RESUME : Ce travail est une plongée au cceur du filon des maisons individuelles des-
sinées par les architectes néo-wrightiens francais au cours de la seconde moitié du
XXeéme sjgcle. Crayon en main, I'enquéte débute sur les coteaux qui bordent la plaine de
I'’Adour, dans la maison familiale de I'architecte bigourdan Edmond Lay, qu’il a en partie
construite de ses propres mains. Apres avoir rencontré Wright et son architecture lors
d’un séjour américain de 1958 a 1962, il rentre “au pays” pour y construire une ving-
taine de maisons individuelles dans la tradition de I'architecture organique. En 1978, il
réalise pour un jeune couple et avec une équipe d’artisans chevronnés, un vaisseau de
pierre et de bois échoué dans une prairie du sud-ouest frangais au pied des Pyrénées:
la maison Auriol.

Une modernologie minutieuse de ces deux projets en reconstitue la morphogénése
dans les moindre détails. La connaissance intime de ces habitations est alors confron-
tée a la pratique des confreres néo-wrightiens francais d’Edmond Lay afin d’inter-
roger la spécificité de ses moyens et objectifs architecturaux. Il s’agit d’abstraire -
ou d’extraire - par le dessin I'éthique d’Edmond Lay, singuliére et circonstancielle, a
partir des caractéristiques intrinséques de sa production spatiale domestique.

Il déploie une esthétique environnementale fusionniste qui conduit a la métamor-
phose de notre relation avec les milieux. Ce mouvement “organique”, délaissé par
I'historiographie, ouvre des breches dans l'insensibilit¢é au monde ambiant. Cette
est-éthique n’est pas un vain exercice artistique, et ne s’'oppose pas aux critiques éco-
logistes plus matérialistes que portent les morales constructives soutenables. Par-dela
I'opposition stérile entre art et technique, I'architecture d’'Edmond Lay est une source
pertinente a laquelle puiser pour faire face aux enjeux contemporains.

ABSTRACT THESIS: This work follows the mother lode of single-family houses de-
signed by French neo-Wrightian architects in the second half of the 20 century. Pencil
in hand, the investigation starts on the hillsides bordering the Adour plain, in the family
house of architect Edmond Lay, which he built partly with his own hands. After encoun-
tering Wright and his architecture during a trip to the United States from 1958 to 1962,
he moved “back home” and built some twenty single-family houses in the tradition of
organic architecture. In 1978, he was commissioned by a young couple to build a vessel
of stone and wood, alongside a team of skilled craftsmen, in a meadow in the southwest
of France at the foot of the Pyrenees: the Auriol house.

The meticulous modernology of these two projects carefully reconstructs their mor-
phogenesis. This in-depth knowledge of these homes is then compared to the practices
of Edmond Lay’s neo-Wrightian French colleagues, in order to explore the specificity
of his architectural means and objectives. The aim is to draw Edmond Lay’s unique and
circumstantial ethos from the intrinsic characteristics of his domestic spatial produc-
tion.

The resulting fusionist environmental aesthetic sparks the metamorphosis of our
relationship with various milieux. While this “organic” movement has been neglected
by historiography, it opens up gaps in our insensitivity to the surrounding world. This
aest-ethic, however, is not a pointless artistic exercise, nor does it stand in opposition to
the more materialistic ecological criticisms of sustainable constructive morals. Moving
beyond the futile contrast between art and technique, Edmond Lay’s architecture is a
relevant source of inspiration for addressing contemporary challenges.
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Epigraph

Toute macle est mystere et manifeste I'ordre souverain

qui constitue comme la loi organique de I'univers minéral.

La rigidité des corps ne les rend pas rebelles.

Au contraire, elle leur permet plus d’exactitude dans I'obéissance.
C’est a proportion qu'ils sont durs et inaltérables

qu’ils peuvent suivre les théorémes de cette géométrie

avec moins de marge, de report et de dérogations.

Lorsqu'il y a conflit, c’est la matiere qui céde et au besoin s’anéantit
pour que la forme et jusqu’aux formes incompatibles

demeurent intactes, irréprochables, inscrites et proclamées,
méme par leur absence, comme ondes lumineuses ou sonores qui,
interférant, s’annulent, produisant de leur redondance

un noir plus visible que I'éclat

ou un silence plus audible que le vacarme.

Roger CAILLOIS - Pierres [1971] | Paris: Gallimard - 2000 - p.52
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PART O
Introduction



Learn then to think ere you pretend to write,
As your idea is clear, or else obscure,

The expression follows perfect or impure,
What we conceive, with ease we can express;
Words to the notions flow with readiness .

The Works of John Dryden, in
Verse and Prose: With a Life,
Volume 1
By John Dryden, John Mitford
Harper, 1867
Université de I'lllinois a Urbana-
Champaign



CHAPITRE 1

Learning to think is the role of philosophers as well as academics. However, French
architects enrolled in the Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture have been
carefully kept away from these thinkers. Despite this problematic cultural legacy,
this first chapter serves to outline a theoretical framework for this research.

An introduction retraces certain milestones, starting with my initial encounter
with Edmond Lay’s architecture and leading up to this current work.

This is followed by a discussion on “organic” and “ecological” as the two
epistemological obstacles that emerged in the process of understanding the subject.

[ will then explain the epistemological stance adopted in confronting these
obstacles to academic knowledge production.

A review of the current literature leads to a contradictory finding: while organic
architecture is well known, it is little studied on an academic level.

[ then discuss the reasons for choosing to work on the individual houses designed
by Lay.

After addressing challenges stemming from the epistemological obstacles, it will
be possible to present my key research question; that is, how to characterize the
architecture of Edmond Lay’s houses.

Finally, I will outline my critical icono-graphic analysis method, based on
architectural project modernology.



1. South facade of the Maison
Auriol, photographed in 1983 by
Gilles Ehrmann | MPP - Donation Gilles

Ehrmann




1.0 Introduction

In 2009, as I began my second year at the Ecole Nationale
Supérieure d’Architecture de Montpellier, a certain image shook me
from my student stupor during Alain Fraisse’s course on architectural
representation: the south facade of the Maison Auriol, photographed
by Gilles Ehrmann (fig. 1).! [fig.1]. This was my first encounter with
Edmond Lay’s architecture and its American influences, constituting
a radical break from the architectural landscape taught elsewhere.
This prompted me to more closely examine the individual behind
this cyclopean sculpture, discovering not only was he still alive, but
that he resided among the same hills where I built huts with friends
as a child. During a visit home to Bigorre, I found his address listed
in the phonebook, where I went and met him inside his home, built
upon his return from the United States half a century earlier. The
personal relationship with Edmond and Claudine Lay that ensued
was the foundation for this architectural study.

My experience of the Maison Piétat architecture prompted me
to visit as many of Lay’s creations as possible. With no existing
guidebook, I went in search of clues and used the information
provided by the Lays to locate the houses. As [ uncovered the names
of those who commissioned these works, my thirst for investigation
gradually grew, using phonebooks and searching for unusual shapes
on Google Maps, Street View, and Géoportail to further extend my
list. From 2010 to 2016, I visited nearly 30 constructions uncovered
during my research. These included public buildings such as a media
library, a university campus, a bank headquarters, a tourist office, a
rural household, an apartment block, a training institute and about a
dozen homes. I also encountered several people who had witnessed
Lay’s studio in action. However, a lack of motivation thwarted my
recording of these testimonies.

When the Archives Départementales des Hautes-Pyrénées
acquired Edmond Lay’s professional archives in 2012, I remained
focused on the physical building spaces. I also contacted researchers
such as Daniel Le Couédic, in order to begin exploring neo-Wrightian

Introduction
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1. Gilles EHRMANN et Patrice
GOULET - France inconnue : maisons
individuelles | LArchitecture
d’Aujourd’hui n°229 - octobre 1983
- pp.32-33
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2. Antoine Fivy - Par-dela la
modernité, ‘déboiter’ I'architecture
en Bigorre. Une étude théorique,
spatiale et constructive de l'ceuvre
d’Edmond Lay | Ecole Nationale
Supérieure d’Architecture de
Toulouse - mémoire de master sous
la direction de Rémi PAPILLAULT -
2019

French architecture more generally.

This activity remained somewhat of a hobby until I met Rémi
Papillaut at a visit of Edmond Lay’s house during European Heritage
Days. Under his supervision, I carried out a monographic study of
this house from 2018-2019, with the support of a heritage training
and research grant from the French Ministry of Culture?.

To further pursue this research, I successfully applied for a
PhD fellowship for foreign students, offered by the University of
Rome—La Sapienza in 2020. Thus, this doctoral dissertation has
been carried out under the supervision of Professor Fabrizio Tucci
of the Environmental Technological Design study program of the
Department of Architectural Planning, Design and Technology. My
initial stay in Rome occurred amidst the global pandemic, leading me
to abandon the idea of settling there. Despite the strange pleasure of
wandering alone in a panic-stricken context, the lingering stench of
authoritarianism in the back of my throat could not be masked, as if
a remnant of the countless nasal swabs stuck up my nostrils.

In 2022, I enrolled in a doctoral studies program at the Ecole
Doctorale Temps, Espaces, Sociétés et Cultures of the Université
de Toulouse-Jean Jaures to pursue this research in cotutelle, under
the supervision of Rémi Papillault at the Laboratoire de Recherche
en Architecture of the Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture
de Toulouse. However, a bureaucratic mishap led to the end of
this status, and this work is thus presented solely with the official
support of La Sapienza. Nevertheless, the Laboratoire de Recherche
Architecturale, particularly my research director Rémi Papillault,
have continued to assist me throughout the process.



1.1 Epistemological Obstacles

The early stages of my research were characterized by hesitation.

On the one hand was my keen desire to study Lay’s architecture,
specifically its domestic spaces. This led me to begin field work,
collecting primary information about these homes, traveling to
Tarbes to explore archives, contacting the Auriol family, and even
going to Gabaston to take measurements for the architectural
survey of the house. I conducted numerous interviews to retrace
the circumstances in which Lay’s architecture was produced at the
time. I also met former studio employees and collaborators (Michel
Estangoy, Martine Goncalves, Isabelle Naudy-Guarrigue, and Marc
Sénépart), residents and clients (Guy and Odile Auriol) along with
artisans (Hermanio Martins and Jarillon).

On the other hand, there were many doubts: What was there to
say? How was one to address this subject? Further, the department
at La Sapienza focuses on the technological and environmental
design of architecture. In this context, how might one approach
architecture dating back half a century with a design attitude that
specifically rejects ‘technological dictatorship’?® And how may the
ambiguous term ‘organic’ be examined through an environmental
and technological architectural perspective without using hollow
external criticism?

“Scientific knowledge must be investigated in terms of obstacles.
However, this does not include exterior obstacles, such as the
transience or complexity of phenomena, or the weakness of the
human senses and the mind. Rather, slowness and confusion
appear in the very act of intimately becoming acquainted with a
subject, through a sort of functional necessity.’* Thus, from Gaston
Bachelard’s perspective, organic and ecological constitute two
epistemological obstacles to my research, which arose as [ became
more familiar with Edmond Lay’s architecture.

Introduction
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3. COLLECTIF - Habiter écologique,
quelles architectures pour la ville
durable ? | Paris: Actes Sud - 2009
-p.12

4. Gaston BACHELARD - La
Formation de l'esprit scientifique.
Contribution a une psychanalyse de
la connaissance objective [1934]

| Paris : Librairie Philosophique

J. Vrin - 1947 - p.13

(Translated by Danya Kiernan)
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5.Bruno ZEvI - Verso un’architettura
organica. Saggio sullo sviluppo del
pensiero architettonico negli ultimi
cinquant’anni | Milan: Einaudi -
1945

6.Bruno ZEVI - Storia
dell’architettura moderna | Milan :
Einaudi - 1950

7.“Every element of this
architecture is the result of a
structural need. Much like in the
plant and animal kingdoms, there
exists no phenomenon or detail
that is not the product of an organic
necessity.”

Translated by Danya Kiernan,
from Eugéne-Emmanuel
VIOLLET-LE-DUC - Entretiens sur
l'architecture. Vol. 1 | Paris: A.
Morel - 1863 - p.284

8. Louis CELLAURO - In quest of
comfort: Carlo Lodoli, theorist of
organic architecture and furniture
designer | Papers of the British
School at Rome 87 - 2019 - pp.267
-307

9. “Given its inherent sobriety, Italy
first established that buildings
should be organized in the same
way as animals. Indeed, in the case
of the horse, it observed that it
was rare for the animal to fail to be
perfectly adapted to the very uses
for which the shape of its limbs is
praised.”

Translated by Danya Kiernan,
from Leon Battista ALBERTI,

Pierre CAYE & Frangoise CHOAY
(trad. et prés.) - Lart d’édifier
[1485] - Paris : Editions du Seuil -
2004 - pp.281-282

The First Epistemological Obstacle: Organic

This research initially sought to explore the theoretical writing
of Bruno Zevi, a devoted advocate of organic architecture in the
immediate post-war period and throughout the second half of the
20th century. This signaled a first phase of my work, whereby new
research areas presented themselves. Zevi undertook a preliminary
categorization of organic architecture in his first book, Verso
un’architettura organica®, His aim was both general and historical,
ultimately leading to his second book, Storia dell’architecttura
moderna®, in which his earlier essay can be found unchanged, with
historical lenses overshadowing organic ones.

While these reflections on organic architecture are rarely found in
French, discovering them led me to expand upon Zevi’s classification
of organic trends in modern architecture. In attempting to define
organic in architecture—in general terms and not as they pertain
to this research—I navigated through the sea of its various trends:
European Art Nouveau, anthroposophical architecture, self-
supportingandthinreinforced concrete shells, vernacularreferences,
the Chicago School, Scandinavian Empiricism, Catalan Modernism,
Prairie Style, Architecture Sculpture, German Expressionism,
Hungarian Traditionalism,  biomechanics, morphogenesis,
biomimicry, and so on. Nevertheless, attempts to untangle the many
origins and branches led to dead ends, a fact which itself could be the
topic of numerous architectural history dissertations. Where does
this analogy between built artifacts and the living world originate?
Is it in the constructive rationalism of Viollet-le-Duc? 7 In Carlo
Lodoli’s ergonomic chair? & In Alberti’s horse metaphor? °? Amazed
by the breadth of the historical material, I started working on a mind
map, alongside illustrated sheets organized by trend. Needless to
say, | wandered into an exciting, yet general, historical narrative.

Organic architectural trends occupy a liminal zone between the
arts and the sciences, or device and nature, as these boundaries are
deliberately blurred despite aesthetics being at its core. Fortunately,
creating the great phylogenetic tree of organic architectural trends
since the 19th century can be considered the art history dissertation
[ never wrote, narrowly avoiding this trap thanks to the sound advice
of my two supervisors.

Returning instead to hard case studies, I embarked on several
journeys to experience the physical aspects of organic architecture:
Fabrizio Carola in San Potito Sannitico, Gabi Barbeta in Les Planes



d’Hostoles, Henri Chaumont in Mormont-Erezée, Bernard Herbecq
in Liége, Eric Furnémont in Montgenet, Hubert Sauvage in Temploux
and others. All these architects share an affiliation with the organic
architecture movement and were physically involved in the building
site. These visits to Spain, Italy and Belgium brought out themes that
resonated with Edmond Lay’s architecture, revealing details that
were specific to his work. By the end of these trips, the link between
organicity and the material fabrication of architecture had replaced
Edmond Lay’s houses as the focus of this work, rendering them two
case studies within the broader context of organic architecture.

While these trips abroad may not have redefined the subject, they
allowed me to return to my focus of study with a fresh eye, full of
new hypotheses about physical involvement in the production of
architecture, complexity, analogy and so on.

Neo-Wrightian Architecture in France: 1960-2000

This initial phase would have been a waste of time had [ not been
able to resituate Edmond Lay within the genealogy of modern
architectural trends. Within this branch can be found architects
enrolled at the Beaux-Arts in the 1950s, some of whom traveled to
the United States and came back with the idea of adapting Wright's
Usonian homes to specific local settings.

Students of the Arretche studio, including Lay during his time in
Paris, were architects such as Paul Bossard, Christian Gimonet and
probably Jacques Weber. The latter also belonged to what Daniel Le
Couédic called the Breton Modernist Naturalists, which included
Yves Guillou, Bernard Guillouét, Claude Petton and Erwan Le Berre.
Edmond Lay also collaborated with Dominique Zimbacca, who
gravitated around a third branch of the French Wrightian scene,
mainly from the Sens Espace studio driven by Hervé Baley at the
Ecole Spéciale d’Architecture from 1968 to 1990. Although French
reception of Usonian houses is not the topic of this dissertation, its
general overview serves to situate Edmond Lay’s practice within his
‘milieu. And while Wrightian organic trends were marginal at the
time, they were by no means an accident of modernity.*°

Thus, to deepen my understanding of this architecture, I traveled
through France, visiting Brittany, Paris, Lille and Larzac. This
allowed me to understand the French context of this movement
by locating and visiting houses, accessing Claude Petton and Paul
Bossard’s archives, encountering various actors and conducting
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A brief lexical clarification is worth noting. Claiming affiliation
with the Taliesin architect would suffice to qualify this movement
as neo-Wrightian, much in the same way as the authors of Learning
from Las Vegas' or Kenneth Frampton describe the work of
Tita Carloni.!? However, since it was mainly Usonian houses that
influenced French architects, a debate emerged about speaking
of neo-Usonian architecture instead. The term ‘Usonian, however,
refers specifically to the United States, and thus using it to designate
European works undermines its original meaning.

The term ‘regionalism’ also appealed to some, yet how can we
talk about regionalist architecture, no matter how critical, when its
inspiration comes from 7,000 kilometers away?

Daniel Le Couédic coined the term ‘modernist naturalism’ to
describe Breton modern architecture inspired by the American
experiments of Wright and Neutra.’® This modernist naturalism
refers to a wider spectrum than just Wrightian organic architecture,
including, for example, the Scandinavian humanism of Alvar Aalto
and Reima Pietila. Without going into a detailed review of naturalist
thought, it represents reflections that consider nature as the
fundamental and sole principle of all things.'* This term denotes
an attitude seeking to place architecture within the principle of
nature’s continuity. It also refers to the dualistic representation of
the world between nature and culture,'® a necessary prerequisite
for the fusionist'® stance that attempts to integrate architecture and
its environment into a unified continuity. This is reflected in the title
chosen by Frank Lloyd Wright for his Usonian houses: The Natural
House.'” These details led me to consider and qualify Edmond Lay’s
houses as such: naturalist.

The Second Epistemological Obstacle: Ecology

The following statement describes the reasons for which I was
awarded the Sapienza Fellowship:

“It is common knowledge that organic trends in architecture
constitute the forefront of ecological architecture. Yet ecological
building trends are vast and sometimes conflicting. The application
of ecological principles to architecture produces a range of attitudes,
from high-tech bioclimatic thinking, perfectly embedded in neo-
liberalism, to autonomous radical anti-industrial practices.”



In other words, where do Edmond Lay’s practices fit into the
landscape of architectural ecology?

Edmond Lay’s architecture is said to be ecological, a common belief
which has yet to be questioned. Academic research, however, has a
duty to challenge such general assumptions, because “[n]othing can
be founded on opinion: we must start by destroying it. Opinion is the
first obstacle that has to be surmounted.”*®

It is widely accepted that the organic vision initiated by Frank
Lloyd Wright foresaw the failure of the modern rationalist
movement with respect to the ecological crisis. In 2009, authors
of the publication accompanying the exhibition Habiter écologique.
Quelles architectures pour une ville durable? *° (Living Ecologically:
Architecture for a Sustainable City), pointed out that the precursors
of eco-responsible architecture,® such as Wright and Aalto, had
paved the way for ecology without giving in to technological
dictatorship.*

Edmond Lay’s Auriol house, presented in this exhibition
as “a catalyst for conviviality and harmonious relationships
between people and the natural environment,”?? stands alongside
“architecture that ‘empathizes’ with the environment”?® from the
likes of André Ravéreau and Roland Schweitzer, otherwise called
the “French pioneers of ecological housing.”** Edmond Lay has been
described as an “unconventional ecologist”?® for his use of natural
materials. Elsewhere, it is said that “Edmond Lay’s thinking is
‘humanly ecological.”?¢

The following phrases are often used to describe Edmond Lay’s
architecture: a pioneer of ecological housing, eco-responsible,
sustainable, environmentally empathetic, humanly ecological, and
so on. The semantic diversity of these comments reveals their multi-
faceted, thought-provoking nature, while also reflecting a certain
confusion that reigns in architectural ecological thinking. The
reasoning behind these ideas is rarely comprehensively defined, and
therefore often represents rough assumptions.

Although Edmond Lay’s architecture has been praised for its
ecological character,; it has never been deemed ecologically viable in
terms of construction quality.

Indeed, if we assess the ecological nature of Edmond Lay’s houses
by evaluating their operational energy performance, it's likely
that their Diagnostic de Performance Energétique (DPE) would be
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rated G¥’the lowest on the scale. Further, in terms of the embodied
energy expended over the course of their lifecycle, these homes
are hardly exemplary: unsparing use of reinforced concrete, poor
airtightness, chimneys that serve as heat ducts, high carbon footprint
from the use of Canadian red cedar shingles, not to mention the
fiberglass wool used for insulation and the asphalt waterproofing
roof membranes.

This architecture thus reflects a paradox: it appears to be in
harmony with an environment that it actually degrades.

A number of factors contribute to these misinterpretations,
ultimately clouding understandings of the relationship between
ecology and Edmond Lay’s Wrightian organic architecture.

Within the budding field of bioclimatics, the first source of
misunderstanding is the coexistence of two clearly distinct attitudes.
The first is the pioneering performance-based ecological approach
that prevails today. For example, Edmond Lay’s career brushed
shoulders with the emerging bioclimatic milieu on two occasions.
While in the USA, he was hosted by Paul Jacques Grillo at Notre
Dame University in Indiana, whose architecture department focuses
particularly on climate issues, especially since the visit of the Olgyay
twins. These Hungarian descendants joined forces with “Sun Queen”
Maria Telkes, a chemical engineer at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, to design and experiment an ‘intermediate technology’?®
linked to architecture.?

Interest in bioclimatic thinking and practices emerged in France
duringthe 1973 oil crisis.®* Toulousewasaforerunnerinthisfield, with
the Laboratoire Energie Solaire et Thermique de I'Habitat (LESETH)
directed by Alain Cordier at Paul Sabatier University. Edmond Lay’s
hiring at UPAT in 1968 following Georges Alexandroff’s departure
for Marseille was therefore no coincidence,® as the experimental
solar homes designed by Jean-Pierre Cordier and Joseph Colzani??
around Toulouse incorporate elements of Wrightian style. “The post
‘68 period was inspired, among other things, by experiments in self-
sufficienthousing taking place in the USA; but this practical approach
brought to light the lack of theoretical understanding, especially
concerning inertia and the evolution of thermal phenomena.”* This
statement by Alain Chatelet, a member of the Groupe de Recherche
Héliothermique et Habitat (G2H), highlights duality within cultural
transfers from the United States.



Around the same time, other architects, such as Paolo Soleri and
Edmond Lay, preferred to follow in Wright's organic footsteps.
Though attentive to scientific advances in energy, these designers
never imposed technology on architectural design. Instead, forms
were inspired by works of art, guided by intuition and a remarkable
understanding of the environment, without ever adhering to
scientific experimental protocol.

Naturally, these two attitudes can be confused, since they share the
same initial sensitivity. However, despite appearances, they differ
both in terms of their objectives and means. To believe that Edmond
Lay’s architecture heralds bioclimatic or eco-responsibility is to
misunderstand the nature of his relationship with the environment.

The second gray area can be seen in the coincidence between
Edmond Lay’s aesthetic attitude and the injunctions of sustainable
building ethics. Edmond Lay’s choice of natural materials stems
from his attraction to their tactile and visual qualities. Their geo-
and bio-sourced nature is an indirect consequence and an ethical
co-product of his overall aesthetic preferences and should therefore
not be mistaken as a direct cause.

This confusion is deeply rooted in terminological history. Ernst
Haeckel first defined ecology in 1866: “By ecology, we mean the
whole science of the relations of the organism to the environment
including, in the broad sense, all the ‘conditions of existence.”3*
Tracing back the original roots of words is not just important for
etymologists. Haeckel's Artistic Forms of Nature had a profound
influence on the art world, including Frank Lloyd Wright's mentor
Louis Sullivan.® Torn between artistic and scientific representations
of nature, the emerging scientific naturalism of the 19th century
gave rise to a certain confusion. These murky waters have gradually
moved downstream to us, existing in a less apparent yet still effective
way.

The observable difference between “performance-based ecology”
and “environmental aesthetics” stems from the proverbial distinction
between construction and architecture. Like all architects, Edmond
Lay was fully aware of this fundamental difference, opting for art:
“You have to be an artist. Because construction becomes architecture
when it expresses something, when it tells of something. And if it
doesn’t, it remains construction, not architecture. That's where the
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difference lies. Like any work of art, it has to express something.”3¢
Revealing the architectural objectives and methods of this
environmentalist aesthetic is therefore the focus of this research.

The desire to unravel the complex web of paradoxical relationships
between Edmond Lay’s organic architecture and ecology was the
main driving force behind my research. However, a strategy of
avoidance was required to circumvent the epistemological obstacles
presented by these two catch-all notions.

Like ‘organic architecture, the term ‘ecology’ has been overused
for almost two centuries. Attempting to define these terms would
be like navigating the obscure maze of uncertain hermeneutics.
“One must keep in mind a fundamental rule: the more we talk
about a value or a virtue, the less it exists. This is not because it
disappears through words, but rather, it is talked about to hide and
veil its absence.”*” I therefore did not attempt to open the theoretical
floodgate of defining ecology and organic in architecture. Instead, |
approached the question from a pragmatic lens, choosing simply to
characterize the focus of study.
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1.2 Epistemological Stance

Before becoming a finished object, architecture constitutes a
ductile project, as its partially indeterminate forms are the result of
a constantly renewing morphogenesis. Architectural ‘projects’ have
been undertaken through the lens of design science since the 1960s,
first with pioneering methodologists like Christopher Alexander;?®
up until more recently, with the research of Damien Claeys, for
example.*® Yet, the concepts of ‘project’ and ‘design’ are distinct.

Design is simply a phase among other processes within
architectural projects; and while it occupies a central role, it does
so non-exclusively. Material results of architectural design activities
include plans, section drawings, elevations and potential models.
As the project materializes, the ‘result’ is built architecture. While
‘design’ is mainly a cognitive activity aimed at anticipating a ‘result,
the ‘project’ constitutes the various ‘means’ put in place to achieve
this result. The architectural project being commonly referred to as
the result of the design phase is thus ambiguous, implying the latter
ends precisely when the technical work on the building site begins,
bringing the architectural project to fruition.

However, short-term design phases occur between the various
stages of construction, in order to adjust the ideal architectural
project to its material reality. Indeed, the architectural project
process is not linear: its phases are inextricably intertwined.
Further, the design of a building can continue right through to its
completion, and sometimes even beyond.

While teaching the ‘architectural project’ would enable the
integration of reality, in France, architectural education instead
focuses on the transmission of ‘architectural design, a practice
lacking any practical sense.

Lastly, through Edmond Lay, we realize that this complex cognitive
process is above all ‘collective’ and therefore social: “It’s not a work
of art that you make by yourself, like a painter or sculptor. We are a
whole team.”*
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The Architectural Project: The Cornerstone of Research
and Professional Practice

According to Pierre Caye, Vitruvius resolved the causal paradox
of the chicken and egg in architecture. For him, the construction
site precedes the design, the latter being the implementation of the
former.*2. Although on anintellectual level, I fully subscribe to the idea
that construction precedes design, for the sake of methodological
practicality, I prefer to consider the ‘project’ as the starting point and



horizon of this research. The following diagram [fig.2] thus places
the ‘project’ (0) as the ‘cornerstone’ of the theoretical framework
represented. The sequence begins with a ‘sketch’ on a piece of napkin
(1c) , leading through the dirt of the ‘building site’ (1f) and ending
with ‘built architecture’(1p). These three ideal phases—Design (1¢),
Construction (1f) and Perception (1p) - constitute the ‘operative loop’
(1), qui permet que hat enables “[e]ach new architectural work [to
be born] in relation to a symbolic context—whether as a continuity
or in opposition—constituted by preceding works, freely chosen by
the architect as their thematic frame of reference.”** The recursive
operational cycle (1) that feeds the ongoing project with a critique
of previous ones (complete or not) is not a conscious or reflexive
process. The architect’s subconscious in a professional situation
bypasses the careful methodological steps taken by a doctoral
student engaged in an intellectual project. Edmond Lay used his
sensitive, subjective and tacit experience of Wright's architecture
to capture some of its remarkable features. He then incorporated
this knowledge into his own practice, without explicitly stating his
reasons for doing so. Nevertheless, setting this attitude of implicit
assimilation aside, the scientific nature of research (2) demands that
I clearly explain the logic behind my reasoning.

This is the starting point and guiding principle of this research (2)
, constituting both the foundational subject and material, which
are seen as the ‘archaeology of the project’ (Aa)*. Although
the aim of this research is not prescriptive in nature, its guiding
principles aim to produce ‘tools’ for carrying out architectural
projects. ‘Methodological tools’(4c), ‘construction culture’
(4f) and ‘architectural references’ (4p) are operational results of the
research that can be used in practice and influence design attitudes.
These three types of results thus merge together, contributing to
potential ‘future projects’ (0).

Central to the ‘reflective cycle’ (2) is the desire for explanation,
which is fundamental to carrying out research and is the driving
force behind three epistemological themes: archaeology (Aa),
icono-graphy (Ai) and critique (Ac). A clockwise continuity of the
three ensures that each layer of knowledge builds on the advances
of the previous ones.
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Archaeology (Aa)

The term ‘project archaeology’ was developed as part of a seminar
at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure de Lille by Philippe Louguet,
Richard Klein and their colleagues. “To delve into an architect’s
archives today is to undertake a form of project archaeology.”*® The
aim is “to use the project to unlock the black box of design; things that
were never expressed, or only very rarely, by the finished product,’
considering that “built architecture is merely the visible part of
architectural production.”*” This commitment to demystifying the
creative act calls for “uncovering the [implicit] theoretical dimension
of architecture.”*®

The mystery that surrounds architectural creation is due, among
other things, to the nature of the architect’s drawing, an ingrained
knowledge whose depictions largely escape rational thought.
Hypothesizing about how architectural form emerges in Edmond
Lay’s studio does not signify carrying out doctrinal research or a
finding a universal formula for organic architectural design. “There’s
nothing indiscreet about this desire to unlock the «mysteries» of
creation. Dazzling as it may be, the use of form has implications
that are too broad to be dealt with solely by allusion and laudatory
paraphrase, which are equally mystifying.”+°

Archaeology encompasses the collection of raw field
data, along with material and oral traces left behind by the
project. This includes drawings (2c), created as part of design
activity (1c); interviews, photos and films (2f) documenting
the inherently temporary construction phases (2f); along with
photographic and drawn surveys (2p), representing the finished
building (1f), as it was perceived. Presenting the ways in which this
raw data was collected, processed and organized to form a clear
narrative is the focus of the first part of this research.

I have chosen to use the term ‘modernology’ in the title of this
work. Archea means either “that which belongs to prehistory,”
or “that which belongs to an ancient time.”>® The majority of the
periods covered in this project’s archaeology are relatively recent,
if not almost contemporary. In coining the term modernology in
1927, the Japanese architect and ethnologist Kon Wajir6 defined it
as “a method for the scientific analysis of material culture; an aid to
sociology, it objectively studies the lifestyle and cultural phenomena
of contemporary ‘cultured peoples.”>! As an architect, Wajird formed
this knowledge through drawing. This remark is purely linguistic,



and has no methodological implications other than to support a
drawn approach to the subject.

Icono-graphy (Ai)

The second epistemological theme is icono-graphy, using an
interpunct () signify the coexistence of three practices—graphic
analysis, iconology and iconography—grouped under the umbrella
‘visual methods. “We could define visual methods as all humanities
and social science research methods that are not limited to written
productionand/orpresentationbased onscientificargumentation.”>?
The visual method [ use involves the careful examination of
three types of documents: ‘re-productions’ of documents created
by Edmond Lay’s architectural studio; ‘re-presentation’ of the
study corpus, mainly by me or by photographers; and ‘analytical’
documents produced by me. Through this practice of ‘graphic
analysis, I wish to situate my research firmly within the field of
architecture.

My intention to “reconstruct the process of architectural formation
through architectural means”*® stems from Bruno Zevi's polemic
attacks on classical historiography. Zevi’'s methodology aimed
to “identify the dynamic process by which a work of art comes to
life.”>* In so doing, he referred to the ‘project archaeology’ without
ever naming it as such. The substantial monographic volume on
Michelangelo’s architectural work®® features every original schizzi,
often at full scale. Further, an iconological interpretation explores
the intention behind the architect and sculptor’s drawings.

Bruno Zevi was an ardent defender of American organic
architecture in the debate that shook post-war Italy during its
reconstruction. His teaching of architectural history focused on
graphic and spatial expressions of critical thought. From 1949
to 1963, he led an exploratory teaching program at the Istituto
Universitario di Architettura di Venezia (IUAV). The outcome of
this method of teaching and interpreting architectural history is
presented in two monographic exhibitions organized with the help
of IUAV students: Identita di Biagio Rossetti, exhibited in Ferrara in
June 1956, and Michelangiolo Architetto, displayed in Rome in 1964
to mark the fourth centenary of the ‘divine’ artist’s death.

The groundwork for the Michelangiolo Architetto exhibition took
three years, during which “scaffolding [was] erected to conduct the
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de Luigi, presented at the 1964
Michelangiolo Architetto exhibition,
are published in:

Bruno ZEv1 - Michelangiolo
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surveys.”>® In addition to revealing information on the buildings
themselves, the re-drawing and re-surveying work also uncovers
knowledge on ‘design tools’ (3c) used by the designers of the works
studied.®’

In addition to the classic architectural, photographic and drawing
surveys, students developed graphic and three-dimensional analysis
tools.

The Biagio Rossetti publication®® uses interpretive diagrams [fig.3]
to illustrate discursive statements. Despite Zevi’s caustic contempt
for drawings that represent architectural entities, their outlines,
spatial sequences and volume structures,® his proposed method
comes entirely from Vincenzo Fasolo’s®® course on graphic analysis
through redrawing [fig.4], which he attended in Rome during the
1937-1938 academic year®!.

Various ‘analytical diagrams’ were also produced for this current
research, covering both the spatial sequences and geometric
structures of Edmond Lay’s houses. Creating these documents
enabled me to embrace his point of view and understand the aims
and means of his architectural projects (3c). Graphic tools also
allowed me to reproduce certain construction techniques (3f).

> &
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By way of iconoclasm, Zevi contested and sought to go beyond the
teaching he received, developing interpretive models of Buonarotti’s
works®? [fig.5-6] with IUAV students, embodying “a graphic and
three-dimensional operative critique [that] encourages one to think
architecturally.”*® However, what Buonarotti’s students’ interpretive
models gained in expressivity, they lost in intelligibility, i.e., in
scientificity.

The advent of 3D modeling software represents a methodological
leap from the techniques used by Zevi in his analytical experiment.
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Knowledge of the Maison Lay obtained by means of orthographic
projection re-drawing helped in establishing a digital model,®
adding a third dimension to the re-drawing work (3c). This virtual
re-composition of the Maison Lay enabled me to de-compose it into
architectural elements (3p).

As part of this iconological approach, I investigate the conditions
in which images were produced, as well as the messages they are
likely to convey. This practice relies heavily on the quality of the
information gathered during the archaeological phase. The images
produced by architectural studios serve a specific purpose, setting
them apart from other artistic productions.®®
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72.Images are no longer indexed
in databases according to their
metadata, but rather according
to their pixel-based visual
characteristics.

[ first discovered the explanatory power of a meticulous
iconographic study while assisting André Ravéreau with his
unpublished project Naissance et re-naissance des ordres, le portique
dans l'architecture antique et dans la re-naissance des ordres gréco-
romains®®. Manfredo Tafuri defines iconography as “the possibility
of organizing images so as to convey a critical statement.”®” Further,
“the problem lies in controlling the images to fit consumer architects’
tastes, rather than displaying them at random. It also involves
speaking critically, even with images,”®® moving “from pure visual
hedonism to a formidable operative instrument.”*

There are three main stages in creating an iconographic discourse:
selection, processing and editing.

Selecting the images that embody the final graphic discourse is a
process that itself undergoes two phases. The first is the creation
of a specialized iconographic library. The images collected during
the archaeology phase of this project are unprecedented, and their
publication is therefore one of the contributions of this dissertation.
The other iconographic elements come from a worldwide photo
library, stored on global Internet servers, or from the physical
library I have built.

Digital technology has changed our relationship with images in
an ambivalent way. In common use, it has engendered a culture of
superficiality, encouraging the frantic circulation of uncopyrighted
images, whether through social media or photo-sharing websites.
As Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas’® democratized its iconological
practice - eventually leading to the birth of Pinterest’! - its
scientificity disappeared altogether.

Alongside this development, skilled use of digital technologies
makes it possible to retrieve metadata associated with an image;
thatis, author; title or production setting. The results of visual search
engines, initially produced by algorithms associating keywords with
images, have undergone major changes with the advent of content-
based image searching.”? Moreover, the emergence of artificial
intelligence in iconology is completely revolutionizing this field of
knowledge. I thus stored and categorized these images on a local
server, creating a reservoir of figures to draw from when writing.
The final selection was made during the writing process, whereby
the discursive content reciprocated with the graphic intent allowing
word and image choice to blend seamlessly into a unified narrative.

Cropping is one of the most powerful ways of processing an image,
as it isolates one element and casts the others into an invisible
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Critique (Ac)

The final section, critique, is the most difficult to grasp. Critique
implies judgment, and thus the development of a value system
against which to measure the merits and shortcomings of the subject.

It is important to distinguish the three levels at which critique
operates.

The first operative level of critique is inherent to the work
produced, expressing “architectural critique through architectural
forms rather than words.””

The architectural project is also an operative critique of technique.
Through the ‘project, ‘critique’—or, the project’s enactment—of the
‘constructionsite’ occurs. Thus, from aninitial and purely disciplinary
critique, the architectural project becomes an opportunity to rethink
the very (technological) ‘means’ of its production. In this way,
architecture can be “an activity that challenges current structures,
and in part heralds a fairer society, as Edoardo Persico put it.””¢

However, these two implicit critical projects are consubstantial
to the architectural work and expressed in non-verbal language.
Thus, analysis serves to reveal the critical significance of the work
by unveiling the content encoded in the architect’s production. I
therefore take issue with Zevi when he says that the critical statement
must be brought “to a degree of abstraction such that it can be
immediately retrieved in the design phase.””” Abstraction through
graphic and three-dimensional analysis tools is only the first stage of
research. Translating architectural values, identified through graphic
analysis, into discursive content, allows the three critical levels to be
integrated by practitioners, teachers and students. Communicability
is the main quality of a critique that has been rendered operative.
Explication enables the project (0) to reclaim critique in the form
of architectural references (4p), constructive cultures (4f) and
methodological tools (4c).

Zevi was determined to merge critique and creation into a single
mold: “The same method applies to understanding an old building
and to critiquing a new one during the very process of its creation.””®
But architectural research is not architectural practice. Reflexivity,
slowness and scientificity in research (2) guarantee an accessibility
that is denied by the intuition, haste and empiricism of professional
practice (1), contributing to the shroud of mystery that surrounds
architectural creation.
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1.3 Literature Review

The organic Wrightian movement in France, in which Edmond
Lay’s work is embedded, is little known and even less studied,
reflecting a marginalization that was both intentional and endured.
As Tafuri puts it, this work consists of “the historiographical recovery
of the abandoned threads of the modern movement.””® Even so, the
current debate around the issue is by no means insignificant.

Edmond Lay

Despite being the first architect outside of Paris to be awarded the
Grand Prix national dArchitecture®, a critical analysis of his work has
yet to be published. The monograph released in 2021 by Editions
Inventaire de la Région Occitanie® s the only comprehensive
study of Lay’s work. Its authors, Jocelyn Lermé and Didier
Sabarros, are founding members of a non-profit cultural outreach
organization focusing on 20th and 21st century architecture.
Their commitment to showcasing Edmond Lay’s work began in
2012, when they volunteered to work alongside the Archives
Départementales des Hautes-Pyrénées, helping them to examine
the architect’s professional archives. Their initial investigation,
together with biographical details from further research, gave rise
to the retrospective exhibition Edmond Lay, une autre modernité®.
in 2015. In this monograph, the authors bring together their
extensive knowledge of the archive fonds, as well as the biographical
data gathered for the exhibition. Keen on providing an exhaustive
presentation of the built and designed work, this constitutes its
main strength: a reliable list of architectural projects and finished
buildings. Biographical accuracy is the second strong point of this
work, despite a certain hagiographic tendency, which sometimes
disturbs the overall discourse. The approach adopted is mainly
historical—in the broadest sense—and archival. The few critical and
analytical observations are open to debate, but this is no fault of the
authors, who succeed in conveying the essence of the work despite
their lack of training in architecture or art history. The absence of
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a perspective on the French neo-Wrightian organic movement,
however, deprives the book of its critical significance with regard to
Edmond Lay’s Wrightian affiliation.

Neo-Wrightian Architecture in France: 1960-2000

There exists no specific publication on late 20th century neo-
Wrightian organic architecture in France. Assessing the current
debate on the subject requires an exploration of two main themes:
first, the transatlantic cultural transfer as applied to Frank Lloyd
Wright's architecture; second, an attempt to draw up a reasoned
and critical repertory of neo-Wrightian architectural production in
France between 1960 and 2000.

The circulation of individ