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LE CORBUSIER’S FIRST 
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Abstract: The essay explores Charles-Édouard Jeanneret’s first Journey to Venice, in 1907, through original 
documents, which highlight new aspects of his education. The article is part of a complete research dedicated to 
Le Corbusier’s Venice. The journey, dedicated to medieval art, led him to discover in Venice an architecture derived 
from Byzantine influences and connected to the East. Jeanneret’s vision conditioned by the Ruskinian lesson, 
investigates the past and the poetics of nature, as well as the emotional value of art, appropriates the fragments 
of architecture. In the lagoon city, he encounters an irregular urban structure, which reflects the labyrinth: the 
particular asymmetries between the lagoon horizontality and the architectural verticality, where the floating water 
reflects the light on the surfaces, made vibrant and chromatic. Venice reveals the strong emotional component, the 
attention to detail and the attraction for the irregular, the pictorial passion for colors, for the light reflected, in search 
of the deep link between architecture and the place that will leave indelible traces in his poetics, where the lesson 
of the lagoon city remains profound, up to the project for the new hospital of the city: a vision that demonstrates 
the ability to learn from the past.

Keywords: Voyage, Venice, Aquatic place, Ruskin, Schuré, Music

Résumé: L’essai explore le premier voyage de Charles-Édouard Jeanneret à Venise, en 1907, à travers des 
documents originaux, lettres, dessins, photographies, qui mettent en lumière de nouveaux aspects de sa formation. 
L’extrait fait partie d’une recherche complète consacrée à la Venise de Le Corbusier. Le voyage in Italie, orienté 
vers l’art médiéval, le conduit à la découverte à Venise d’une architecture en relation directe avec l’Orient. La vision 
de Jeanneret conditionnée par la leçon ruskinienne, tout en interrogeant le passé et la poétique de la nature, ainsi 
que la valeur émotionnelle de l’art. Dans la ville, il rencontre une structure urbaine irrégulière issue de la nature, qui 
reflète le labyrinthe de canaux et de terres émergeant des lagunes et les asymétries particulières entre l’horizontalité 
lagunaire et la verticalité architecturale, où l’eau flottante reflète la lumière sur les surfaces, rendues vibrantes et 
chromatiques. Le voyage à Venise révèle la forte composante visionnaire, autour du monde des formes, le souci du 
détail et l’attrait pour l’irrégulier, la passion picturale pour les couleurs, pour la lumière, à la recherche du lien entre 
l’architecture et le lieu qui laissera des traces indélébiles dans sa poétique, où l’enseignement de la ville lagunaire 
reste profond : une vision qui démontre la capacité à apprendre du passé.

Mots clés: Voyage, Venise, Lieu aquatique, Ruskin, Schuré, Musique
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FIG. 2
Venice - Ex inn “All’Antica 

Busa”, in salizzada Sant’An-
tonin. Photo: Gabriele 

Gardini (2019).

Resumen: El ensayo explora el primer viaje de Charles-Édouard Jeanneret a Venecia, en 1907, a través de 
documentos originales, que destacan nuevos aspectos de su educación. El viaje, dedicado al arte medieval y a 
la pintura de “primitivos”, lo llevó a descubrir en Venecia una arquitectura derivada de las influencias bizantinas 
y conectada con Oriente. La visión de Jeanneret condicionada por la lección ruskiniana, investiga el pasado y la 
poética de la naturaleza, así como el valor emocional del arte, se apropia de los fragmentos de la arquitectura. En la 
ciudad laguna, se encuentra con una estructura urbana irregular, que refleja el laberinto de canales: las asimetrías 
particulares entre la horizontalidad lagunar y la verticalidad arquitectónica, donde el agua flotante refleja la luz 
sobre las superficies, tornadas vibrantes y cromáticas. El viaje a Venecia revela el fuerte componente emotivo, la 
atención al detalle y la atracción por lo irregular, la pasión pictórica por los colores, en busca del vínculo profundo 
entre la arquitectura y el lugar que dejará huellas imborrables en su poética, donde queda profunda la lección de 
la ciudad lagunar, hasta el proyecto del nuevo hospital de la ciudad: una visión que demuestra la capacidad de 
aprender del pasado.

Palabras clave: Viaje, Venecia, Lugar acuático, Ruskin, Schuré, Música
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At the La Chaux-de-Fonds School of Art in the Canton of Neuchâtel, the “Voyage en Italie” was considered the 
final completion of a course of study for a concrete comparison with the artistic heritage. In short, modernity, not 
in the sign of breaking with the past, but as an evolutionary process of the same. For Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, 
the journey to Italy has the value of a verification: the direct study of the works of art of the Middle Ages and the 
Primitives, would have served to have testimonies to unite history, nature and decoration1, in a project aimed at 
the creation of a regional art, or style sapin, interpreting the Jurassic identity. An itinerary2 conceived on the basis 
of the knowledge and travels of his master Charles L›Éplattenier3, who had already visited Italy and Venice several 
times. The young le Corbusier, at the age of nineteen, leaves for his first journey: it is the beginning of a life that will 
be a continuous wandering, defining himself as a “voyageur impénitent”4. He will confess that he has always had as 
teachers, in addition to the study of the past, museums, the folklore, and les voyages5. It is through the experience 
of the journey that Jeanneret reflects on plastic emotion, which will become one of the creative principles of the 
future Le Corbusier. When the construction of Villa Fallet was completed, Jeanneret starts for Italy in the autumn of 
1907: it is an in-depth itinerary in which he studies, draws and photographs works of art and architecture, stopping 
in Milan, Genoa, Pisa, Siena, Florence, Ravenna, Bologna, Ferrara, Mantua, Lake of Garda, Verona, Padua, and 
finally Venice which he sees, above all through Ruskin›s eyes, as colour, light and music. In the carnet he notes 
the outline of a city on the horizon, the plan of a church or a building, the proportionate relief of a square: “but 
in front of the real stone or marble, bathed in living light, it is each time an unexpected shock that he feels6. With 
regard to this first voyage to Italy, it seems certain that Jeanneret learned more, travelling, vibrant with tension 
and artist›s passion, whereas in his sketches the precise knowledge of architecture joins the pictorial feeling of 
the atmosphere, reflecting a happily free spirit and sensibility: “During these travels he discovered architecture, 
constantly asking himself the question: “where is the architecture?”7. The images that determine the relationship 
with architecture and landscape during the journey become an extraordinary collection of fragments, ready to 
fertilize new ideas. Charles-Édouard, together with his fellow student Léon Perrin, arrives in Venice on 25 October, 
where he will stop for two weeks, influenced by the words of John Ruskin and Charles Blanc8. (Fig. 1)

Ground / Water

Upon his arrival he observes the urban elements linked to water, where the name of these is already the 
representation of their properties: Bacino, molo, riva, squero, arzere, paludo, rio, ponte, fondaco, fondamenta, 
piscina, traghetto9 as persistent elements of the lagoon structure. 

Before arriving, he was tormented and confused thinking about the moment of the vision of the Doge’s Palace, 
where he awaits the definitive knockout blow. He confesses that he dreamed of his greeting, discovering an 
aspect, absent in the descriptions, which only the real image reveals to him, the vivid and vibrant colours. He 
perceives the Palace as an emotional device: architecture and nature merged in absolute harmony, placed in front 
of the Bacino, reflecting itself in the water, almost a suspended mass, of which he will try to understand the secret 
laws: “Venice the superb is simply purifying, dripping with rain that falls with violence. One could not be more 
successful and more worthily follow the traces of his ancestors. [...] In short, we can only wish for good weather, 
the Ducal Palace having already given us a good smile”10. 

Considering the diversity of its architectural components, as well as the complexity of the amphibious city, while 
he designs the new Hospital’s Venice11, about sixty years later, he wrote that “Venice had been a revelation for Le 
Corbusier. He saw it as a city unique in the world. Sixty years later he was charged by the Venetian authorities 
to intervene as architect and town planner. It happens that the authorities of Venice agree with the plans of Le 
Corbusier. They are even enthusiastic about them. By means of the horizontal disposition of the hospital, Le 
Corbusier has tried to avoid any influence upon the historical skyline of Venice”12. The meeting with the innkeeper 
on Riva degli Schiavoni is a pleasant surprise: “We arrived from the station purifying, folding under the luggage and 
were going to pass the famous tavern if the worthy man had not run up in the rain to ask us if we were not the two 
travellers who had to get off at the Albergo de l’Antica Busa”13. (Fig. 2)

The stormy climate is described through an intense trepidation, deploring the fact that there are days of continuous 
rain. The high water is observed with impatience: “On all sides the water flows and streams, Saturday the sea even 
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invaded the Piazzetta. You feel itching all over your body; are these fins piercing ... or just mosquito bites? 2 or 
3 escapes of the sun still allowed us to judge Venice under its beautiful aspect, and we even attended the other 
evening, to a true apotheosis”14. Very embittered by the bad weather conditions, Jeanneret is afflicted by these 
difficulties, which contrast with the ardent desire to explore the city. The emphasis given to the colors derives from 
the study of Charles Blanc’s text15, understanding that architecture is realized through volumes made visible by the 
combination of full and empty spaces in the light. Aspiration that continues until bright days, when he will express 
an indescribable joy: “Venice is dazzling by the sun, and the eye rejoices in its famous reflections”16. It is with great 
pleasure that he returns to the heat in the evening, numbed by the humidity of the lagoon, enthusiastically writing 
that he saw marvellous colors. One has the feeling of perceiving the happiness experienced by le Corbusier, in 
the face of the fluctuating effect of the venetian light, recalling the words expressed in maturity, on the voyage, as 
a necessity of the practice of vision when, observing with his own eyes, the things seen penetrate you inside17.

Promenades / Looks

Jeanneret stays at All’antica Busa, an inn in Calle sant’Antoni [n]18, which in the 1930s became the workshop of 
the artist Umberto Bellotto, of which, still today, there are creative metal works in the windows. In the feverish 
excitement of those cold and rainy days, with the colours of the lagoon atmospheres in his eyes, he undertakes, 
every morning, a wandering tour, starting from the inn in the district Castello’s sestiere, inhabited by the workers of 
the Arsenal, of which will observe the high defensive walls. (Fig. 3)

Just in August 1963, Le Corbusier accompanied by Giuseppe Mazzariol, will stop for a long time in front of 
this mighty wall asking if this was the work of the builders of the Kremlin, considering it admirable19. An inner 
impulse accompanies him, with an uncompromising conduct of bodily and spiritual discipline: Jeanneret’s modus 
operandi demonstrates the rigor deriving from family education and ancestors belonging to the heretical Cathar’s 

FIG. 3
Venice - «Piazzetta and Saint 

Mark’s Bassin»,1907. Le 
Corbusier’s Collection. Post-

card: La Chaux-de-Fonds, 
Bibliothèque de la Ville, BV/

LC/105/1107, 28.
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FIG. 3.1.
Venice - St. Mark’s Square. 
Photo: Gabriele Gardini 
(2020).

movement, of pure and rigorous orientation, as he liked to remember20. When it rains, indeed, Jeanneret remains 
secluded to write letters  and notes: this passion will become an uninterrupted custom, so much so that in his 
identity card he will ask to be considered Homme de lettres21. During the stay he reads in addition to Ruskin’s The 
Stones of Venice22, Hippolyte Taine’s Voyage en Italie and Édouard Schuré’s Les Grands Initiés23, which is sent to 
him by L’Éplattenier. An essay which shows what function the cosmic laws have, the “sublime role of the artist”, 
the superiority of geometry and that will inspire him, allowing him to understand the conflict between reason and 
immaterial principle: “Schuré has revealed to me horizons that have filled me with happiness. more precisely, my 
struggles between rationalism, [...] and on the other hand the innate, intuitive idea of a supreme Creator, which the 
contemplation of Nature revealed to me at every step”24. The initiatory journey —which will inspire Le Corbusier — 
is made up of tests for the purification of spirit and body, obtained with severe discipline, overcoming passions25. 
In Schuré he is attracted to abstract thinking with the idealization of the numbers and seems particularly interested 
to the chapter on Pythagoras, since here his annotations are concentrated26. The numbers there are considered 
not as an abstract quantity, but as the intrinsic and active virtue of the one supreme, source of universal harmony. 
It should also be noted the influence that may have had the path of initiation, connected to Hermes - God of 
logos and geometry, who had the task of bringing order to the disorder - where is described with various esoteric 
symbols, in an original promenade composed of very difficult trials to pass: symbols that the images of Le poème 
de l’angle droit will reveal27. He also asked his parents, the books Cordue et Granade26 and Le Caire29: confirming 
that the passion for Venice30, jointly with the East, but an idealized East, that began in the lagoon city31. (Fig. 3.1)

He understands that the spirit and the history of the place are present in the architecture and in the artistic 
forms, as well as in the Venetian space, fragile and open-minded, with an unrepeatable identity, where coexist the 
contradiction of languages, based on a chromatic continuity. Jeanneret’s intellectual discipline is complemented 
by physical exercise, which in his family is fundamental together with the cult of nature32. In fact, during his stay, 
he practices the Système Müller33, a program of movements for body extension34. He will continue this training, 
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regularly, as evidenced by the drawings of the workouts in the Album La Roche35. When he goes to his brother 
Albert, in Hellerau36, he is fascinated by the Jaques-Dalcroze37 method and seeing the application of Adolphe 
Appia in the stage space; he writes that the coordinated body rhythm revealed to him: “a novel unity, creating 
of energy and of positive action, in new associations always dominated by a prodigious breath of harmony”38. In 
the relationship between harmony and body, he discovers eurythmy – the Greek myth of the living work of art 
– developing his own concept of health, as a prerequisite for creating an architecture in which “Living, working, 
cultivating body and mind, circulating, are events parallel to the blood, nervous and respiratory systems. From 
the inside to the outside”39. Jeanneret embarks on several tours in search of that Venetian stones studied: in his 
encounters to discover the architecture he mentions the moment that from the salizada Sant’ Antonin: “we40 were 
going, either along the Schiavoni quay’s, either through the narrow and tortuous calli to taste the charm of the 
faded sounds, the noble and proud harmony of the ample surfaces of the Doge’s Palace or the warm cadence 
of the arches and pinnacles of San Marco basilica”41. In the letters he experiences the narrated description of 
his feelings and the environments he sees, with almost lyrical sentences, when at sunset, on the magnificent 
promenade of Riva of the Schiavoni, he tells that: “with the violent rustle that seemed to us a death knell, we saw 
the domes of St Mark Basilica slowly grow faint and disappear in the night, already obscure, on the ideal rectangle 
of the Ducal Palace, and to see only the sharp diamonds of the Schiavoni gas’ spouts”42. (Fig. 4)

The reflection turns to the Ducal Palace, in which the large asymmetrical windows are in relation with the Basin 
created an evidence of an imaginary, scenographic backdrop43. The detailed memory of this occurs when Le 
Corbusier will recall, in a letter to Ionel Schein, that the Piazzetta of Venice has two columns between the Ducal 
Palace and the Marciana Library, “and between these, two columns one sees the Campanile and the pediment of 

FIG. 4
«Venice seen from the St. 
Mark’s Bell Tower», 1900 
ca. Postcard: Le Corbu-

sier’s Collection. (BdV), BV/ 
LC/105/1107. 



- 37 -

LC. REVUE DE RECHERCHES SUR LE CORBUSIER Nº 7 (03/2023)

ISSN (2660 - 4167) / e-ISSN (2660 - 7212)

the island St George Major, and that in Venice the horizon is much lower than you indicate. Moreover, the gondolas 
are never docked in parallel but transversely, and I would point out again that the Ducal Palace has a pink marble 
and white diamond façade design and that the capitals of the colonnade of this Palace are at the birth of the 
arches”44. In 1907, Jeanneret from Venice expresses emotions, suspending the judgment45, in front of the multiple 
languages that characterize the city, not attributable to a clear and explicit order. Furthermore, he experiences the 
first evidence of the relationship between architecture and writing, through the description constant and detailed 
of colours – reminiscent the rules of the integrations of these of Blanc’s teaching46 – writing: “We had many rainy 
or foggy days, a few sunny ones too. Venice then comes back to life and for those who have known a week in the 
mist, the blue sky is a miracle. Everything then sings. I have seen the most extraordinary colours in the canals. The 
complementary colours’ theory put into practice by a high-flying magician”47.

Spleen / Disorientation

In his restlessness, Jeanneret wonders what sense it is to draw and does not fail to underline the grotesque 
emanating from travellers who make watercolours for the city: an ambivalent tourist experience that he refuses 
to make his own48. This is a conflicting statement, after having created many watercolors of effective expressive 
quality: this thought seems to be the result of a momentary reflection, of one›s own inner contrasts, but of a 
tendency to the constant play of opposites that will pervade the reflections of his theoretical texts. In the previous 
days he had expressed the discomfort of not being able to sketch because of his stiff and hard hand: “I work a lot, 
but I can’t make any sketches that look like a way. My hand is stiff and hard, always tired”49. Probably the close 
vision and too much attention to detail detach him from a synthesis, which will mature later. He will write that at the 
beginning “I was not used to recording the exact dimensions of objects”50, but now he begins to understand the 
need to relate the particular to the complex and the work to the environmental context. Due to the persistent rain, 
he writes that he is not prepared for a long stay in Venice for the reason, that he writes: “I would not like to have 
a prolonged visit in this city. Too many moments of forced laziness, those eternal boats, which sap your will. The 
pencils are no longer used, and the paper remains white”51. The contrast between reason and emotion emerges 
with a certain interruption of actions and spleen.

The city, a labyrhythmic aggregate surrounded by water, where the ground subject to the tides - changing and 
precarious - alters the perception, making them experience insecurity, in the oscillation of the unstable surface. 
This disorientation intensifies the feeling of anxiety that emerges from the lack of direction and from the dispersion, 
giving a different rhythm to the paths. A priori, the Venetian condition is that of slowness and uncertainty that gives 
Jeanneret the spleen: the different atmosphere compared to the mainland brings out prostration and increased 
sensitivity. He writes that he is blocked by the rain and by the “eternal boats”: he expresses the exhausting 
expectations, being accustomed to the fastest land vehicles. Jeanneret understands the singularity given by the 
environments and by the forms “with a chiaroscuro and rhythmic value"52, the separation of the distinct terrestrial 
and aquatic paths, where the double and alternating practicability evokes bewilderment. 

Venice is built right out into the waters with brightly, see-through palaces perforated by windows and loggias, 
and instead of underlining weight, alludes to the movement53. Compared to the clear and distant horizon of the 
mountains, he experiences the condition of instability of the undefined lagoon spaces of the opaque shores of 
sea salt, molluscs and mosses, the particular smell of the lagoon and the uncertain boundaries that escape the 
gaze. Canals, quaysides, small squares, hidden gardens, spaces where “all returned to silence, in the silence of 
canals with trembling reflections, enclosed and deserted gardens, ancient palaces fractured on their patinated 
facades”54. Concept that refers to Ruskin, when he observes that the crevices given by age assimilate architecture 
to a work of nature, arguing that the “sublimity of architecture has just this of nobler function in it than that of any 
other object whatsoever, that it is an exponent of time, of that in which, as has been said, the greatest glory of 
the building consists in the external signs of this glory”55. His impressions are of a revelation of a singular urban 
space, connected to the nature and to the landscape. But above all, carefully observing the city in its itineraries, 
he identifies the relationship of architecture with the site, writing that “the popular instinct can no longer guide the 
harmonious development of beauty, it is necessary here again, in the relations of buildings with the place, to listen 
to the lessons of the past”56. (Fig. 5)
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It should be noted that in Venice, Jeanneret experiments, extensively, the camera for the reading of architectural 
works, observing and taking eight photos in various itineraries: the School of Saint Mark (façade and atrium of the 
Hospital of Venice), the Palace Contarini-Fasan, the Ca› Marcello, the Ca’ d›Oro, the San Marco Basilica, the Ducal 
Palace and two of its capitals57. Furthermore, he visits the Academia, where he takes a fantastic lesson through 
Bellini, Tintoret et Titian, the Civic Museum – at that time in the Fondaco dei Turchi – where the testimonies of 
the Venetian civilization are exhibited, the Dalmatian School of saints George and Tryphon where he is entranced 
by “très beaux Carpaccio”28. On a stormy day he goes to the Lido, where on the walls of Murazzi, he tastes the 
flavour of the sea perceived thanks to a huge salt wave, going towards Chioggia59. He gets excited about La 
Salute at sunset, where the white marble glows faintly in the twilight sky, observed from the Accademia bridge, 
with a sublime effect of great impact due to the arrival of a storm. The buildings reduced to grey silhouettes are 
seen through an oppressive dark hood, while between the yellow colour of the fog the buildings take on, a flaming 
red shade against the sky: “Two or three patches of sunshine allowed us to judge Venice at its finest, and the 
other evening we even observed a real apotheosis, a dramatic sky entirely covered with black clouds drowned 
in the yellow mist, and the brilliant sun next to the lantern of Santa Maria della Salute; sea, sky, and houses 
making a single enormous torch seen through tears”60. Lastly, he enters the Basilica of saints John and Paul that 
he will see again, during the meetings with Giuseppe Mazzariol and Carlo Ottolenghi for the project of the new 
hospital. Related to this visit in art décoratif d’aujourd’hui, he will quote a Ruskinian passage relating to the funeral 
monument of doge Andrea Vendramin, present in the Basilica, to affirm that beauty in art is only possible in honesty 
and integrity61. (Fig. 6)

Furthermore, he comments this citation brings us back to the influence of Ruskin›s thought: “He gave a 
demonstration of honesty to a population gorged with the first fruit s of the nascent machine age: go to San 
Giovanni e Paolo in Venice and take a very long ladder with you; lean it against the grandest tomb — that of 
Vendramin; climb to the top of the ladder and look at the head of Vendramin, seen in profile as it lies on the 
catafalque. Lean over and look at the other side of the head, behind the profile. This other side is not carved. 
Disaster! Cheating! Falsehood! Treason! Everything is false in this sumptuous, enormous tomb. This tomb is the 
work of the devil. Hasten to the archives of Venice and you will find that the sculptor who was so royally paid 
to raise this magnificent tomb was a forger and was expelled from Venice for forging documents! That was how 
Ruskin shook our young minds profoundly with his exhortation”62.

FIG. 5 
Le Corbusier’s photography. 

Venice, «Palace Conta-
rini-Fasan on the Grand 

Canal», 1907. (BdV), Fond 
Le Corbusier, LC/108/782.
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FIG. 6
Venice - St. John and Paul 
Basilica, «Doge’s monument 
Andrea Vendramin». Photo 
Didier Descouens, (2015). 
[This file is licensed under 
the Creative Commons Attri-
bution-Share Alike 4.0.].

Landscapes / Languages

Jeanneret, in those days, spends many moments in the Piazzetta where, calepin in hand – just from Venice he 
writes that he would send to L’Éplattenier his petit Journal63. He sketches details of the Marcian squares, writing 
that: “Venice sulks us and only gives us rain but what does it matter to me, I have the Ducal Palace and St Mark’s, 
and certainly I could never have imagined more beautiful”64. With the excitement of the voyageur passionnée, 
Jeanneret in Venice appears as a flâneur troubled by emotions, without the need for guides, walking along it guided 
only by charm, in the most hidden corners. (Fig. 7, Fig 7.1)

The journey becomes an experience that favours the relationship with the environment, getting lost in the city to 
grasp its character, so much so that “we have carefully enjoyed ourselves like blessed angels, leaving Baedeker 
behind and imagining that there was only Saint Mark’s Square and the Piazzetta in Venice. Here we didn’t work: 
in alI I made two drawings65. But at San Marco we have heard marvellous masses, extraordinary sensations of 
beatitude, almost of ecstasy, emotions quiet and intense. Sitting in a corner of the apse (it was a big party that 
lasted three days66). I understood what perfect harmony was”67. Troubled he will write after a few years that: “the 
Campanile suddenly points to the sky its thick needle, rogue, plain and red, giving the measure of the extreme 
life, flexibility and splendour of St Mark, and provoking, because of the small loggia of chiselled white marble that 
nestles at its foot, the complete confusion of the real measures! Miracle of the mind dominating the inert matter: 
by a just weighing of the causes and their effects”68. The only drawings69 are one of a Saint Mark’s Portal and of a 
plate of Ducal Palace’s upper lodge70, this last full of notes and interpreted, as an artistic entity and as a structure 
constructive. Jeanneret dreamed of the supreme blow71, from the admirable vision of the Doges’ Palace: the 
impatient waiting was based on Ruskin’s definition of the Palace as the Parthenon in Venice. (Fig. 8, Fig. 8.1, Fig. 
8.2)

The Palace, which appears seen from the basin as suspended on pilotis, expresses the archetype of venetian 
civil architecture, at the centre of reflections on symbolic value, not only as an emblem of a community, but as 
a universal cultural masterpiece. Composed of Byzantine, Gothic and Renaissance elements, it is an accord of 
different times, where the double arcade supports the compact bulk of the upper wall with the static paradox of 



- 40 -

SECCIÓN / RECHERCHES

Gabriele Gardini. Le Corbusier’s first journey to Venice: an emotional revelation.
LC. Revue de recherches sur Le Corbusier Nº 7, 29-51.

the fullness that dominates the empty space. Jeanneret senses that the fusion of contrasting elements can be 
interpreted as an extraordinary synthesis of opposites. The volume and the shape - not only the plastic decoration 
- direct him towards new reflections, making him understand the difference between beauty and usefulness. The 
surfaces decorated in colour with their pathos will then be left behind, but part of the artistic dimension, like the 
emotion of the visual experience, survives transformed in the work and theory of future Le Corbusier. He identifies 
in the Marcian squares, the space of the fundamental social events of the city, open-air stays, made up of a 
stratification of times and languages. There is an awareness - and the lagoon city plays a leading role in this — 
that architecture is made up of a complex set that is much larger than just decorative elements. In Venice, the 
atmosphere, light and colour enchant him emotionally, and mainly in his drawing of the loggia of the Palace, he 
shows attention to the static structure, giving an own interpretation. Overcoming the painter’s tendency towards the 
surface and the particular, to replace it with a three-dimensional and structural approach, will be one of the reasons 
that subsequently separated him from L’Éplattenier and the École des Arts72. Even though he photographed two 
capitals of the Ducal Palace, in maturity Le Corbusier criticized Ruskin73 for having examined the its decorations 
too meticulously, as an exercise in useless erudition74. The city originated from models inherited from late antique 
architecture, reveals the transformation over time of artistic forms, as he will write in the Carnet A275. (Fig. 9)

Jeanneret transforming the suggestion, begins to experiment an essential grammar made of simply contours, 
linear and pure forms and volumes, behind some illustrated postcards purchased in Venice where he draws images 
of essential shapes on the back, identifying them with a continuous line outline: these are gothic structures, or the 
arch of a bridge with the bend of a canal, or the lines of two domes76. On the other hand, there is no doubt that 
the emotional idea of art persists in him, but there is the perception that the architecture is wholesome composed 
of geometric structures: “If the essentials of architecture lie in spheres, cones and cylinders, the generating and 
accusing lines of these forms are on a basis of pure geometry”77.

FIG.  7
Le Corbusier. «Upper loggia 
of Doge’s Palace» particular. 
Encre sur papier, 1907. FLC 

2176.

FIG.  7.1.
Venice - «Corner of the 

Doge’s Palace»,1910 ca.. 
Postcard: Compagnia 

Rotografica. Fonds: Gabriele 
Gardini.
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FIG. 8
Le Corbusier. «St. Mark 
Basilica, detail of the “Por-
tale di San Pietro”», 1907. 
Aquarelle sur papier gris. 
FLC 2112.

FIG. 8.1.
John Ruskin. «The vine free 
and in Service» particular, 
1852. Photogravure. The 
Stones of Venice II, The 
Library Edition X. 15, tav. 6.

FIG. 8.2.
Léon Perrin. «Venise – 
Colonne St. Marc au lion 
ailé», 1907. Fondation Léon 
Perrin: Fonds L. Perrin, 
n.1480.

Architecture / Music

At dusk, when the day ends, Jeanneret goes to contemplate San Marco: “My most beautiful impressions are 
those of the evening until the dark night, when St Mark emerges as a wondrous and supernatural spectre. The 
domes that overload the day somewhat, no longer see themselves at night”78. Already Ruskin, had written an 
unforgettable page, when he entered the Baptistery presenting it as a dark cavern, admiring the polychromy of 
the marbles: described as an archaic ruin where the water of the lagoon enters between the cracks of the marbles 
and the brown algae beaten by the sun. While the interior of the Basilica is perceived as a huge cross-shaped 
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FIG. 9
Le Corbusier. Sketches of 

gothic structure, 1907. In Le 
Corbusier’s postcard St. Mark 
Basilica, verso. (BdV), BV/LC 

105/1112.

FIG. 10
Venice – «St. Mark Basilica: 

indoor», 1907. Postcard : Le 
Corbusier’s Collection : (BdV), 

BV/ LC/105/1107, 22.
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FIG. 11
Charles-Édouard Jeanneret. 
Postal card to parents from 
Venice, 2 november 1907. 
(BdV), BV/LC 102-1028, 123.

cave, divided into mysterious compartments, with rays of light that rain in the darkness, over the marble carpets 
of the floor, breaking into a thousand colors. In the first biography, Le Corbusier testifies that “whose mission 
was to reintroduce in the minds of his contemporaries the notion, lost, that architecture is above all poetry, the 
music of the world of bodies”79. Then Le Corbusier will write that “Poetry has neither a theorem, nor an attitude, 
nor a fixed aspect. With circumstances always variable, with always different premises, it is, every time, a new 
word, unpredictable. This is the intangible motive of our emotions”80. Several aspects of Gothic architecture will 
be particularly important for him, never disappearing completely: the emotional and collective character that he 
perceived in medieval art continued to attract him. A concept that will influence his thought of him, when he states 
that “Architecture is a thing of art, a phenomenon of the emotions, lying outside questions of construction and 
beyond them. […] Architectural emotion exists when the work rings within us in tune with a universe whose laws 
we obey, recognize and respect. When certain harmonies have been attained, the work captures us. Architecture 
is a matter of harmonies, it is a pure creation of the spirit”81. In Venice he feels the analogy between music and 
architecture, which arises from the projection in space and time82. Later he will describe architecture as a sequence 
of moments in space, comparing them to a symphony of coordinated elements and that counterpoint and fugue 
can be in the architectonic space. (Fig. 10)

Inside San Marco, where he goes to listen to polyphonic choirs for three consecutive days, a music composed 
according to geometric mathematical rigor, he receives some unusual epiphanic perceptions. Friedrich Nietzsche 
had already understood the city as the essence musical, when he wrote: “If I look for another word to say music, 
I always and only find the word Venice”83. Jeanneret appears troubled when he listens to polychoral music, where 
he experiences extraordinary sensations of bliss, almost of ecstasy: “Eyes up, eyes charmed, interested, dazzled 
by the magical effect of the golden domes, mind busy deciphering the superb symbols of the mosaics, ears full 
of harmony, heart, swollen with disturbing sonorities, to the point of making you cry, it is the complete, divine art, 
sacrificing to God, worthy only of the lofty thought of men. This is for me the religious feeling felt in the middle, 
the revelation of the existence of religious feeling”84. From these reflections emerges a personality struck not only 
by architecture, but also by the divine and by the rites that he describes as a sublime demonstration, a personal 
conception of the sacred as a cosmos connected to space and to the mystery of music. A grandiose setting, 
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which recalls the ancient ceremonies, narrated in Schuré’s book. It is the first intuition of the relationship between 
architecture and music that he will then develop in the idea of acoustique visuelle, he tested in the theatrical 
performance, in Campo San Trovaso85. This approach reveals an knowledge that will initiate him in the search 
for proportions connected to musical eurythmy, when Le Corbusier recalls the Venetian experience by stating 
that there are mathematical points of sound that can be called “visual acoustic sites”, where the events are 
fundamental: “there are mathematical consonant positions that I will call places of visual acoustics, places where 
things are decisive”86. (Fig. 11)

Furthermore, in the course of his stay in Vienna, going to hear Strauss, he recalls Marcian polychoral music, 
because the spirit was “still touched by the masses of St-Marc87, I was painfully surprised (physically) by this 
modern music”88.The polychoral music “whose spirit was so serenely fed”89 is described by Jeanneret as an 
initiatory experience, where architecture is the scene of an aesthetic and spiritual phenomenon of ecstasy. As 
Giuliano Gresleri wrote: “A particular state of mind, attentive to the time, season and place in which the young 
intellectual finds himself immersed. Inside San Marco, he observes, describes the arrangement of the parts and 

FIG. 12
Venice, Doge’s Palace seen 

from the Basin. Photo: 
Gabriele Gardini (2018).
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the use of the mosaic which loses its decorative function to transform itself into an atmosphere of light. It is not the 
covering that Jeanneret sees but something that intervenes to emphasize the architectural space, transforming it 
into something that can neither be told nor painted”90.

Departure / Dream’s End

Those coloured and inlaid marbles – like a fluctuating kaleidoscope that changes continuously – seem to unite the 
past with the present in an indefinable aura. Jeanneret leaves Venice91 with much regret, like a close emotional 
bond that must suddenly be broken, to interrupt the spell and leave, writing that: “Venice is dazzling by the sun, 
and the eye rejoices in its famous reflections. I feel the departure terribly: it’s good to finish it, once”92. He starts 
from Riva Schiavoni, on 7 November 1907: “We start and take the boat in an hour — we saw it drop anchor in 
front of the Ducal palace earlier — not without some different emotions”93. With a melancholy spirit, amidst the 
raucous sounds of the ship’s siren, while the lights in the mirror of water of the Basin there is a play of references 
from the reverberation of light on the front of the buildings that overlook it: “So left Venice, one Thursday evening 
at eight o’clock, with a heartache, three raucous cries from the boat and slowly the propeller is screwed into the 
water, slowly also fleeing the lights of the Schiavoni quay and the white phantasmal profile of the Doge’s Palace. 
At the end of an hour, it is the full sea, to the right and to the left we see the lights of the lighthouses. The sea 
is very calm, and the melancholy takes you”94. He has assimilated in the memory, emblematic images of Venice, 
that reveals the attraction for the irregular, the passion for colors, the interest in the Venetian space of the campi 
(little squares), nodal spaces of the urban structure – which he will then study at the Bibliothèque Nationale. 
Furthermore, he bought “a large picture of the Ducal Palace of forty centimetres by sixty (still follies)”95, that will 
leave indelible traces in his poetics, where the lesson of the lagoon city remains deep, up to the project for the new 
hospital of the city. (Fig. 12)

In her first Venetian journey Jeanneret discovers a new space in comparison to the Swiss mountains: in the lagoon 
city where the continuous confrontation between land and water has contributed to the rise, the urban structure, 
reflects the original labyrinth of the lagoons shaping the balanced relationship between the lagoon horizontality 
and the architectural verticality. A key that has influenced the projects of Le Corbusier through its particular 
asymmetries: from reflections on the characters of its forms, where water becomes the fundamental element. The 
water that, with the changing and floating horizontal plane reflects the light on the vertical walls, gives a certain 
vibrating character to reliefs, mosaics, polychromatic encrustations that make them different and variable. In which 
the harmonious rationality of the urban fabric is given by a great expressive freedom as a concrete response to the 
nature and to real problems solved by the flexible mentality of Venetian community. For Jeanneret Venice becomes 
an exceptional repertoire – for this reason arises the urgent need to buy a lot of postcards and taking many photos 
– of architectural elements and urban spaces, where volumes are in harmony with nature, in a dialogue out of 
time and styles96. Surely the first journey is a revelation, which will give him a sort of a first archive of fragments 
to be reassembled through future project syntheses. The young Le Corbusier, when he left La Chaux-de-Fonds 
undecided whether to be a painter, sculptor or architect, when he leaves Venice, he is aware that architecture 
includes absolutely everything and is the first among the arts. 
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The essay is dedicated to the memory of Giuliano Gresleri, with whose precious advice it was written.
[Giuliano exercised the gift of modesty, with respect to his extraordinary wealth of knowledge: the importance of his 
teaching is to be found in his excellence as an explorer inside the archives, in the incessant passion for describing 
and interpreting architecture. Resorting to the studies he has drawn up will be inevitable.]

L’essai est dédié à la mémoire de Giuliano Gresleri, avec les précieux conseils duquel il a été écrit.
[Giuliano a exercé le don de la modestie, à l’égard de son extraordinaire richesse de connaissances : l’importance 
de son enseignement se trouve dans son excellence d’explorateur des archives, dans la passion incessante pour 
décrire et interpréter l’architecture. Le recours aux études qu’il a rédigées sera inévitable.]

El ensayo está dedicado a la memoria de Giuliano Gresleri, con cuyos valiosos consejos fue escrito.
[Giuliano ejerció el don de la modestia, con respecto a su extraordinaria riqueza de conocimientos: la importancia 
de su enseñanza se encuentra en su excelencia como explorador dentro de los archivos, en la pasión incesante 
por describir e interpretar la arquitectura. Recurrir a los estudios que ha elaborado será inevitable.]
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Notes

1  Petit, Jean. Le Corbusier lui-même. Genève: Edition Rousseau, 
1970, p. 28: “C’est là son premier bain d’art. Il concentre ses effusions 
sur l’art byzantin et le moyen âge, les paysages, la musique des 
églises”.

2  In 1987 II Viaggio in Toscana was released, catalog of the 
homonymous exhibition in Florence, in which Giuliano Gresleri 
presented for the first time Jeanneret the itinerary of his 1907’s 
journey, through letters and sketches.

3  At La Chaux-de-Fonds, L’Éplattenier does not teach students a 
set of universal norms or an academic aesthetic canon, but rather 
stimulates the creativity of his students by developing in them the 
ability to observe.

4  Le Corbusier. Letter to Mayor of Venice, Giovanni Favaretto Fisca. 3 
ottobre 1962. Archivio Ospedali Venezia, Atti nuovo ospedale, busta 
4/12.

5  Le Corbusier. Précisions sur un état présent de l’architecture et de 
l’urbanisme. Paris: Vincent, Freal & C.ie,1930, p. 34.

6  Gauthier, Maximilien. Le Corbusier ou L’architecture au service de 
l’homme. Paris: Denoël, 1944, p. 22.

7  Le Corbusier. L’art décoratif d’aujourd’hui, (Nouvelle édition 
augmentée). Paris: Vincent Freal, 1959, p. XV: ”les dessins de voyage 
d’un jeune homme de vingt à vingt-trois ans quêtant à travers les 
campagnes et les villes, les témoins du temps passé et présent, et 
prenant sa leçon tout autant dans l’œuvre des simples hommes 
que dans celle des grands créateurs. C’est dans ces rencontres qu’il 
découvrit l’architecture: Où est l’architecture? Telle fut la question 
inlassablement posée”.

8  C.E. Jeanneret writes to parent 21 July 1908 that spends “des 
heures de bonheur avec un homme tel que Schuré, tel que Ruskin, 
tel que Blanc”. BdV, Fond Le Corbusier. BV LC102-1029-22.

9  Bacino: basin; molo: pier; riva: quay; squero: boatyard in which 
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