade architecturale," and the vernacular architecture of North Africa as sources of inspiration.
Stanislaus von Moos, Le Corbusier, elements of a synthesis (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1979), p.87.

Carpenter Center 1963

Man's movement through space became the guiding principle of a new and different architecture, not just
movement in and through space but also in the alternation between movement and being stationary.
Thus the ramp in the Villa Savoye not only leads from one place to another, it also connects places that are
harmoniously balanced within themselves. It does not simply lead through the building but has a beginning and an
end, and when one end is reached it begins to lead us once more to another place."
Jürgen Joedicke, "The Ramp as Architectonic Promenade in Le Corbusier's Work" in Daidalus, 1984, June, p. 104-108.

Casa Curutchet, La Plata, 1954

Casa Curutchet, La Plata, 1954

Although the movement route has been thoroughly assimilated in
twentieth-century architecture as a strategic device, the
term promenade architecturale cannot be used in describing the work
of other than a handful of architects.
The inevitable Corbusian associations raise the level of expectation
beyond that usually associated with a movement route, suggesting an
integration of circulation and form resulting in an experiential
dimension of unusual richness and subtlety. . . .
From the beginning, circulation was an important generator in [James]
Stirling's designs . . . In [the Cambridge History Faculty Building], the
promenade architecturale becomes the conduit for a dynamic visual
experience . . . As in the [Villa [Savoye], the ramps [of the Olivetti
Training School at Haslemere] act as a contemplative device, their
gentle ascent under a glazed 'vault' giving access to space, sunlight
and greenery, symbolizing that liberation of the spirit epitomised by Le
Corbusier's work of the 1920s.
As in the villa, the promenade architecturale gradually unfolds to reveal
a visual sequence containing enclosure and exposure, with spaces
and volumes compacted into a geometrical composite . . .
In all three [German Museums: Nordrhine Westphalia; WallrafRichartz; Staatsgalerie], the promenade architecturale emanates from
an analysis of the complex texture of the city, resonances of which are
evoked by metaphor and allusion and by a juxtaposition of forms that
combine visual surprises with vitality and grandeur. . . .
In
[the
Staatsgalerie],
James
Stirling's
promenade
architecturale reaches its joyous and most profound fulfillment,
transcending his earlier logic in an affirmation of the role of architecture
as being to provide man with an experiential foothold in the world.“
Geoffrey Baker, "James Stirling and the promenade architecturale" in The Architectural
Review, 1992, Dec., pp. 72-75.
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STAATSGALERIE, STUTGARD 1984

"[P]ushed by having to produce a huge library [in Paris] with minimum
financing, [Rem Koolhaas] suddenly thought of exploiting the fold, a
method of design I have already mentioned. [The architect] folded and
cut up sheets of paper and this led him to a new movement system
where the library is both a continuous linear route and a set of nearhorizontal planes.
The trick is that much of the library floor has a tilt: not so much that
books on a trolley roll away, but just enough to move from floor to
floor. In effect, the building is an enormous ramp with various
surprising events superposed along the route. The idea has some
precedents--the 'architectural promenade' of the seventeenth-century
French hôtel, the programmed walk through an English landscape
garden, Frank Lloyd Wright's Guggenheim Museum, which also has
an organizational ramp as a route of exploration--but Koolhaas'
invention is different. He makes the whole floor a ramp and weaves
through it a grid of columns and randomized incidents.
This, once again, is the method of superposition. Different layers of
meaning are strained through each other without any narrative, or
priority. This is different from the controlled promenade architecturale
-- for instance Le Corbusier's Mundaneum project--because it refuses
to
privilege
one
interpretation
over
another."
Charles Jencks, The Architecture of the Jumping Universe (New York: St. Martin's Press,
1995), p. 88.
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