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MARCIA F. FEUERSTEIN, PhD, AIA
 OBJECT 6: EDUCATION

22SECTION 3,   EXHIBITS  

3.1 “Theatrical Doubles:  The Affecting Presence of Oskar Schlemmer‘s Wall Designs”  continued

IMPACT:

Feuerstein’s research feeds directly into her teaching,  showing how architecture is based on human 
experience, performance, and affect while also exploring form and function. Her methodology, which 
includes analytical collages throughout the essay, demonstrates how architecture is an active participant 
in shaping perception, movement, and daily life. It contributes to architecture by:

•  �Re-centering the body and affect:  
Her essay foregrounds how architectural space is felt, inhabited, and animated through presence and 
performance, in addition to visual or technical considerations.

•  �Advancing interdisciplinarity:  
By weaving together theater, dance, visual art, and architecture, she expands disciplinary boundaries , 
including architecture within theatrical and cultural fields.

•  �Revealing architectural agency:  
Schlemmer’s figures blur lines between art and architecture;  the spaces, walls and surfaces are 
co-performers with inhabitants, extending architectural discourse into the realm of theater.

•  �Inspiring design approaches:  
For architects, the essay suggests ways of designing spaces that engage users not only functionally but 
experientially, where architecture becomes an active stage for human encounters.

• Since 5/27/25, this essay had been read over 160 times globally.

This essay is an example of how Feuerstein has introduced students to concepts of affective presence 
and interdisciplinary imagination expand the possibilities of architectural design, history, and theory.

“Buildings ‘plot‘ our everyday movements 
giving structure to daily habits through design, 
constructing patterns of what we do, what we 
might do, and what we once did. Architecture's 
moving parts: doors, windows, and walls that 
slide, swing, and pivot are silent partners re-
sponding to our movements, while its unmoving 
elements stand as frame and foil to our actions. 
A stair gives us a place to pause at a landing, a 
narrow hall has us walk single file, and a floor 
acts as a sounding board and drum reverberating 
our rhythmic walk. We live with architecture, 
creating a partnership that twines us together, 
each dependent on the other.” (page 178)

"Three lines of Sight" montage and text:

“I became part of the intersection between 
two giants whose full bodies extended beyond 
the constraints of the walls....In an instance, I 
moved from being spectator to becoming actor 
— joining Schlemmer‘s installation and his word 
of giants. ...This unique point of intersection 
provided a place of affect in the rapport between 
Schlemmer‘s figures and the inhabitants of the 
house that transformed quotidian [daily lives] 
into a dramatic situation and the family into 
players.

Caption: Three lines of sight from the upper win-
dow to outside: author‘s gaze out from the upper 
hall window joined the large profile and the met-
al figure, following the line of sight established 
by Schlemmer”
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Turning the corner to climb the stairs, I confronted a large one-eyed face hidden 

in the corner. Was it facing me? Unnerved by its intense gaze…it stared at me yet 

turned to the side looking toward the stairs. Perhaps the painted face belonged to 

a huge �gure, also turning to climb another set of hidden stairs. The face �t within 

the corner, its pro�le tracing the sweep of the handrail, seeming to emerge from 

hidden depths of a colossal world within the walls (Figure 12.1).

The Rabe house, inhabited by painted and constructed �gures of the Bauhaus 

master Oskar Schlemmer (1888–1943), o�ers a glimpse into the a�ecting presence 

of architecture. The house explicitly invites us to perform with it, play with it and 

to imagine ourselves in another world that may exist along with our everyday life.

Buildings “plot” our everyday movements giving structure to daily habits through 

design, constructing patterns of what we do, what we might do, and what we 

once did.1 Architecture’s moving parts: doors, windows and walls that slide, swing, 

and pivot are silent partners responding to our movements, while its unmoving 

elements stand as frame and foil to our actions. A stair gives us a place to pause at 

a landing, a narrow hall has us walk single �le, and a �oor acts as a sounding board 

and drum reverberating our rhythmic walk. We live with architecture, creating a 

partnership that twines us together, each dependent on the other.

This counterpoint between daily movements and architectural plans 

changes from bedroom and o�ce to street and city. As we move, we play o� 

architectural forms in dialogue.2 Buildings set rules that guide our motion like a 

pre-choreographed dance, such as walking up a stair, with rise, run, and handrail 

set to speci�c dimensions and locations. With each move, we trace with our feet, 

hands, and eyes, the architecturally designed space—caressing handrails while 

rising via stairs, penetrating walls as we walk through doorways and look through 

windows toward a framed view. Yet there are many ways of moving or performing 

on the stair that extend beyond a designer’s intent. At an extreme of interpretive 

motion, an acrobatic traceur might test the partnership with architecture in plots 

of e�cient yet elegant movement, inventing and tracing alternative routes—l’art 

du déplacement or “freerunning.”

While few of us engage in “freerunning,” we are moved by performances and 

theatrical spaces that take us away from everyday scripted life that, according to 

Charles Garnier, designer of the Paris Opera, reshape our thinking, acting, speaking, 

even standing.3 We are removed from a familiar present to another place, whether 

remaining in the background or joining the action: passive or active as audience 

or actor through a “theatrical experience.”4 In the 1st century, Vitruvius described 

the experience of a audience passively “taking in” a performance by becoming 

receptive and actively open to performances.5 This active reception also occurs 

when we occupy ambiguous spaces, that are simultaneously quotidian—of this 

world and strange—of another world.

Schlemmer’s “wall designs,” which were inserted into the Rabe House (designed 

by architect Adolf Rading between 1928 and 1930), heighten the theatrical 

experience by creating an ambiguity with Schlemmer’s �ctional installations that 

he overlaid throughout the domestic spaces of Rading’s design.6 His wall designs 

summon a multilayered human presence that populated much of Schlemmer’s 
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same pro�le as giant metal �gure whose eye I had just followed—but with a head 

disappearing into the ceiling and body frozen on the stair. My gaze was slightly 

below his neck: if I were taller—closer to Schlemmer’s height?—the dashed line 

of my eye-level, my visual horizon, would have cut across his neck just like the 

dashed line of sight on the living room wall cut across the neck of the smallest 

�gure (Figure 12.11.2). In that place, I became part of the intersection between 

two giants whose full bodies extended beyond the constraints of the walls they 

seemed to inhabit. Schlemmer transformed the spatial intersection originally 

designed by Rabe into a moment of theatrical ambiguity. In an instance, I moved 

from being spectator to becoming actor—joining Schlemmer’s installation and 

his world of the giants. Through the line of sight, he established a link between 

inhabitants (me, the Rabe family), who step into or out of the most private spaces, 

the bedrooms, to look through the window, possibly to check the weather 

outside, with the characters who occupy both the intimate space of the stair 

and the more open living space of the house. This unique point of intersection 

provided a place of a�ect in the rapport between Schlemmer’s �gures and the 

inhabitants of the house that transformed a quotidian event into a dramatic 

situation and the family into players.

12.10 Three lines 

of sight from the 

upper window: 

author’s gaze out 

from the upper 

hall window 

joined the large 

pro�le and metal 

�gure, following 

the line of sight 

established by 

Schlemmer.
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12.5 Space of the stair and upper hall. The stair and upper hall are distinct volumes, 

combined with each other, and separate from the rest of the house.

12.4 Plans and Axonometric massing of Rabe House
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Unlike the �gures on the stair, much of the Composition is out of reach and

viewed from below at a distance, recalling a spectator watching at an actor from

the audience (Figure 12.2). Each �gure seems still and posed. A giant pro�le faces

south out toward the rear yard. Constructed as an outline in metal, it extends 6”

out from the wall and casts shadows throughout the day.22 Its lips line up with

the top of the doorframes, the bottom of the nose with the ceiling height of the

adjacent library.23 The single eye faces both out at the level of an upper window

and forward, toward the wire �gure.

The large �gure of copper, brass, and nickel wire sits over one of the two doors

while facing both into the room and back toward the giant pro�le, their eyes

aligned. It is set out from the wall by brackets and highly re�ective balls join

the center lines of its joints.24 Its leg, minus a foot, extends to a doorframe. The

smallest �gure, held in the wire �gure’s open hand, is faceless and ambiguously

faces either into the wall or out toward the room. Set next to this �gure is a bull’s

eye creating a single point between wire �gure and pro�le, vertically aligned

with a doorframe and horizontally with the middle of the wire �gure’s torso.

The measured drawing of this composition, which �t within Rading’s interior

elevation, reveals odd yet telling proportional and axial alignments between the

�gures and the architectural elements.25 A dashed line of sight drawn between

the eye of the large wire �gure and the eye of the pro�le across the neck of the

small �gure establishes a powerful link between them. A foot touches the door,

the large pro�le is proportioned to correspond with the upper hall and lower

library, where the nose steps back at the same location as well as the same

distance as the pro�le of the wall (Figure 12.9).

12.8 

“Composition in 

Metal” (1930/32) 

Schlemmer’s wall 

design on the 

west interior wall, 

viewed below and 

from a distance.
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Left: "Composition in Metal" (1930/32) Schlemmer's wall design on the west interior wall, viewed from 
below and from a distance. Right: Plans and Axonometric massing of Rabe House : A simple plan with two 
two-story spaces
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Oskar Schlemmer’s Vordruck: an absent woman within a Bauhaus canon

ROLE:  Marcia Feuerstein, Sole author of journal article  and montages.  Associate Professor of Architecture, Virginia Tech 

T YPE:  �Journal Article; In the special Bauhaus 100 issue of Theatre and Performance Design, celebrating the 100th anniversary of the Bauhaus 
[5 (1-2), 125-140, 2019]

DATE:  2019 

CHALLENGE: Marcia was challenged to offer the first authoritative overview of the work of Oskar Schlemmer, a little known Bauhaus educator 
and artist whose hidden influence expanded the integration of the body in design and architecture. 

She focuses on Schlemmer’s required course Der Mensch, Man, revealing how an ubiquitous drawing Vordruck [Form], a male figure, became 
integrated within the Bauhaus as a new canon of the body. She also shows that the "Form" was based two female figures, who were hidden 
and erased as Schlemmer transformed the females into a male body.

“�Marcia Feuerstein reminds us how 
subconscious, utterly powerful and 
wholly unnoticed norms permeated 
[the Bauhaus]. I was intrigued by 
her primary research in the Bau-
haus Archive in Berlin, uncovering 
a ‘hidden’ woman in Schlemmer’s 
‘Vordruck’. I don’t wish to overstate 
the case from what might be argued 
is ‘merely’ a single example, but 
a deep and damaging misogyny, 
in and out of the Bauhaus, then 
and now, leads to innumerable 
micro-confirmations of women's 
identity. Rethink the world.” 

Melissa Trimingham,  
   Senior Lecturer, University of Kent, UK

  Schlemmer appears to have drawn horizontal lines, identifying the proportions of the woman into this neutral figure, which then became this "25 year old male" who finally became this image titled "Vordruck"  

  short skirt 

     long dress 

     A       B     C D 

A. Female Tafel 1 (Plate 1) by Goeringer, drawn over by Schlemmer;  B. "A few important points resulting from the golden section; C. "Normal Dimensions of a 25 year old Male; " D. Portion of the Vordruck.

Proposed Process of the Transformation of the Female Tafel 1 in to the Male Vordruck 

Tafel 1 (1893, Goeringer) shown with Schlemmer’s drawn analysis
Diana Bathing (c 1869, Corot) used by Goeringer to create Tafel 1

Schlemmer’s drawn analysis extended from Tafel 1 to the series of points becoming the initial
Vordruck

Schlemmer appears to have drawn horizontal lines, identifying the proportions of the woman into this neutral figure, which then became this "25 year old male" who finally became this image titled "Vordruck"

short skirt

long dress

A B C D

A. Female Tafel 1 (Plate 1) by Goeringer, drawn over by Schlemmer;  B. "A few important points resulting from the golden section; C. "Normal Dimensions of a 25 year old Male; " D. Portion of the Vordruck.

Proposed Process of the Transformation of the Female Tafel 1 in to the Male Vordruck

Tafel 1 (1893, Goeringer) shown with Schlemmer’s drawn analysis
Diana Bathing (c 1869, Corot) used by Goeringer to create Tafel 1

Schlemmer’s drawn analysis extended from Tafel 1 to the series of points becoming the initial
Vordruck

Analytical Montage: Marcia’s montage demonstrates her analytical process for readers and students. She demonstrates the development 
of the Vordruck [Form], a new canon of the body developed for the Bauhaus. Her image provides a linear guide from left to right of the trans-
formation of female bodies into a final male form. Beginning with Diana Bathing (JBC Corot (1870)) to Tafel 1 (Example 1). Oskar Schlemmer 
used Tafel 1 to identify golden section proportions of a female human body. (He was unaware that the Tafel 1 was based on Diana Bathing.) 
From there, he used the proportions to create a male with "Normal dimensions of a 25 year old male, which Schlemmer then fashioned into the 
Vordruck (Form) as a canon of a male human body.

Marcia’s visual analysis reveals the hidden and erased female bodies who became the basis of Oskar Schlemmer’s Vordruck (form). Schlemmer’s 
Vordruck was the Bauhaus's new human canon and central to his required course on the human body in design.

All work and Images by Nominee. 

Declaration of Responsibility:  I have personal knowledge of the nominee's sole responsibility for the above exhibit as the sole author of the journal article and images. Melissa Trimingham, retired, 
former Senior Lecturer in Drama/ Director of Practice as Research, Centre for Cognition, Kinesthetics and Performances, University of Kent, UK

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23322551.2019.1605767


visual artists, dividing and framing the visible world, establishing linear relationships found

in nature, and becoming a portable framing and viewing device that both gathered and

cropped the visual world (Goeringer 1911, IV). What more would one need? One would

look ‘through’ the instrument, frame the visual world through a superimposed göttliche

Proportion, a Vorhang ‘before’ (rather than within) our eyes, as opposed to Renaissance

artists who believed one should have an inner (qualitative) proportional sense and knowl-

edge rather than relying on external means.4 Goeringer’s invention would assure artists

Figure 1. Man in the Circle of Ideas. Bauhaus Archive, Oskar Schlemmer Der Mensch collection. Photo:
Marcia F. Feuerstein.
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Man in the Circle of Ideas, Schlemmer's visual 
syllabus of his course Der Mensch [Man] , 
Bauhaus Archive, Oskar Schlemmer Der Mensch 
collection, Photo by nominee

PUBLISHED:

This international peer-reviewed 
journal of scenography publishes 
articles on all aspects of design 
for performance in a variety of 
fields, including spatial design 
and architecture.  

NOTABLE HIGHLIGHTS:

• First international publication identifying this new Canon of the 
Body of the Bauhaus, demonstrating its significance in the educa-
tional system that included embodiment and the body within the 
Bauhaus.

• A detailed account of Schlemmer’s process of developing this 
Canon and his erasure of the female body replaced by a male 
body. She contributes new knowledge of erasure of the female 
presence at the Bauhaus and expands knowledge of the absence 
of women in architecture, design through erasure and misogyny. 

• Publication of Feuerstein's collage demonstrates her research 
method, reveals the process of erasure, and an example, for archi-
tecture students, of the use of montage and collage in research..

ABSTR ACT

... the Vordruck (form), a template of a male body designed by Oskar 
Schlemmer in 1928 at the Bauhaus for his course Der Mensch. The ... origins 
were based on both ancient precedents as well as the figure of a woman,..., 
the Vordruck took a leading yet hidden role throughout Schlemmer’s oeuvre 
of the human body in space ... . The template fits within the historic legacy of 
canons that reveal ideal proportions of the human body, including those by 
Polykleitos, Vitruvius and Leonardo da Vinci, yet it is unique when compared 
to these earlier canons as well as those developed later (Le Corbusier and 
others). ... it is the earliest modern canon of the human body developed 
specifically for architects and designers, before Le Corbusier’s Modu-
lar, while directly based on its historic precursors, such as Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, which he enacted within his theatrical experiments. 
The Vordruck represented the Bauhaus philosophy of designing type-mod-
els for mass production. Yet another previously unknown sources is a female 
body, whose unique physical form was erased as Schlemmer superimposed 
male traits over her body, transforming the female into the male body. This 
erasure recasts and reveals the absence and erasure of women within the 
Bauhaus.

IMPACT:

Marcia’s essay has a widespread audience across disciplines, 
read and viewed globally over 10,400 times (5/27/25) and cited 
by numerous international scholars and students. For example, 
recent citations include Turkish Historian Aylin Özcan in “Bauhaus 
Öncülerinden Oskar Schlemmer’ın İnsan Vücut Oranı Denemeleri ve 
Giysi Kalıp Sistemi ile Bağlantıları” (Bauhaus Pioneer Oskar Schlem-
mer's Experiments on Human Body Proportion ..) who introduces 
and quotes Feuerstein (p.28) and Brazilian designer, professor, and 
scholar Luiza Marcier in “Do Corpo À Moda: Práticas e Métodos Em 
Design Para Corpos Plurais” (From “Body to Fashion: Practices and 
Methods in Design for Plural Bodies”)

Oskar Schlemmer’s Vordruck: an absent woman within a
Bauhaus canon of the body

Marcia F. Feuerstein

College of Architecture and Urban Studies, School of Architecture + Design, Washington Alexandria
Architecture Center, Virginia Tech, Alexandria, VA, USA

ABSTRACT

This paper considers the Vordruck (form), a template of a male body
designed by Oskar Schlemmer in 1928 at the Bauhaus for his course
Der Mensch. The Vordruck, whose origins were based on both
ancient precedents as well as the figure of a woman, is an
innocuous, bland, seemingly silent and expressionless figure.
While many copies of this template were printed for his course,
the Vordruck took a leading yet hidden role throughout
Schlemmer’s oeuvre of the human body in space within his
drawings, costume designs and performances. The Vordruck
template fits within the historic legacy of canons that reveal ideal
proportions of the human body, including those by Polykleitos,
Vitruvius and Leonardo da Vinci, yet it is unique when compared
to these earlier canons as well as those developed later (Le
Corbusier and others). Its significance is that it is the earliest
modern canon of the human body developed specifically for
architects and designers, before Le Corbusier’s Modular, while
directly based on its historic precursors, such as Leonardo da
Vinci’s Vitruvian Man, which he enacted within his theatrical
experiments. At the same time the Vordruck represented the
Bauhaus philosophy of designing type-models for mass
production. Yet another previously unknown sources is a female
body, whose unique physical form was erased as Schlemmer
superimposed male traits over her body, transforming the female
into the male body. This erasure recasts and reveals the absence
and erasure of women within the Bauhaus.

When Oskar Schlemmer (1888–1943) moved to Weimar in 1920, to teach sculpture and

wall painting at the Bauhaus, a year after it had been founded by Walter Gropius and

soon after the end of the Great War, he had been primarily known as a painter. Two

years later he became internationally known for his Triadic Ballet and, in 1923, took over

as Master of the Theater Workshop. Schlemmer, whose subject had always been the

body in space, moved between painting, sculpture and performance. As an art student,

he studied painting with Adolf Hölzel, studied movement (in 1912 at Jacque-Dalcroze’s

School of Eurythmia in Hellerau) and, in 1913, began developing his triadic ballet series

based on a group of sculptural costumes. He continued this project after he was

wounded on the Western Front. Both sculptural and dance studies, the performance

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

CONTACT Marcia F Feuerstein mfeuerst@vt.edu 5242 Strathmore Ave, North Bethesda, MD 20852
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“In the sky with diamonds” of Ronchamp‘s East Wall: 
Constellations of Thought 
...a walk through a construction site 

ROLE/AUTHOR: Marcia Feuerstein, Sole author of journal article, montages, 
photomontages, Associate Professor of Architecture, Virginia Tech

T YPE:  Journal Article, published by the Montréal Architecture Review, 
Thinking Architecture, Lisa Landrum, editor 

PUBLICATION: 2019

CHALL ANGE/RESPONS: Feuerstein introduced an alternative understanding of 
Le Corbusier’s  Ronchamp Chapel through Corbu’s approach of designing 
during construction, using full scale models, client input. She demon-
strates a research method through analytical montages , which she also 
teaches to her students. 

IMPACT: The essay has reached a large and varied audience (800+) since 
2005, with an initial lecture at the University of Nottingham (UK), to an in-
ternational group of architecture faculty, practitioners, and students. Other 
lectures to large and small venues were given to architecture students, 
practitioners, and academics, until and after its publication in 2019. 

Marcia's essay is an example for her students of  a method that combines 
narrative and scholarly research. She tells a story of when Le Corbusier 
walked through the construction site with his client, a priest, the moment 
the scaffolding was removed, exposing small holes in the unfinished east 
wall. Corbu’s and the priest’s interaction within this ‘full-scale’ model 
prompted a profound change: the east wall transformed from a blank wall 
with a statue of Mary into a constellation of stars surrounding Mary.

Her research reshapes the understanding of the chapel and Le Corbus-
ier‘s design practice as ‘festina lente’ (‘hurry up slowly’) juxtaposing 
‘quickness’ in design from built up expertise with ‘slowness‘ of not jump-
ing to a final design too quickly. 

She developed analytical montages while exploring and revealing her dis-
coveries from Le Corbusier’s original drawings, construction photographs, 
letters, and diary entries, describing the moment that Le Corbusier 
sketched the design, exclaiming, “Look! Here are your stars!”

Montage: “ Look! Here are your stars!”  
Construction photos with Le Corbusier’s sketches layered over 
the grid of scaffolding holes 

Montage: Eastern interior wall with its own starry sky with 
Corvus, Virgo and Madonna with a crown of stars 

All Work and Images by Nominee. 

“�I still remember Prof. Feuerstein‘s 
talk ‘in the sky with diamonds 
and Ronchamp‘ in 2005. We were 
not only stunned but amazed at 
her discovery and interpretation. 
Everyone knows about the south 
wall, but who ever thought about 
the east wall?”   

Raymond Quek, Professor, Architect, FHEA, 
FRSA, UK

“�Through scholarship infused with 
material imagination, this essay 
and its original montages exem-
plify the revelatory potential of 
situated thinking and patient (re)
search, while showing how typical 
construction methods and marks 
may metamorphose to cosmolog-
ical significance via serendipitous 
in situ encounters.”    

Lisa Landrum, Professor, Chair of  
Architectural Science, Toronto Metropolitan 
University, FRAIC AIA

Declaration of Responsibility: I have personal knowledge of the nominee's responsibility for the above exhibit as sole author of the essay and the accompanying images. Lisa Landrum, PhD, OAA, 
MAA, FRAIC, AIA,  Professor/Architect/Chair Architectural Science, Toronto Metropolitan University

https://mar.mcgill.ca/article/view/54 
https://mar.mcgill.ca/article/view/54 
https://mar.mcgill.ca/article/view/54 
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ABSTR ACT

"The Chapelle Notre-Dame-du Haut in Ronchamp...has been 
studied, analyzed and explored by architects, theorists and 
historians ...[who] paid little attention to the east wall ... 
distinguished by the turning statue of the Virgin Mary set in 
a cabinet within the wall and surrounded by small openings 
allowing light into the chapel. The moving statue [was] part 
of the original design, the small openings—the stars—were 
not.” Somehow and sometime the east wall became a sky 
when, at the beginning of construction, it was a wall.  ...  
beginning with Le Corbusier’s slow design process, which 
allowed him to develop an evolving vision even after a design 
was finalized. His creative process allowed him to envision 
the building as a full scale model, which provided him with 
freedom to take advantage of new opportunities of designing 
during construction. ... when the scaffolding was removed 
and about to be finished..."

THE STARRY SK Y 

"If the openings on the wall are stars, one cannot help but 
wonder if they represent a constellation from a particular 
night, perhaps an astral pattern of Virgo, Capricorn, Corvus, 
even Libra at dusk, night, or in the morning? Le Corbusier, 
...[is] from corbeau - the Raven. [found in] the constellation 
Corvus, the Raven, with Mary as Virgo, the Virgin in this 
eastern sky. ..."

All Work and Images by Nominee. 

Top: Photo of Interior looking east and south, Chapelle Notre-Dame-du-Haut in  
Ronchamp. Bottom: Montage: A starry night over Buenos Aires and the east wall.  
Photo montage with Le Corbusier’s drawing of Buenos Aires and “Mary in Glory” 

“�Marcia Feuerstein's way of thinking about architecture provides magic and wonder to 
what we do—I love her essay on Ronchamp. It's an accessible, productive fairy tale.  
She inspires my struggling design students to re-discover and read magic back into 
their projects.”

Margarita McGrath, AIA, Co-Founder noroof architects, Brooklyn, NY., Associate Professor Virginia Tech
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Abstract
The Chapelle Notre-Dame-du-Haut in Ronchamp designed by Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, also known as 
Le Corbusier, has been studied, analyzed and explored by architects, theorists and historians ever since it 
was completed. Despite these studies, scholars have paid little attention to the east wall of the chapel as a 
unique architectural element. An important and iconic element within this project, it is distinguished by 
the turning statue of the Virgin Mary set in a cabinet within the wall and surrounded by small openings 
allowing light into the chapel. While the moving statue had always been part of the original design, the 
small openings -- the stars -- were not. Somehow and sometime the eastern wall became a sky when, at the 
beginning of construction, it was a wall. The story began with Le Corbusier’s slow design process, which 
allowed him to develop an evolving vision even after a design was finalized. His creative process allowed 
him to envision the building as a full scale model, which provided him with freedom to take advantage 
of new opportunities of designing during construction. This occurred with the east wall. A serendipitous 

* This essay was initially conceived in the late 1990s but developed for and presented at the AHRA conference on models and buildings at 
Nottingham in November 2005. I wish to thank Lisa Landrum and Margarita McGrath for their recent suggestions, as well as Peter Carl 
for his generous and extensive comments on the initial paper.
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Both wall/skies recall Le Corbusier’s Poem of the Right Angle, completed in 1953, the year construc-
tion of Ronchamp commenced. The iconography within this iconostasis, as well as the reciprocity between 
horizontal and vertical within an overall grid, suggests how Le Corbusier came to create his eastern sky in 
Ronchamp. Similarly, his Taureau series of paintings from 1952 share many images found in Ronchamp.3 
As G. Hendricks explains, Le Corbusier’s inspiration often resulted when he changed his perspective of a 
work, viewing them upside-down or flipping them from horizontal to vertical.4 This method gave Le Cor-
busier the ability to see his designs as ambiguous and without resolution, allowing projects to emerge yet 
change as ideas found their place within the overall design. Eco associated such open works to particular 
types of modern art, such as the music of Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Klavierstiick XI and Luciano Berio’s 
Sequence for Solo Flute; the literature by James Joyce, such as Finnegans Wake; and kinetic sculpture, 
such as Alexander Calder’s mobiles, that change even after they are complete.5 The architect’s open-ended 
designing was slow, and demanded patience while moving from concept through construction. The proj-
ects were subject to change at any time (to the chagrin of his clients and contractors.) He built a series of 
unfinished physical models that Le Corbusier scholar Danièle Pauly called “successive approximations of 
[the] desired object,” revealing his process as a “long and patient search” for the design.6 While Le Cor-
busier created Ronchamp’s basic form and character early, using a crab shell that “lies on the drawing 
board” that he “picked up” on Long Island” (New York), new ideas continued to emerge that transformed 
the work even as it was being built.7 

The Starry Sky

Ronchamp’s star filled wall invites multiple interpretations. The scattered openings around Mary sug-
gest a halo. The number (15) and organization of the small openings might have mystical numerological 
meanings or be a specific constellation of stars. Le Corbusier wrote that “Notre Dame du Haut is a fruit of 
numbers.”8 If the openings on the wall are stars, one cannot help but wonder if they represent a constel-
lation from a particular night, perhaps an astral pattern of Virgo, Capricorn, Corvus, even Libra at dusk, 
night, or in the morning?  

Le Corbusier, a pseudonym that Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris adopted in the 1920s, comes 
from the French word corbeau - the Raven. Perhaps Corbu referenced himself in the wall as the constel-
lation Corvus, the Raven, with Mary as Virgo, the Virgin in this eastern sky. Images of a raven and Mary 
both appear in the southern window wall, yet neither constellation match the starry pattern on the wall.9 
Le Corbusier seems to have invented his own starry sky.(Figure 2)
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Montage from dissertation analyzing the transformation of the female figure into a male figure, focusing on the golden proportion (1989)




