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Introduction 
Jacques Lucan 

[n 1963 Claude Parent and Paul Virilio fo rmed the 

Archirecture Principe gro up' with the aim of inves­

rigaring a new kind of arch i recmral and urban order. 

Rejecring the rwo fundamental di recrions of Euclid­

ean space, they procla imed ' the end of the vertical 

as rhe ax is of e1evario n" and ' rhe end of the hori­

zontal as the permanenr plane" : O ur W ith l\fan­

harran, Our W ith Old V illages. In place of the right 

angle, they adopted ' rhe function of rhe oblique' , 

which they believed would have the benefir of mulri­

plying usable pace. T heir expl icatio n of thi prin­

ciple, with irs accompanying ideogram, frequently 

provoked a smile: rhe crossing of hori2.0nral and \'er­

rical results in an add irion sign; the ro ing of two 

obliques results in a mulripl icarion ign. 

Bur whar exac tl y wa 'rhe fun rion of rhe 

oblique'? Fo r rhe Archire rure Prin ipe group, ir was 

a new means of appro priaring pace, "ery mu h 

in pired by a Gestalt ps}' ho logy of fo rm, ",hid, pro­

mored continuous, fl uid movement ,1I1d ~ore 0 rh 

body to adapr to instability: '\'i'hi le rhe enclosed :1110 

rhe crypric lie ar rhe o rigins ofth i ' ne\\ ra of-lr hi 

le run: . .. we must also recogni7': wirh in rh n ' C 

or disequilibrium, of vertigo, rhe Se 'ono ,lr ' h rype 
of th is an or space." 

Par ' 11[ and Vi rilill ', e"p rim 'l1[al ,lI\O p ro\o<''':.l-

Lell : Paul V,nllQ's Ideoglam of Ihe funchon 01 the ObOque, 
from Architecture PntlCtpO magazIne, , Apnl 1966, 

ri"e research , which was nor withour its obscure 

poinrs, found concrete form in the church of aime­

Bernaderre du Banlay ar •• e'\' ers 6964-6 . 

As Paul Virilio bim.sdf acknowled"aes. the church 

is more an 'engineered suucrure' than a 'work of 

an'. Inward-looking, \\;th rough concrete walls and 

rounded-oJf corners, it was inspired by the German 

bunkers of the Arlanric Wall, which were a source of 

fuscinarion for \'irilio" Irs massiyc canriJe..-ers ind uce 

a nse of disequilibrium which is oc.aggerated by the 

rilting of irs floors - a tangible sign of ' the funccion 

of the oblique': · ... w wanted abm' all ro create an 

-ordinary placc~ wh r xp rimentarion repla es 

cont mplarion, wh th acchirecrure is 'perienced 

rhrough mO\ m nr and rh qualiry of thar mo\'e-
m nr," 

Th purpo of rh obliqu was ro en ourag 3-

con t3.nr J.Wlr n -- of gra\'ity, bringing rh bad)' 

inro J rl til r l3.tionship wirh rh building. Th 

qU31iti of th ,udtit ' mre w ro be per- i,'ed in 

.1 n iti\' ,s n ual mann r, .b peopl b - m Fr 

ro moy b yond -on\' nrional parial situarion ' . 

bliqu plan , w r used in a prororyp for a lux­

un ,lp.lerm 'nr, ro r ar io -aI ~urF.t for r po of 

,I nonchalanr, 'ophlri at d n3.tur - om thing 

" hi ' h, in 196," \\'3. " f\ mu -h in k ping with rh 

moodofrh rim, Burth lpproa -hwa, 0 \'>loped 

fUllh 'r wirh rh id a oi 'inrerla -ing rh obliqu '. 5 
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Above: FOrUlCallOO on the Atlanbc Wall, from 
Paul \1\00'5 Bunker ArcMoIogIfJ, 1991. 

R'9hl Church of Sa,nte-Bemadette du Banlay, 
Nevers Oaude Parenl and Paul Vinlio, 196<Hl. 

This engendered, most sign ificanriy, the shopp ing 

centre in Sens (1970), in which the shops o pen on to 

ramps almost 120 metres long, and rhc French Pav­

ilion for the 1970 Venice Biennalc, an 'obliquc spacc' 

c rea red by C laude Parcnt in co llaboration with a 

number of artists. By this time Parenr was no longer 

working with Virilio: rhe month of May 1968 had 

cxposed po liri a l differences which spe lled the end 

of the AI' hitec ture Principe group. Virilio actively 

participated in the 'events' ; Parent reproached him 

for this. 

The co llaboration lasted, in effect , five yea rs. 

How far did its influcnce extend? Let us nore, first, 

that Bruno Zev i fo ll owed the group's activiti es 

throughout its ex istence, and in 1973 devoted a spe­

cia l issue of L 'Architettltrtl to Claude Parenr. ' I t also 

found favo ur in Spain, and several major features on 

its work were published in th e M adr id magazine 

Nuevll Formll, edited by Dan ie l Fu ll ao ndo.'o In 

France the inAuence of th e g roup may be traced 

through its members' subsequent ca reers. 

While Paul Viri lio , since 1968, has focused ex­

clusively on theory and teaching, laude Parent has 

pursued the practice of architecture, and has pro­

duced n umerous buildings tha t go beyond the 

exploita tio n of the pr incip les of the oblique. His 

archi tectu re is typ ica lly wilful and assertive, and at 

times vio lent and provocative. The forms arc dense, 

often sculpturally full, stretching the enclosing vol­

umes to the point where an indivisible conrinui ty of 

elements is achieved. Parent is a virtuoso in the use 

not only of metal, as in his 's trucrurally brutalist'" 

student housing in Paris (Maison de l' lran, 1961-9, 

with Mohsen Foroughi , H eydar Ghiai and Andrc 

Bloc), but also of reinforced co ncre tc, which he ShoPpin9 centre, Sens. Claude Parent, 1970. 

shapes into massive walls and surfaces that enhan e 

the bui lding's unity and rhe closure of its form. 

At a time when rhere is much talk of flexibility, 

openness and mobility, laude Parenr appears to 

be swimming against the tide in propo ing fixed, 

monumental , almost immutable stru tures whi h 7 
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RIght: Bellaguet apartment, Neuilly. Claude Parent, 1970. 

Below: The French PaVIlion at the 1970 Venice Biennale. 
Claude Parent. architecVcurator, with Andree Belaguet, 
paJnter, Gerard Mannoni, sculptor; Jean·Pierre Cousin 
and Gi Ies Ehrmann, photographers. 

resolu tely maintain a d istance from their surro und­

ings. Such aloofness is ill su ited [0 the realities of 

large-scale urban development. Indeed, Parenr has 

never bu il t a m ajo r ho using project, and he has 

offered linle mo re than u[Opian visions of the ciry 

of the future: 'T he o nly worthwhi le method is .. . to 

incite res idem s [0 "abandon " existing vi ll ages by 

offering them nodes of urban faci lities set at distam 

intervals fro m each o ther. '" 

Yet it is unden iable that he has inAuenced cer­

ta in architec ts, amo ng them J ean ouvei , who 

worked fo r a long t ime in his office during the late 

1960s. In 1973 No uvel designed a build ing accord­

ing [0 ' the fun ctio n of the obliq ue': the Delbigot 

house at Villeneuve-sur-Lot (with Francrois Seigneur 

and Roland Baltera). More sign ificanrly, however, 

he has adopted Parenr's id ea of the a rchitectural 

form as a closed enri ry - a d isturbing and singular 

objec t foldin g back o n itself. T his conception is 

refl ected in projects such as his competition enrry 

for the Tokyo National T hea tre (1986)." As with the 

church ofSainte- Bernaden e d u Banlay, the exterio r 

of Nouve/ 's th ea tre revea ls li t rl e about what i 

unfo lding inside; th e massive bu ild ing en velope 

seems to contain, almost to constrain , spaces that are 

on the point of erup tion. 

Parent and Virilio's church and ouvel 's theatre 

are being ex hibited together in the Fren h Pavilion 

at the 1996 Venice Biennale of Architecture, whi h 

takes as its theme ' the fractured monolith ' , :Ind 

explo res the impact of the architecture- culpture 
movemenr in Fra nce. 

Notes 

I The p:t in rer l\ tichd C:uf;,dc .llld sculptor ~1oric I ipsi w re 
also members of the Archin.·cnarc Principe group. hut only 
Claudc P;lrc lH .Hld P.wl Virilio put their ~ign .1tll r s to rhe 
anicles in the ll1ag.u illc which ,onMlcurcd ih 'p rm.l ll nr 
manifc:.w', 

2 P.wl Virilio, 'Lt fonelion oblique', in An·biu(turt 1~lldpt'. I. 
Feh,,," ,,), 1966. 

j Ihid. 

4 Paul Virilio, 'Instabilisation', in ArchittClur. Princip', 3, April 

1966. 
5 Paul Vi rilio, 'Nevers chan tier', in Archiuctuu PTincip~, 4. 

May-June 1966. Vi rilio wrote that the church was 'un 
ouvrage d'an' rather than ' un ceuvre d'art': the French has a 
ring which is lost in translation. 

6 Virilio has devoted tWO books and an exhibition to [he 
subject of German bunkers. See, in panicular, Bunk" 
Archtologit (Demi-Cercle, 1991). English edition: Bunk" 
Arch'ology (Princeton Architectural Press, 1994). 

-; Paul Virilio, 'Never> chantier . 
8 The interlacing of the oblique' - Enmiaa d, l'obliqu, - was 

also the tide of a book which coupled Parent's most impor· 
tam projecrs with his futuristic drawings (Editions du Moru­
teur, 1981). 

9 L'Archildtura, 208, February 1973, 'Claude Parem', with an 
article by lond Schein: 'Claude Parem ou la necessi,,! d'erre 
architecte'. 

10 See Nun'" Forma, 2j, February 1968; 26, March 1968; 28, 
Ma), 1968. The projecrs featured in these issues were repub­
lished in July 1968 in a single volume: 'C1aude Parent, Paul 
Virilio, 19JJ-1968'. Nun'" Fomw devoted further articles to 

Andrc' Bloc and C1aude Parem: 50, March 19-0; and to 

C1aude ParOJlt alone, -8-- 9. July-August '972. 
11 The term is borrowed from "'un'" Forma, 28, May 1968, 

which described the work as 'brulalismo mTUClUral: 
12 In Arr:hiltrTUTt dAuJuurd'hul, 138, June-July 1968. t 
13 For more on the Charb-ille project, see 'Charleville erude', in 

ArchirmllTt Principt, 9. dated December 1966, but not pub­
lished till Decemher 19-. For the ToI..')'o Karional Theatre 
project, Jean :--:ouvd et Associc!s, Philippe rarck, Nou/!t!tnJ 

rJ,ijrrt fWDO,"'/ tk Tukyo (Champ Vallonl eyssel,1987). 

9 



Architecture Principe 
~-----

Paul Virilio 

I formed rhe Architecture Principe group in 1963, 

along with the archi tect C laude Parent, the painter 

Michel Carrade and the scu lp tor Morice Lipsi. 

Such mulridisciplinary groups were in vogue at the 

beginning of the 1960s, and C laude Parent himself 

collaborated in several, including the Espace group 
founded by Andrc Bloc. 

Myown research ar the time was devoted to rhe 

architecture of Second World War bunkers. Since 

1958 I had been studying not only the blockhouses 

of the Atlantic Wall and the Siegfried and Maginot 

lines, bur also the military spaces of what was known 

as 'Fortress Europe', with its rocket-launching sites, 

air-defence systems, autobahns and radar starion .' 

This was an archaeological study, and a personal one, 

motivated by the desire to uncover the geostrategic 

and geopolitical foundations of the total war I had 

lived through as a young boy in ante, not f:1r from 

rhe submarine base of Saint- azaire. ' For me, the 

archirectu re of war made palpable the power of tech­
nology - and the now infinite power of destruction. 

In my efforts to under rand the spaces of con­
fli ct, I drew on Gestalt theory - the p ychology of 

form and the phenomenology of perceprion. This 
approach revealed the extreme importan e of the 

LOGI STIC (a nd fluxes) of circulation during the 

Claude Parent (left) and Paul Virilio (right) in the t 960s. 

Blitzkrieg, and enabled me to realize [he effecr of rhe 

BALLISTIC of dirrerent projectiles on the con­

figuration of contemporary military archirecture. ' 

AJready during thar rime, I was exploring in a 

number of experimental designs the possibiliry of a 

TOPOLOGICAL or at least non-orthogonal archi­

tecrure. I was also working as a painter. I had made 

some stained-glass windows for churches, helping to 

execute Marisse's designs for Saint-Paul de Vence 

and those of Bra que for Varengeville. It was through 

these connections in the domain of sacred art [hat I 

obra ined the commi sion for the church of Sainte­

Bernaderre du Banlay in Nevers, which was built 

berween '964 and '966 by Cbude Parent and my elf. 
The evers church was followed by projecrs for 

rhe cultural centre in Charleville and rhe Mariorri 

hou e in aint-Germain-en-L1ye, which unforru­

nately were never built. The Thorn on-Houston 

Aero pace entre in Velizy-Vilbcoublay, however, 

was ucces fully completed at the very end of our 

collaboration, in '968/9, dunks to the good work­
ing relationship that J had with the engineer, Rami­
Meziane. 

In addition to these projects, it i important to 
mention the full- cale experimental model of an de­
vated oblique structure, 'Th> Pcndubr De tabilizer 

no. t', that we set up at the Univer-ity of 'anterre. 
It wa our intention ro livc for sc,'eral week.. within 
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Oblique CIrculatiOn 

Habotable staSis 
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this structure, in an arrempt to test the equ ilibrium 

and habitabili ty of inclined slo pes and to determ ine 

th e bes t choi ce of angles fo r the di fferent li ving 

spaces. But the 'events' of May 1968 - which began, 

as everyone knows, on the cam pus of Nan terre -

effecti vely pm a stOP to our psycho-physiological 

experiment. 
However, the most important work of the gtoUp 

is to be fo und elsewhere, in the deve lopment of 

the theo ry known as T H E FUNCT ION OF THE 

O BLI QUE ... To elaborate the theory, it was ab­

solmely essential to have a publication, a 'manifesto' 

_ hence Architecture Principe, nine issues i n total, 

edited jointly by me and laude Parent, from 1966 

on. T har was thirty yea rs ago.' 
'The function of the oblique' had its origins in 

the concepts of disequilibr ium and motive instab il­

ity. T he idea of using the earth 's gravity as a motor 

for movement inspired a very Galilean uri lization of 

the IN LI NED PLA E - a build ing form in which 

the horizontal was used onl y as a means of estab­

lishing a ' th reshold' bet:\veen two slopes. 

After the HORI ZONTAL order of the ru ral habi-

tat in the agricultural era, and the VERTI AL order 

of the urban habitat in the industrial era, the next 

logical (or, rather, topological) step wa for US the 

OBLIQUE order of the post- industrial era. 

~ 
To achi eve rlllS, l[ was necessary to discard 

the not ion of the vertIcal enclosure, whose wa lls 

are made inaccessible by grav ity, and to define hab-
+- ... - """""Pi itable space bv means of' whollv acceSSIble mclmed 

"''''''~L tt lt. lrltr ./ 'J J 

': ... _ '" planes, thereby increas ll1g the usable surface areas . 

. / T his was, 111 e sence, the principle of HABITABLE 
CIRCULATION . 

In conrrast ro partitions or vertical wal ls, which 

provoke an opposition between In front and behmd, 
a co mbi na tion of oblique and ho ri zo n ta l pl anes 

would resulr only in above and below; surface and 

soffi t. T hus the art ificial ground of the dwelling 

would become a LIVING GROUN D enclosing all dle 

various articles that are required fo r domes tic life.' 

By setting the structure on an incline, and by 

making every part of the built surface (except for the 

underside) habitable and accessible, the range of truly 
habitable spaces UJould be considerably increased. at the 

scale of both the individua l dwelling and the build­

ing as a whole, since the vertical facade would also 

cease to exist. 

T he objective of our research was to challenge 

outright the anthropometric precepts of the classical em 
- the idea of the body as an essenrially static enriry 

with an essentially sta tic proprioception - in order 

to br ing the human hab itat into a dynamic age of 

the body in movement. [n our work, the traditional 
stability (hab itable stas is) of both the rural horizon­

tal order and the urba n verrical o rde r gave way to 

the M ETASTAB I UTY (habi tab le circu lation) of the 

hu man body in morion, in [Lll1e with the rhythms 

ofl ife. T he space of the body became MOB ILE. The 

li mbs of the individual beca me MOTIVE. And the 

in habitant effectively became LOCOMOTIVE, pro­

pelled by the (relarive) disequ ili brium creared by the 

gravity of planet earth, the habitar of our species. 

Oblique architecmre rhus became a generator of 
activity which used phys iological principles to make 

build ings more habi ra ble. ' I r is not the eye which 

sees', accord ing to the philosopher Maurice Merleau­

Ponty, but 'the body as a receptive totality'. 
The rypo logy of the incl ined plane, by increas­

ing usable surface space, also preserved rhat rare and 
extremely precious commodiry: real space, as distincr 

from rhe space of the atmosphere or rhe liquid ele­

ment of the hydrosphere. 

In the work of rhe group, rhe 'making of the 
architectural OBJECT' was superseded by the 'mak­
ing of the JOURNEY'; the cia sical building finally 

gave way ro rhe bridging strucmre, which, rh rough the 
non-Eucl idean geometry of irs large incl ined arches, 
allowed the Ii.III expan e of the landscape to unfold." 

In this rega rd, I shou ld ind icate rhat rhe illu -
trations in che Architecmre Prillcipe magazine were 
obviously nor of architectu ra l or even urbanisti pro-

jects, but were simply statements of PRINClPLE­

concepts intended to outline the theory of 'habirable 

circu lation' (wirh rheory, in rh is instance, remain­

ing rrue ro its origins in the reek tiJeoria, which 

means borh 'procession' (parade) and 'process'). 

In conclusion, I would like to mention rhar my 

interesr in the oblique exrended beyond the limits 

of my collaborarion wirh Claude Parent. Afrer I 

became co-director {with Anatole Koppl of the Ecole 

SpeciaJe d'Archirecture in Paris in 1972, my teach­

ing concenrrated on the development of rechnical 

research into the organizarion and the precise mor­

phology of oblique volumes. Several srudent theses 

were devored to this theme, bur after a few years the 

overwhelming difficulries of building an oblique 

habitar led us ro abandon this work, which seemed 

to offer no practical benefit to young archirects starr­

ing our in the working world. 

Since being forced to abandon the SPACE of the 

oblique, r have devored myself ro TIME - or more 

preci e1y to the diverse phenomena of accelerarion 

in rhis era of rhe 'global village'. The focus of my 

re carch ha shifted from TOPOLOGY to DROMO­

LOGY, i.e. rhe study and analy i of the impacr of 

the increasing speed of rransport and communica­

rions on rhe development of land.-use. Bur char, as 

they say, i another story. 

ores 
1 See BUllk" Archlolo,~' (Omre de Cr6rion Indusrridle, 197 5; 

s cond revised and expanded edition Demi-C<rcle, 1991). 
This second edirion has been publi.,hed in English as Bunk" 

Arc/"ology (Prin ,on Archi, rural Pr . , 1994). 
e I. '/mlcuriri dll tt'rriroirl' ( rock. 1976; revis('d edirion 

Galile'e, 1992). 
eo Vimst" po/iriqu, (Galil" , 19T). p. 16. Publi,hed in 

English.l\ pud tl/u/ Po/iriN ( <miarex, •. 1986). 
4 ec Archiut'mrt Prwcipt' (L'lmpri01eur. 1996). a new com­

pilarion of rh nin i --u ' of rhe manifesro magazine. 
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A critical modernity 
C/aude Parent 

The Modern l\1ovemcll! has left us with twO lega­

cle which arc or dubious value: 

a proliferation of satellite rowns. new rowns. 

dormitOry suburbs and large-scale housing 

cheme (har do nor fir into rhe frame of 

the traditional city 

a cavalier approach to our builr heritagc. 

The e problem continue!O haunt liS, prompt­

ing u to rethink our id~'a and!O que tion whether 

Ihe archircctural ideals of thc 192.0S and 19305 can 

continue 10 serY as our Inspiration. 

The failure of the Modern MO\'ement can be 

auribmed to its claims to absolute legitimacy , its 

unbending control over borh urban sites and the 

ountry idc, its inability to broach s If-criticism. 

Modernism's policy of beginning from the labllUJ 
rasa - its unrepentant desire for a complete break 

with the past - has led ro the foundering of its emire 

theoretical basi . Equally. it> taste for 'l'stem3til.arion 

has corrupted a way of thinking rim once was gen­
crous and universalis[. 

There is no longer a coherent basis for architec­

tun:. Lines of investigation have di"crged; the 

exchange of ideas has been curtailed. In the absence 

of any global discussion, rhe only recourse is to 

Invent anew - or to recover proposlftom that were 

rejected in the pas[. Within this context, architec­

ture is experiencing a cultural revolution which is 

manifested in: 

the questioning of form as an aesthetic 

absolure; the rejection of its unchallenged, 

unchallengeable universal application 

the introduction into projects of an 

element of contradiction 

[he willingness !O be self-critical 

the exploration of'faults' within the 

continuity of forms 

the appearance in architectural thinking of 

an clement of doubt 

the overcoming of this potenrially destructive 

doubt by a return to coherence. 

This stratcgy of positive questioning is the only 

means of moving towards a new modernity -

a CRITICAL MODERNITY - rim will free US from 

cverything which is obsolete and allow us to con­

sider anew the modern architecrure of (he 1920S and 

1930S. In rhis respect, my work in the 1960s with 

Paul Virilio, both theoretical and practical , gave 

some clear signals for contemporary practice in 
advocating: 

the mobilization of form 

the use of the fracture 

the expression of disequilibrium in 

cantilcvcred masses 

rhe recurrent scn ation of instabiliry 

the use of inclined planes to disrupt the cia sic 

orthogonal system . 

These elemcnts can be seen as precursors of a 

critica l modernity whose aims are: 

to avoid an unquestioning recourse to rhe 

formal vocabulary of the past 

to maintain significantly better relarions with 

the historical built fabric than Modernism has 

achieved to date 

to expand rhe frontiers of memory. 

Above: The fracturing of the plan and form of Sa,nte·Bernadelle 
du Banlay, from Claude Parent's sketchbooks. 

~. 
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Church of Sainte-Bernadette du Ban/ay 

The church of Sainte-Bernadette was 

our first venture into the function of the 
oblique. Curiously, its construction pre­

ceded the development of our experi­

mental theories in Architecture Principe 

magazine. 

The church has a menacing appearance: 

its opaque concrete carapace is defen­
sive, even deliberately 'repulsive' in its 

relation to the surroundings, but at the 

same time it forms a protective enclo­
sure for the interior, which has been con­

ceived as a grotto, in homage to the life 
of the church's patron saint. 

The sense of rupture from the surround­

ing context is reinforced by the use of 
a military vocabulary of architecture in­
spired by German bunkers. Our deCision 

to apply this language to the form of the 
church came at a late stage of the pro­
ject's development, long after we had 
defined the fractured hexagonal plan, the 
double inverse slope of the nave, the 
light slots in the walls, and the side and 
central entrances. 

The formal references to bunkers should 

therefore be seen as a secondary ele­

ment. In annexing a military vocabulary 

and stripping it of its lethal functions we 

were making a conscious effort to play 

up the drama of the exterior while play­

ing down the connotations of war. 

But perhaps this explanation is some­

what over-intellectualized: the result of 

our approach was a building with a force­

ful presence eliciting the dual sense of 

fear and wonder that is often deemed a 
fitting attribute of religious spaces. 

The appearance of the church has pro­

voked strong reactions, but in analysis 

it has more to do with a sculptural co­
quettishness than with a considered 
application of the principle of the oblique. 

The two ideas are unconnected: the 

oblique structure is quite independent of 
the formal vocabulary of the bunker. They 

simply coincided in this single instance 
because Virillo and I each came to the 

project with a set of design ideas that we 
wanted to develop to the full. 

The church is important in the history 

of the oblique because it expresses .n 

sculptural form three key elements: the 

function of the oblique; our anger with 

the architecture and society of the t.me; 

and the liturgical openness desired by 

the parish priest, Monseigneur Bourgoin. 

That is no mean achievement for a pro­

ject with a budget of 130 million old francs 

on a pocket-sized site. CP 

Above an pp. 17-18: Model of the 
proposed parochial centre 01 Saints­
Bernadette du Banlay, ShCl'h.ng bolh 
the church and the (unbUllt) presbytery 
Claude Parent and Paul Vinho, I 964-{;. 19 
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Churcil of Samte-Bemadette du Banla\ 

The plan of the church is based upon 

the interpenetration of two shells, one 

containing the alta., the other the con­

fessionals. The shells overlap obliquely. 

creating an ascending central aisle at 

their juncture. The cantilevered fOl111s are 

supported b\ plinths: to the east. below 

the altar. there is a block containing the 

meeting and instruction rooms: to the 

west, below the confessionals, are the 

baptistery and day chapel. 

Secondary entrances are located beneath 

the overhang at the juncture of the two 

shells. To the north a double stairway 

leads down to the meeting and instruc­

tion rooms, while to the south a single 

sta.r leads to the sacristy and baptistery. 

In the centre, the principal access stair 

nses up into the middle of the nave, along 

the east-west axis leading to the altar 

Narrow slots are cut into the floor of the 

main space and some of the walls to 

provide a form of backlighting, illuminat­

ing the vaults above. Complementary 

lighting IS obtained through continuous 

vertical fissures between the two de· 

tached and overlapping lateral volumes 

which enclose the nave. A transverse 

lantern skylight articulates the inversely 

pitched roofs, emphasizing the ruptured 

effect. The reinforced concrete is left bare 
inside and out 











Projects 

Charleville cultural centre 

The Charleville cultural centre is an ob­

liquely sliced concrete shell enclosing 

more than 10,000 square metres of 

usable surface space. The facilities are 

arranged over several levels that are 

tied together by a system of ramps and 

stairs. The roof of the main enclosure - a 

continuous sloping ramp - slides into 

the base of the oblique upper terraces, 

and serves as a stage for open-air spec­

tacles and informal gatherings. An urban 

square extends down the slope from the 

terraces, forming a backdrop for larger 

events. 

Below the outdoor terraces, a sheltered 

upper deck overlooks the restaurant 

level, which is itself suspended within 

the internal volume. A series of steep 

stairs link the restaurant to the exhibition 

spaces below, and open onto two levels 

of performance space that can be tied 

together or isolated as required. The 

reinforced concrete casing, the outer 

edge of the restaurant and the upper 

bridge are all punctured with inlets and 

fissures which provide natural light or 

points of access. Openings cui into the 

base of the structure allow barges on the 

River Meuse to sail right up to quays 

which are connected with the building 

by a pair of spiral ramps. The creation of 

such an uninterrupted flow between 

exterior and interior IS a key advantage 

of the prinCiple of inclined planes. CP 

Above: Site plan and sIo.etch showing thd 
relallon Of the cultural centre to the m.er 
Meuse and the form of the urban sq re 
Claude Parent and Paul Viriho, 1960. 
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F""fI above SilCllon B-B, SilCt,on C-C, groundtloor ptan (quay levOI) 

Charlevif/e cultural centre 

The overall form of the Charleville project 

is in no way 'figurative', It Is not nautical, 

despite its setting, nor aerodynamic, 

despite its profile, Rather, it is carved out 

of the capacity of the interior, 

Until now, capacity has played a minor 

role in determining architectural form 

except, of course, on the general level of 1 
scale. The importance assigned to the 

protective role of the external envelope 

has totally overshadowed the CAPACllY 

EFFECT. The resulting emphasis on the 

purely technical aspects of architecture 

(load-bearing, support) means that in 

essence buildings are merely the 'scaf­

folding' of their contents. Technical con­

cerns have been raised to the level 

of poetics - a tendency that has been 

encouraged by engineers and extended 

by the development of the steel struc­
ture. Thus the framework and the mate-

rials attached to It - whether stone, wood I 
or metal - have been unduly empha­

sized, The use of poured materials, con­

crete or plastic, will completely alter this 

situation, transferring to the exterior a 

positive imprint of the volume inside. By 

doing this, and by making all surfaces 

continuously usable, the long-standing 

OPPosition between interior and exterior 
will be largely neutralized .. 

The general form of the building has been 

developed concurrently with a stratifica 

tion of the levels of use. Abandoning the 

Convention of the facade as a barrier, we 

have inverted the floors, and occasion­

ally even rolled them back on them­

selves, in order both to reline the spaces 

and to exploit their full height. Out of this 

strategy there has emerged a wing .IIke 

section of leading and trailing edges, pv 



Projects 
Oblique houses 

/ 

I~ 
I] 

Drusch house, Versailles 

The morphology of the function of 'he 

obhque can be traced bac~ to the 

DrusCh house. The main element of the 

house.a cube turned on ts edge, con­

tains a living space on three evei!'; Tre 

cube seems to be toppling .)H ItS base 

giving a palpable sensation 0' fTlOve. 

ment, although It IS In fact secured by a 
concrete footing. .;p 
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Oblique houses 

Mariotti house, Saint-Germain 

We undertook this study for a house on 
a site in Saint-Germain at the request of 

the owner of a small building firm, a man 

named Mariotti. The project got as far as 
the building permit stage. 

The house straddles the small, sloping 

site like a bridge. It is possible to walk 

across the entire expanse of its inclined 
facades, as well as along its terrace and 

its third point of contact with the ground 
(the access ramp to the rear). Mariotti 

was the first house to be designed on 
the oblique. GP 

The micro-ghetto of the traditional habi­
tat is transformed into a freely accessible 
interior landscape by the mobilizing func­
tion of the oblique, which removes all 
impediments to movement - the fixed 
partitions and the random clutter of furn­
iture. The underside of the oblique forms 
an Isolating screen which fully serves 
the needs of privacy, allowing the whole 
of the upper surface - the living part _ 

to be devoted to the activities of the 
inhabitants. The sense of dynamics is 

heightened by the diversity of the forms, 
materials and colours of the household 
equipment, which is always practicable, 
and incorporated into the built structure. 
The wing-like floor plane integrates dif­
ferent supply and eqUipment Circuits at 
each stage of its elevation. 

The Maflottl house expresses the prin­
ciple of habitable circulation PV 

bove· Mariotti house, Saint-Germaln. Claude Parent and Paul Vlrllio, 1966. From a ce . 
Front elevation, roof view, rear elevation. Opposite: Access ramp to the terra . 39 







Oblique houses 

Wooghouses 

Monsieur Woog, a young, capricious and 

indecisive Swiss millionaire, the king of 

the electric toothbrush, came up with 

the idea of building for himself the house 

of the century. He devised a programme 

for a magnificent site on the shores of 

Lake Geneva, and consulted a minimum 

of ten architects. Woog didn't see any 

pOint in limiting himself. He invented the 

age of consultation: since then the State 

has quite happily carried on with the 
process. 

The submitted projects were all quite 

beautiful. lonel Schein devised a trans­

parent glass cage that displayed the 

organic guts of the interior. Jacquemain 

proposed a splendid tower that curved 

outwards at its summit. Another archi­
tect, from Los Angeles, created an 

underground structure with observation 

bubbles peeking out of the hillside". 

For my part, I produced three studies 
exploring the spatial Possibilities of the 

Oblique, which perfectly suited the theme 

of the house. Woog wanted to have a 

Left: Woog no. 2. Claude Parent, 1966-8. 

Woogno.l 

single sweeping vista of the whole of 
Lake Geneva (a familiar possessive im­

pulse), but at the same time to remain 

down to earth (in the bucolic sense). His 
brief stipulated that the house had to rise 

upward in a series of terraces from 

ground level up to a height of fifteen 

metres. This apparently impossible re­
quirement was an inspiration to me as 

well as the other architects. GP 

Woog no. 1 
Traditional 

A central (spiral) ziggurat containing the 
owner's art collection and liVIng spaces 
rises to the full maximum h6lght of "near> 
metres. Around thiS PIVlOt I obtlqu are 
arranged two honzontal planes of liVIng 
space. The architecture e presses res­
pect, tradition, calm" 



Woog no. 2 
Mobile 

One part of the house, made up of two 

ramps, detaches itself from the base of 

the construction and ascends a track 
along a huge sloping ramp of concrete. 

When fixed at the top, it provides 100 

square metres of suspended, isolated 

space. 

A slow, almost imperceptible movement 

animates this enormous block of con­

crete. A crazy arrangement. The poetry 

of defiance. 

Woog no. 3 
Double ascension 

ThiS is my favourite of the three schemes 
- a helmet, or mask, wilh black holes 
gaping on to the countryside. 

Two sets of ramps, placed at right angles 
to each other, converge at the core of 

the house. In one Wing are the bedrooms, 

set on gentle eight degree slopes be­

tween two gallenes. In the olher wing IS 
the living room, on a steeper twenty 
degree slope. At the Junction 01 the two 

wings there is a marvellous space, nch 

and complex. 

Of course, the dream had la come to an 

end. MonSieur Woog, atter an thiS IUS:>. 

wisely settled beck Into hiS old place. 



InteNiew with Claude Parent 
-'renee Sea/bert and Mohsen Mostafavi 

We would like to learn more about your collaboration 
with Patll Virilio. How did it come about? 

We had a mutual friend, the painter Michel Carrade, 

who was always saying that we should meer, bur 

somehow we never gOt aro und [0 it - until 1963, 

when Virilio came [0 buy an apartment in Paris. He 

had found onc, and even signed a contracr on ir, 

when he saw a building going up on rhe nearby 

avenue du Maine and decided, in an ins[am: . That's 
where I'm going [0 live.' This was strange, because 

at rhat stage rhe building consi ted of rwo s[Oreys of 

concrere, nothing more. Ir was my firsr big project. 

Up to then I'd done only individual homes, exhibi­

rions, lirde things like rhar. Virilio found OU[ from 

Michel that [ was the architect, and he asked to meet 

me. Our collaboration was set in motion by a shared 
passion for archirecture. 

Yet Virilio did not ha/Je any architectural trainillg. 

When [ first knew Virilio, he was a paiJ1[er of stained 

glass. H e knew an extraordinary amount aboU[ his 

craft, bur he also had a real insrinct for archirccrure 

- an insrinct n:flceted in his impulsive decision ro 
buy rhat apanmcll[. 

Left: The architect's Sister, Nlcole Parent, demonstral1ng 
movement on an oblique plane. 

Our decision to work together was s(.-aled when 

I [Ook Virilio to see [Wo other projecrs then under 

consrrucrion: rhe Drusch house in Versailles, and 

rhe Bordeaux-Ie-Pecq house in Bois-Ie-Roi. The 

Drusch house had a particularly dynamic form - a 

cube rurned on irs edge. to creare a \'isual disequi­
librium. I hadn'r conceived of ir in intellecrual or 

philosophical rerms. I simply wanted ro make a 

house rhar appeared to be on rhe point of roppling 

over. The orher house. wirh irs curved forms, also 

had a sense of movement, and in ir Virilio sensed rhe 

idea of 'emergence'. There is a French word, 'sur­

recrion ', which de cribes rh is exacrIy: the archirec­

rure seems no longer to be rooted in rhe ground, bU[ 

rarher to be erupting our of ir - almo r as if rhe 

ground irself was lifting up to make rhe form. 
The e rwo buildings represenred rhe culmina­

rion of an interesr in the dynamics of form rhar had 

developed during my ren-year collaborarion wirh 
Andre Bloc. I r was Bloc who insrigared my rnle edu­

carion as an archirect. ~ hen we mer, I was a young 

malconrent at rhe Ecolc des B . ux-Arrs; he "as the 

editor of Architecture d'Alljollrd'lJlli, with COJ1[acrs 

all over the world. Bloc introduced me ro rhe 

painter Jnd sculptors in rhe Groupe Espace. 1 mer 

Del t-.larle, Uger, DelaunJ)'. BaerrIing, Harrung, 

1'01 Bury and many orhers who w re invol\ed in 

co-piasricism and G 'omerric Ab,rra rion. Th· . 



Bordeaux-!e-Pecq house, Bois-le-Roi. Claude Parent, 1963. 
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had an enormous influen ce on my work, as they 

opened my eyes to the idea of a dynamic geometry. 

At the same t im e, Virilio had discovered an­

other version of the architecture of disequilibrium 

through his study of the bunkers and fortifications 
of the Ariantic Wall. 

Thus our collaboration fused two independent 

approaches to the same theme. 

Once YOII 'd established this common theoretical grollnd, 
how did YOII proceed to work together in practice? 

To begin with, Virilio was a discussion partner. He 

used to accompany me when I was invited to rake 

part in a debate: we'd give a joint response to ques­

tions. After a while, he began coming to the office 

for a few hours each day. 

As a pupif? 

10 , as an eq ual, though he was almo t ten years 

younger than me. He brought a couple of jobs into 

the office: the church of Sainte-Bernaderre and the 

Thomson-Houston Aerospace Centre. We worked 

on these projects together. I was responsible for 

drawing up the initial designs and plans (he lacked 

the technical know-how), bur then we'd have fre­

quent meetings to di cuss how the project should 

evolve, what revision should be made, and so on. 
That's how we did it. 

o W01l1d YOII say rhflr YOII were propelled into fI mllr­
riage of c()nvenience by rhe commissions rh(/{ Virilio 
brought into the office? He waSfl't rill Ilrchitect. He 
needed YOII to complete the projects. 

Virilio had an admirable, and legitimate, ambition 

to makc architecture, and he contributed to rhe pro­

JCCts in a very real way. It was Virilio who said thar 

We should put a slope on rhe Hoor planes of the 

church. When he made thi ugge 'Cion, I realiled to 

my dismay that I had succeeded in disrupting the 

internal spaces and strucrure of the Drusch house, 

but not the primary plane of reference - the Roor. 
The challenge of working together on a real, con­

crete project inspired a fundamental breakthrough 

- the first application of the function of the oblique. 

It seems that the chllrch ofSaime-&madette allowed 
YOII to synthesize the experimce that YOII 'd gained at the 
Drusch hOllse with the vertiginolls qualities Of the tilt­
ed war bunkers that Virilio had studied 

The military vocabulary of the bunker dominated 

our early projects - the church, as well as (he cul­

rural centre in Charleville. Virilio saw (he bunker as 

the apotheosis of twentieth-century architecture. He 

was the bunker specialist; he had phorographed 

thousands of them, up and down the Atlantic \);ralL 

And hi enthu iasm was infectious. I began to real­

ize thar this was a splendid form of architecrure. I 

liked the continuity of (he forms. the sheer size of 

(he concrete shells, (he way (hey re ponded ro rhe 

landscape. ome bunkers also have a sense of move­

ment. If you look at (hem for long enough, rhey 

eem to be advancing towards you - like ranks. 

Together, we decided to use (he military vocabulary 

of the bunker to initiate a formal dialectic. 

\l?hnf exactly UJ~re YOllr 11ttitlldt'S towards tbe military' 

and the wllr? 

I was anti-milirarisr, though (har W;1.) mor part of 
my na[llre than .1 consiJered iJeologi 31 posirion. 

Virilio was al 0 anti-milirarir, bur he did have a r­

tain respeCt for rhe power of a oliective organiza­

tion to achieve e. rraordil1.lrv. almo,t magical r -ults 

that are beyond rhe power of an individual. Th· D­

Day landings \\"en~ tor him .1 rem_ubble vent. not 
only because rh y brought lib r_ltion. bur b cau - . 

they onsolidateJ the "hole of th inJusrri.11 might 
ofrhe Unit -d -r_Itc ' in pursuir of.1 common go.u. 



He admired that. in the amc way that he admired 

the super-organized Panzer divisions and aurobahn 

y rcm of me Germans. 

Ma,~} u'Ollid rhittk it inapproprime to apply a milita/)' 
twabulal') to the rksign of a cburcb. 

For mc. designing a church is no differenr from 

d igning a ingle-fiunily hou e, a cinema, or a super­

market: in each case. you have to find the best pa­

tial olution to a problem po ed in term of human 

activity. I'm nor a practi ing Chri tian, 0 I didn't 

get involved in the metaphysical issues of the church. 

Bill im f Virilio reli?;lous? 

Very much so. \'(ie gOt the commis ion for Sainre­

Bemaderre through his connection with the church. 

He had worked on a number of religiou art pro­

jeers. and became acquainted with Le Corbusier dur­
ing the con truction of Ronchamp. 

Onr couid make a comparison brtwun the inclined 
planes ofSailltr-&marktte and those of Le Corbusier's 
c1J11rch in Firminy, which was designed around the 
same time. 

It' true that the French architectural press labelled 

us ~ 'POSt-Corbusians', but that IS not how we saw 

ourf>Clves. I think FirmlllY was a fine , mature work, 

perhaps <:=Orb's best building, but it did not express 
the function of the ohlique. Corb created the effect 

of a ca~[ilevered ~ass , whIch is not rhe same thing 
as phYSically cantllevering the Roor plane. 

On: elemenr of rhe evers church is very 
Corhuslan - rhe tiny holes punched through the 
\\alls to bring in light. Bur I rcall} don 't likt those 
holes. The)' weren' t my idea, and I never show them 
III phorographs. 

You applied tht idta of tlu oblrqut not jUri 10 rlu 

church, bllt to h01lse designs as well. How practical do 
Y01l think the idea was on a domestic level? 

Charles de Gaulle once said that the French were 

like catrlc, meaning that we' re content to remain 

neutral towards our surroundings because we want 

nothing more than a tranquil home-life. All apart-

I menrs here tend to look alike. The poor don 't have 

Imuch choice in the matter: they are given a mini­

r,um space, with a standard layout. But, for the rich, 

it's a consciou decision, and mey al l choo e the same 

Jset-lIp, even the same curtains . Our use of the 

!oblique was inrended as an assaul t on this general 

coziness, this ovelWhelming neutrality. 

I YOII 've also referred to the oblique as part of {/ 'third 
order of 1Irbanism '. How might the notio11 of the 
oblique transform the ciry? 

In our conception of urbanism, the oblique made it 

possible co achieve a Ru idity of movemenr, ensuring 

that the building was no longer a barrier to commu­

nication. The surface of the oblique stfuc[Ure was 

continuously accessible, belonging no co a-n indi­

vidual QUt co the communIty as a-who_e_. __ 

There's a distinctly ufopian flavour to many of YOllr 
IIrban projects. 

I became inrerested in archirec[Ural utopias around 

1954, when 1 mer the sculpror Nicolas Schoffe~ a~d 
learned abour his 'spario-dynamic archirec[Ure . Im 
aware now thar this work was directly inspired hy 

Moholy-Nagy and lhe Russian Constrllctivisrs, bur 

at the time nobody in France knew anyrhing abour 

rhose people. In terms of architec[Urc, the counrf}' 

was a closed system. 
I gOt to know other utopists later on, in 1;65. 

when I organized an exhibition at rhe Salines d Arc 

et enans which included Paolo Soleri and all the 

Japanese Metahoiists, amongst others. The Waves prOject _ a series of obflque urban .tructures untold ng ~o lhe oncomng!Jde C 



To rnt'. 011/ approach toward, tl1t IItOPU111 projfrfS 
J(I'mS rath" If/(Yill.'iSlfflt rOil Il'eT'(' mort' or Irss p"rt of 
a mOLYmmt 111 ar .. hllr,"(lIr,·-.<t'IIlptllrf which pro't'Jud 
ItJrailw Ill' s(alld.m(izatloll ''''pos(d bJ illdllstry,. Bill, 
("1JI'n'SrI) , 10111' ,'i(1(5 II'frl' 'Yinuil,t'd 011 (/ hugt' Jcale, 
and u, 1~l'd 10 rt'qui/'( a I flSI ,lmOlml of induSII)' to 
nJ;11l111 t"(I1I. Ira,' tb, projt'Cfs ma, (.\'mrsions ill to 
'Clntc"-limon, or dId th,) bm'f fl more ,eriollS illtmt? 

Until amund 1';162, I ~" them a a mC-dn of making 

a (;Itemem about the "ay urbanism wa~ bemg pmc­

med. 1 wa searching !,)f an altcrnative to the relent­

k advance of the amorphous urban agglomeration. 

1 \\3 aying, 'If it ha, to be big, it should at lea t 

look good: But at that tage, 1 didn't take it much 

further than dcfining a modern form for these cities. 

\\ Ith the imroduction of our notion of the ob­

liqu ,thing became more complicated. I began to 

be concern ... d with making proposals that related 

in ome way to the eXIHlng city. And I began to 

find my elf In disagreement with m)' fellow 

Ul<lPlt . rh final break came wlrh thc debate on 

a project "hich propmed a huge urban expre, way 

ch grand avenue Charles de Gaullc - slicing 

through Paris, blocking pedestrian movement. I 

chouglu that wa <ral)" bur m)' alternam'c proposal 

- an acc ... "ibl , ,loping structure found no sup­

porr among the umpi\ts. So I finished with them, 

and rcfmed to join the CIAI' group (Croupemem 

International d Ar hite ture Prospective) created b)' 
Mi he! lQ,gon. 

{hu(i DIU Imtoriml pomt Ihat /ill hal'm 'I)'tt cOl'tred: 
)0111' (ollaborlltloll with I'irilio Oil tbe magazme 
Archirecture Principe lFhat mOljz'altd )'01/ to brcome 
/,lIbii,hm? 

'«'h n we ;et lip the magazine, we d been workmg 
logether for three years on the chur h at levcrs. 

'«' , had very clear IdC4S about what wc wanted to 

aLhicvc but the architectural pres; wasn't much 

interested in them. So we decided to finance our 

own magazine and send it out free to everyone. It 

created an uproar. Ma),mont, for example, came 

up to me and said, 'You're mad, Parent. You've 

gone toO far this time.' This was rich, com ing ftom 

the man who had propo ed to put Aoating cities in 

the Ba), of Tokyo. 

What was it that upset these people so) 

lr was the oblique, the idea of purring everything 

on inclined plane. We might have been forgiven if 

we had just called the things 'slopes'. As it was, we 

encountered absolute opposition. The magazi ne was 

our counter-attack. I published theoretical projects 

and wrote articles. Virilio did the same, though his 

work had a differem tOne and definite pet themes. 

An)'thing on 'habitable circulation' is bound to be 

b)' him. His writing took a radical theoretical stance, 

whereas I was probabl)' more concerned with con­

crete issues - and more confrontational. 

l'(lhat were the roles of Lipsi and CaTl·adc? ThCJI were 
listed 011 the masthead of the magazine as conslIlta1/ts 
ill the 'plastic arts: 

Their involvement was minimal. Lipsi made a sculp­

ture for Sainte-Bernaderre, and Carrade was supposed 

to do rhe church decorations, though he never 

finished them. They took part in our discussions at 

the beginning, and were s),mpathetic to our ideas, but 

the inclined plane was purely the work ofVirilio and 
m)',c1f. 

}'ou 've described the reaction of your contemporaries to 
the idea of the oblique. What did younger people think? 

As wc got closer to '68, we found that the younger, 

more II1tcllectllal students began to see use as belong­

Ing to the same camp as the Situationists. The first 

time this became apparent, I didn't even know what 

'S ituationist' meant, so I asked Virilio, who lent me 

a magnificent metallic gold volume printed on 

sumptuous paper - unlikely packaging for a virulent 

critique of ociery. I was impre sed, and I suspect 

rhat Virilio, who was a great reader, was at rhe time 

much inAuenced b), the Situationists as well as other 

writers such as J. K. Galbraith. Virilio has always had 

a talent for tuning in to current trends and events 

and interpreting them in his own distinctive way to 

give them a new dimension. That, I believe, is the 

basis of hi approach. 

Virilio insisted that the general resistance to the 

oblique derived from a resistance to anything new. In 

the early days of the autOmobile, people were afraid 

that they would suffocate if the), wem above thirry 

kilometres an hour. Similarly, it was felt that slop­

ing Aoors were inimical to mental stability. Our 

oblique spaces were compared to the prisons of the 

Bolshevik secret police, which had skewed cells and 

ceilings so low that it was impossible to stand. 

To prove that it was possible to inhabit the 

oblique, we designed 'The Pendular Destabilizer' -

an experimemal structure that was raised twelve 

mettes above the ground ro isolate it from the our­

side world. There was no telephone, no post, no 

means of communication - except for a little hole 

in the wall that we could talk to each other through. 

It was a bit like tho e followers of aim Simon 

who used to climb up columns and never come 

down again. 

When did this experiment take place? 

It didn't. We'd set aside a month of the vacation ro 

test the Structure at the University of Nanrerre, but 

then Ma)' '68 came along. 

'68 was not at all as I'd hoped. I had expected 

the movement to go beyond irs blanket rargctting of 

established systems and propo e a new way of think­

ing, a new order. I don't think it's fascist to talk 

about 'o rder' . To my mind, the word implies a 

coherence, a system of thinking embraced by the 

majority of the population. But those involved in 

the 'event' merely tore ever),thing apart without 

proposing an)' realistic alternative. 

Virilio' experience of the time was very differ­

ent. He was close ro the hub of things. He wrOte an 

article for a special issue of L '£v:press magazine, and 

he joined the group occupying the Odeon. When I 

went ro see him, 1 was told that he was now calling 

himsclf' omtade Paul'. Those people all took them­

selves very seriously, forming 'revolutionary com­

mittee ' and 'sub-committee '. 

I have no stomach for that kind of thing. It 

reminded me of the aftermath of the Liberation in 

the south of France, when bands of fifteen-year­

olds gOt hold of guns and went out looking for 

revenge. I don't like that mob mentaliry. It', the 

same rhing in churches: when people come to­

gether in large group, all individual will i lost. 

Did Virilio join any partiClllar group? 

No, though he was very much involved in the move­

ment as a whole. He said it was something he'd been 

dreaming of all his life - 1789 revisited. All the same, 

he was no fool. The day the police srormed the 

Odeon and drove everyone out with their batons, he 

wasn't there. He'd gone home ro take a bath. 

A couple of years larer, around 1970, thete was a 

special issue of Architecture d'Aujollrd'hlli covering 

trends in comemporary architecture. The editor was 

then Marc Emery; Bloc had been dead for a while. 

Virilio and I each contribured an art i Ic - but we 
didn't consulr each other on the content. I wrote 

that the funcrion of the oblique was nor J political 

movement; it had no political agenda. Virilio was 

furious when he read this and he called me up: 'How 

can you say rhat?', he said, 'You know how involved 

I was in '68, how I risked m)' life, etc., et.' IllII 

replied, There are tWO of us in Architccntre Prin ipe, 

twO of u in the oblique. You an question society 55 



MOOei of the exper-nental habitable structure, 'The Pendular Destabihzer no. 2' Claude Parent and Paul Vlriho, 1968. 

and challenge the processes of architecrure, but I 

don 't see that as politics - not in the sense of the pol­

itics of May '68, which were idiotic.' 

After that, wc could no longer work together. I 

was upset that the political climate had so corrupted 
a friend of six years. 

What lessons do JOU think the I960s hold for contem­
porary architectural practice in France? Do JOII think 
the ideas of the time have had an enduring influence? 

The 1960s were a euphoric time for most architects. 

uddenly they had the freedom to construct pretty 

much what they wanted, how they wanted. Yet it 

seems to me that almost everyone wa too busy 

building to Stop and think, particularly about the 

relation of architecture to the city. The widespread 

euphoria stifled the abi lity to respond critically to 

work. The architecrural press described everyrhing 

as wonderful. Paradoxical ly [here were fewer ideas 

bubbling around than in the 1950S, when [here was 

very lirrle mo ney but no shorrage of enthusiasm or 
critical reAecrio n. 

The t960s also did lirtle to improve the relation 

between architecture and the landscape or ocicty. 

Perhaps the only significant 'advance' was in tech­

nology. As the best-known archirects were given e,'er 

more commi ion, [hey had to find ways of dealing 

with their burgeoning workload. They oon de'el­

aped a raste for new technologies, whi h rheyapplied 

to the organization of the site and to the industrial­

ization and rationalization of building components. 

Our best arch itects today are re hnocmts. 

One jill(t/ qllestiOIl. After more ""Ill forty Jetll) oj/mlt·­
tice (IS fill flrchitect, is th/!rt! "olllethillg rhfl{ JOII ,/ itil/ 
like to flchieve? 

My hostiliry to the kind of nl.lSS COJlStru rioll rh.1! 

I've jllS! been describing has meant that I h.I"c 
l11issed out on the opportunity to work on .1 I.trgc-

scale urban project. 1 was excluded from the POSt­

war rebuilding progamme simply because 1 once said 

in a magazine article that I would have no part in a 

social housing movement that was social in name 

only, and ami-social in reality. I've always been ready 

to take up [he challenge, but have never been gi"en 

the opportunity - all because of my big mouth. 

1 would love it if one day some bureaucrat said, 

'Let's give Parent a chance to show what he can do 
wi[h a piece of the city.' 

This illl"""U' took p"'er ill Nruj/~y in D«rmbrr 1P95. 



The definition of a critical architecture 
FTl9deric Migayrou 

la ude I'arenr is o ne of the compell ing figures of 

post-war Frc nch arc hitecture, yet cur ious ly few 

criti cal rexrs have bcen devoted ro him.' \'(,' herher 

there is a ' Parenrian ' aesrhetic remains open ro 

quesrion. The work is characte rized not by any sryle 

or mode of expression , but by a negation of form, 

a relentless rev iewing of merhods and processes, a 

conti nual reinvention of vocab ul ary. It is an archi­

te lure of rupture, in which the construction has ro 

respond to rhe spe ifi ciry of the event. 

Parenr ca me ea rl y ro practice. He and lonel 

Schein were st ill students ar the Eco le des Beaux­

Arts in Paris when they were given the opportuniry 

ro build their winning entry in the 1953 Maison 

Fran~aise competirion. The resulr was rhe os e1in 

house ar Ville d'Avray, whose plan was splir in twO 
by a wall. 

This disrincrive gesrure of incision , or fr:lcrure, 

is to be found in all ofClaude Parcnr's work. In early 

buildings, ir served as a device for disrupring eO­

pbsricist composirional gri Is: in the oultrait house 

(1957) and Mauriange house (1961), parts of rhe Aoor 

plan were rotared 120 degrees From rhe vertica l ro 

creatc an inrcl'l1al redisrriburion of space. In !.trer 

houses, rhe diagonal was inrroduced in order ro 

in rcm,e rhe fi~lcture ' orthe plan and ;!dd complexity 

Bloc house, AntlbeS. Andre Bloc and Claude Parent, 1959. 

The fraclunng wall of the GosseIln house, Ville d'Avray. 
Claude Parent and lonel Schein. 1953. 

ro rhe relation between programme, oncept and 

built space. Parent cast aside the strictures of func­

rionalism and rationalism in favour of a liberating 

sparial principle. 

Parent's questioning of to.ro lernism wa a rc­

sponse ro rhe intellectual climate of rhe po r-war era, 

and ro rhe ideas of rhe anisr and publisher Andr': 

Bloc in particular. In rhe 1930S Bloc had hampioned 

the International tyle in his magazine, Ar,.hiucmu 
d'Atljollrd'hlli, bur following rh ' war he changed 

direcrion, turning first ro painting and then ro 

scu lp ture. In rhe 1950S he set up .I n ' W magazine, 

L /Jrr d 'rllljollrd'lJlli, ro promore rhe ide.1 of.) yn­
rhesis of rhe am, and wirh Del M,lrie he found d 

rhe Groupe Espa -e, \ hi h explored an ab, tm rion 

inspired by De Srijl. During rhis p 'rio I rh ' Iangu.)ge 

of archirecrure W:lS redefined by ,I continual di.1logu 

with sculpture; .1 new aesrheric was born. 

The influence of mire Bloc ,Ind rh ~ roup ' 

Esp.JCe nul' be seen in the prc en -e <If ,hirr d grid 

ompo itions ofF.1 ~Idt'" and profil (I' 'drizet hOll'> , 
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1955), and the use of superimposed or intersecting 

concrete frames ( cyret house, 1955, and Parent's 

own house, 1957)· Parent acted a architect for Bloc 

on three chapels which arc characterized by a 

fragmentation of form, and Bloc in turn painted 

mural for a number of his houses. However, the 

limits of their collaboration became clear with the 

deign of Bloc's own house in Antibes (1959). Parem 

discerned an opportunity to push the dislocation of 

the modern grid to an extreme. and he proposed to 

carry the roof structure beyond the mass of the villa. 

a glass volume set on pi/otis; Bloc demurred. and 

asked for the plans to be put back intO alignment. 

Yet Parent's move tOwards an architecture of 

di equilibrium is apparent in an earlier bui lding. the 

Soultrait house (1957). which has a vast triangular 

roof ,tructure that seems to rise up. fracture. and 

then tumble back down to the ground. Parent had 

progresl>ed from a criticism of internalized geometric 

.pace to a dynamic understanding of form. 

The impetus for rhis transition was provided by 

a member of the Groupc Espace. the sculptor 

Nicolas Schoffcr. who introduced Parent to eo­

plasticism. the Bauhaus and Russian Constructivism, 

and collaborated with him on a number of projecrs, 

culminaring in the Spatio-Dynami City (1954)· 

chaffer wa, then investigating ways of translating 

the concept of spatial dynamism into form. H is 

sculptures. like those of Constant during the same 

period, incorporated an architecture of motion into 

a phenomenological understandjng of pace. Along 
With Ipouslcguy, Cilioli, Szekdy and Di Teana, he 

was part of a movement in art which explored 

monolithiC l>patial volumes. . 
Parem himself used (he sculptures of Mannonl 

as Ihe staning. point for (WO archi(ectural projecrs in 

1960 and he undertook furrher collaborations with 
artlSIS in an a((empl to develop a new approach to 

the plaClllg of oblcc(s in space. He worked wirh Yv~s 
Klein (Architcctures of the air. 1958). Georgcs Pa[[lX 
n rC>ycs cultural cemrc. 1964), Jacqucs Polieri, YacO\' 

Tueg house, Claude Parent. 1969. 
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gam and Jean Tinguclv. among others. Bur once 

again it \Va~ Alldre Bloc who opened up a new 

direction for him. 
In 1959 Parenr as istcd Andrc Bloc and Edouard 

A1bcrt on the Total Ciry project, which was defined 

br opposing orthogonals (Bloc's contribution) and 

diagonals (the work of Alberr) - an opposition 

r~sol\"C~d only in a 1963 sculpture by Bloc, which 

crossed a <.'Ube with diagonals. The concepr of a cube 

rurned on its edge was subsequenrly used by Parenr 

as a means of achieving a radical displacement that 

freed space from the metaphor of the foundation, 

from the ground it elf. The cube was an integral part 

of two project of 19630 the Experimcnral Evolu­

tionary house. which required rhe participation of 

It inhabitan[S, and the Drusch house. 

The Drusch house consim of an elongated 

con rete frame that is split in plan and in volume by 

a cube (the living space) turned on its edge: the 

notion of the fracture assumes a truly dynamic 

quality, as it rouche the con.truction as a whole. In 

thi, work Paul Virilio recognizcd an approach to 

pace that wa in sympathy with his own study of 

political topology - an extensive urvey of the 

,crman bunkers of the Adanric Wall that had led 

him to question whcther territory could still be 
conrrolled by force. 

rhrough their work together in the Architecture 

Principe group, Parent and Virilio continued to 

ubven Modernism's quest for stable foundations. 

I n promoting the oblique - a plane lacking both 
stabiliry and cxternal references - they were making 

a radICal stand against an architectural culture of 

geometrical volumes firmly ins ribed in space. 

in this COntext, the project for Ihe church of 

Sainte-Bernadene du Banlay in Nevers (19 64-6) 

may.be secn as a built manifes[O, for it brought 10 

fruition Parent', investigations imo spacc, and gave 
concrete, sculptural form to Virilio's idea of . . . a nega-
IIve,.cntlcal aesthetic. The vocabulary of the bunker 

was Imended to create a 'repellent' architcCture Ihat 

would ovetturn established perceptions and provoke 

a response from the user, in the same spirit as the 

work of the Situationists. For Virilio, the bunker 

expressed fluidity, building without foundation _ 

the Corbusian ideal of the ocean liner. In the church 

in Nevers, the concrete monolith was combi ned with 

the theory of the oblique to reinforce the idea of a 

dynamic architecture appropriate to modern times. 

Virilio wrote: 'Each era has its own definition of 

pace relating to the system of geomerric references 

by which a society operates. This fundamental 

structure determ ines the basis of " law" and of the 

differenr types of appropriation, at the level of both 

the individual and the population as a whole; socia l 

relations being in effect determined by thi definition 

of space." 

Parent and Virilio explored the architectural 

application of the oblique in further projects, most 

notably the Charleville cultural cenrre (1967) and the 

Mariorti house (1967). In addition, they used the 

nine issues of their manifestO-magazine, Architecmrc 
Principe, to formalize a theoretical position. None 

the less, their ideas were difficult for many European 

architects to assimilate - as their polemical reception 

at the Folkestone IDEA congress of 1966 made clear:' 

The evenrs of May 1968 signalled the end of 

the Architecture Principe collaboration, but not of 

Claude Parenr's exploration of the oblique. He 

designed the oblique Tueg house in 1969, curated 

an 'obliquc' pavilion at the Venice Biennale ofI970 ' 

and developed urban projects such as the Inclipan 

(1974). At the same time he explored ways of using 

the negating form of the oblique as a tool for ocial 

comment: the hopping centres in Reims (1969), 

Sens (1970) and e pecially Epernay (1971) may be 

secn in this light as uncompromising manifestos of 

a critical architecture. Parent's later designs for 

nuclear powcr stations (e.g. Carrenom, 1978) may 

simi larly bc understood as an arrempl to move 

towards an irreversible architecture expressive of a 

society's ability to accept ils own conrradictions. 

Howcvcr, this somewhat destructive approach has 

done little to enhance the place in history of a Illan 

who has h is whole life defended the creative role of 

the architect within an expanded sphe re of parti­

cipation; who has fought against preconceptions and 

conformity in order to define - through the act of 

building - a crit ica l, negating architecture, which 

embraces risks in rhe pursuit of its goals. 

ores 
I Onc notable exception is Michel Ragon's critic.t l study of 

Claudc Parent, Monograph;e Critique d'lIl1 architecte 
(Dullod, 1982). 
Nicolas Schoffcr pinpo inted rhe diverging (cncicllcies in 
sculpture in an arricle enti ded 'L'Arr et Ics m:uhcmatiqllcs' 
(L/lrt dillljollrd'lJlli, 7, '956), in which he wrere rha, rhere 
were two spatial so lu tions [Q a differential proposition 
comaini ng morc than three variables - volumes made of 
ellipses, similar to those ofPevsner, or monolithic sculptural 
volumes. 
Paul Virilio, Arrhit«l1Ire tI'AlIjoflrti1mi, 139, September 1968. 

4 'IDEA' stands for rhe 'Inrernatio nal Dialogue of Expcri­
mcnral ArchiteCllIrc'. 
lA more derailed accounr of (his 'polemical' reception has 
been given by a fellow participant in rhe congress, Dennis 
Crompton of Archigram: 

Parent and Virilio immediately stood our on account of 
their garb - black suits, in CO ntrast to the psychcddic 
ensembles f.1voured by most archirccts there. They gOt lip 
on stage, in their bhck suirs, and prescnred a series of 
drawings for oblique cities unfolding across rhe landscape. 
\'(then rhey were done, rhe audience rose lip ~II IIUlSst and 
gave (hem a llirlerian saJure.] 

Sacred spiral project. Claude Parenl and Ben Jakober, 1984 



Architecture Principe 
Texts from the manifesto-magazine 

Warning 

The state of crisis unfolding in every 

sphere of human activity, the loss of 

distinct categories and divisions in the 

return to a unifying principle, the mass­

ive decline in common values and con­

ventions; these are signals of a perhaps 
unprecedented event. 

Throughout history, there have been 

numerous changes in society, but we 

have never before witnessed a change 
in humanity itself. We are now on the 

brink of such a metamorphosis - a 

metamorphOSis of our consciousness, 

a disruption of shared perceptions, a 
radical transformation of the notion of 
dimensions. 

This will be an earth-shaking upheaval -
not lust the 'change of scale' that was 

promulgated by early-twentieth-century 
rationalists, but a complete reversal of 
meaning. All human activities will be 

thrown into disarray, and the resulting 
shock wave will topple, one after the 
other, the established prinCiples of aes­
thetics, philosophy and economics. 

The transformation of human con­
SCiousness is already eVident In our 
behaViour towards the environment, in 

the growing pressures being exerted 

on the environment by the tendency 
towards global uniformity, In the grad­

ual erosion of the pleasures to be de­

rived from the great variety of different 

kingdoms, species and genera of 
nature, as these yield to the over­

whelming standardizing power of the 

pnncipal elements land, space and sea 

Such advanced, definilive totalizatlon 

necessarily Implies a reversal In the 
hierarchy of dimensions: height becom­

Ing length, top becoming edge. 

Once the notion of the vertical has been 

abandoned, a true embodiment of 
space-time Will at last be possible. This 
crucial act will radically aiter the 
founding prinCiples of the spatial art that 
IS architecture, and Singularly amplify ItS 
alms and power. The cnleria for evalu­
ating a site - the preference for sunlight, 
the importance of onentatlon, the 
reqUirement for vegetation, etc. - will 
be stnpped of both their traditional 

bucoliC and their newer 'hY9Ienlc' terms 
01 reference. The promiscuouS concern 

With the details of a landscape will 9"e 
way to a cursory awarenE!:;§..ol Place. 
Just as all 01 man's so-called 'natural 

environments' have shown themseives 

to be merely a reflection of pr<mltNe 
superstitions. so too the taste for rus­

ticity will ultimately be revealed as a 
relic of antiqUity 

Urbanism can no longer De solely cor 
cemed With the organization of !ne diS­
trict and the administration of t'le CIty; 

In future, ItS only limits WIll be the ele­

ments: continental, manne. spatl8l. The 
configuration of these threSholds - the 
morphology of thelf relations - ... 111 
govern all operahOns. In thiS respect 
present studies of the laws gvver'1l11g 
space are of conSiderable Ipterest, 
because they appear to IndIcate mal 
urbanlsm Will in future ha\ie 'Tlucn /"lore 
to do With ballistiCS than \Tth me 
partition of territones. 

In effect the statIc ~enlcal and n r~ 
zontat no longer correspond to tne 
dynamics at human hie. 11" Mure, arct'l­
tecture must be bUilt on the cb que, so 
as to accord With the ne'''-.Pla(1~ 
human..co;s "!O'~;-dS;- ~y ar~ttec­
tural programme that tails to do $V 

rapidly baconle useless. 

In lespolldlng to tt'IS dlrll\-"1 
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psychological torce, alchltecture will be 

trsnstomled Into a trul\' ph\slological 

material, Intimate!) adapted to \he needs 

o tile ndlvldual When this happens, it 

.s conceivable that notions ot art will 

coaTesce With !lOtions ot reallt~ 

The enorm ty of this phenomenon calls 

for an mmed ate renovatlOl1 ot our con­

ceptions of architecture If this art IS to 

become the great CIVlliZlI1g agent of 

future societies It must throw off the 

passl\1ty that has charactenzed It unW 

now and lake up ,ts role as society's 

most Important tool. If It falls to do so, 

our fam r troubles will tum Into Inextnc­

able oonfuSlOO, and fundamental misery. 

Paul Virili0 M> February 1966 

Dominate the site 

Architecture is not organic; it is designed. 

Architecture cannot be assimilated to 

the object, it is anti-object. 

Architecture assembles; it is the very 

essence of social groupings. 

Architecture IS not integrated with the 

site; it remains autonomous, and its 

rel9tion t<?,the landscape is based upon 

ItS quality and size. 

In thiS time of criSiS, architecture needs 

to offer a solution: it has to protect 

people, help them to survive. 

To answer needs, deal with constraints, 

fight the Impossible, architecture has to: 

- leave behind existing towns and pro­

mote the creation of new urban com­

munities 

dominate the site, become the equi­

valent of a natural relief 

change ItS dimensions, become an 

artificial relief, landscape .. 

In face of the present uncertainties - in 

face of anxiety, anguiSh, collective fear, 

the rise In violence - architecture has 

to establish an entirely new way of 

thinking. It can achieve this by means of 

two key devices: 

- InClined planes, applied to both the 

formation and the utilization of space 

oblique, cantilevered forms, in which 

the interior IS used for habitation, the 

exterior for circulation. 

Architecture must never be neutral or 

indeterminate. It must be active; it must 

continually engage people, draw them 

Into actIOn, Involve them in public events. 

People are essential to the life of the 

architectural environment (buildings are 

there to be climbed, conquered). 

The basis for the formation of buildings 

must not be the accumulation , juxta­

position or addition of Simple cellular 

elements. A building's form must be 

distinguished from the processes of 

modular agglomeration - as must the 

study of form. Architecture has to return 

to the phase of the concept , the prin­

ciple. Then, by virtue of its dimensions, 

it will once more achieve monumentality, 

within a new conception of space. 

Communal life will then be integrated 

with the city, becoming a positive life­

force, and no longer the threatening, 

unpredictable determinant of architec­

tural form. 

Architecture will reassert itself. It will 

become Indisputable, undisputed. It will 

no longer inhabit the domain of the 

avant-garde. It will be. People will rec­

ognize it as their own. Other arts will 

discover in it coherence and reality. 

Claude Parent, AP 1, February 1966 

Potentialism 

Within the built environment there exists 

an oft -invoked state of crisis. Mankind's 

indifference to architecture is well 

known. There have been attempts to 

remedy this. The method chosen is to 

'shock' people by propOSing an archi­

tecture that is incompatible with their 

tastes or habits. This jolts them out of 

their general apathy, but it fails to win 

them over. 

Such are the battles that the various 

movements in contemporary architec­

ture have engaged in - futile battles, 

because formal tools very quickly lose 

their edge in a world that is driven 

by insatiable consumerism. Thus all 

theories based upon the invention and 

application of a particular architectural 

form have failed. 

In order to open up communication, 

to engage people and ultimately to win 

them over, it is necessary to draw them 

into an environment, to make them feel, 

deep down, that they are becoming 

part of a universal architecture. 'Poten­

tial ism' entails the use of specifically 

architectural methods to bring about 

Habitable circulation 

this state of mind, which is charac­

terised initially by receptiveness , then I 
by participation, and ultimately by a 

sense of belonging. 

We do not yet know how to combine 

the property of solidity and the property 

of fluidity. While other disciplines re 

solved the problem of fluidity long ago, 

architecture seems to have been para­

lysed by human movement, powerless 

to prevent the incompatible forces of 

motion and immobility from destroYlllg 

the modern metropolis. 

The first step is therefore Simply to 

prQmote awareness. The only means of 

doing so IS to"9iicit such intense 'dis­

pleasure' that people are forced into a 

state of refusal - of REPULSION. 

The second step is to supply the means 

of overcoming this initial response, that 

is to say, of moving beyond refusal. The 

newly freed potential of architecture, 

POTENTIALlSM, activates an unconscious 

mechanism that absorbs people, inte­

grates them into a movement which is 

of an architectural character. 

These two strategies, carried out in 

tandem, precipitate a second state in 

which people - unconsciously, without 

prejudice, without the shackles of a 

received culture, without scepticism -

rediscover the freedom of autonomous 

behaviour. Thus liberated, they will be 

able to evolve unconventional means of 

communicating with and consciously 

PARTICIPATING in architecture. They will 

have before them the EVIDENCE of the 

UNITY of man and architecture. 

C/aude Parent, AP 3, April 1966 

The social phenomenon of mass migra­

tions, the variety of energy sources 

reqUired by an industrial SOCiety or 

advanced scientific enterprises, even 

the forces 01 nature - all are fluid, none 

has been absorbed by the modern city. 

In all its manifestations, movement 

has become the agent of our cities' 

destruction. 

In a world in which everything IS trans­

formed - the element Into energy, the 

point Into route - it is no longer feasible 

to separate habitation from Circulation. 

From now on, there will be a confron­

tation between two fundamental forces: 

'MOBILE ARCHITECTURE' and 'HABITABLE 

CIRCULA liON'. 

The first of these, while opportunistically 

incorporating the word 'architecture' , In 

fact shares the aims of industry - and 

consequently its methods and effects. 

The second, though it perhaps seems 

a contradiction In terms, simply returns 

to the roots of architecture to find a 

solution to the problems of fluidity. 

Civil architecture has been considered 

for too long solely in terms of its pro­

tective role, and its present stagnation 

is undoubtedly the result of an Imperfect 

understanding of its true nature. 

It is no accident that reat architecture 

has often sought refuge In the stairway, 

the bridge, the barricade or tha highway 67 
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Interchange. these tasks have pr 

sooted It With a challenge. whereas the 

dwelflng condemns it to a tot at paSSIvity. 

Through the ages, architecture has rea­

hzoo Its full potentl8l. Its full power only 
wIlen confronted by another force -

splntuat or matenal At the beginning 

of th s century SOCIety was not powerful 

enough to sllmulate a CIVIl architecture 

of true value. And today, wtllghted down 

by he mass of the population, CMI archi­

tecture ha"> become unutterably Inert. 

But flna Iy the conditions are ripe for the 

emergence of a CM architecture, for thiS 

spa\lal art to pass from the pnvate to the 

public realm and 10 so dOing, to accede 

to ts true role - the 'nventlOll of society 

Architecture must no longer be content 

to accompany or even worse, to define 

lself In terms of clrculallon, for thiS 

(j,sslpates Its speCifiC character To 

bnng about change I IS necessary to 

df'lVlse an urbaOlsm In which Circulation 

becomes habitable an architecture In 

which an aOlmatong oblique function 

supplants the neutraliZing one of the 

fixed honzontal plane, an architecture In 

which mankind is propelled by the very 

profile 01 its habitat, In which the city 

becomes an enormous projector, a 

torrent of every kind of activity, every 

kind of fluidity. 

The problem IS one of conflating the 

two central roles of architecture without 

getting them confused, as IS the case 

with mobile architecture. For too long 

we have separated structure and cir 

culation and, while the vertical order 

has given rise to facadism and has 

emphasized the visual at the expense of 

the effective, the hOrizontal order long 

ago corrupted architecture by limiting 

ItS role to the provision of stability and 

shelter 

Tomorrow's architecture will essentially 

be one of Circulation: static space will 

yield to spaces of transfer - the habitat, 

like the city as a whole, will be mobilized 

by the function of the oblique. 

Paul Vlri/io, AP 3, April 1966 

Mankind uprooted 

In this second hall of the twentieth 

century weapons are being massed lor 

an implacable campaign against archi. 

tecture. This time, the aim is to crush it 

forever. 

The 'ORGANIZERS' are uprooting people 

in order to make them malleable, Quan 

lifiable, cataloguable, analysable - mere 

units In a well-meaning statistical exer­

cise that leaves nothing to chance. The 

intention: to construct, for this uprooted 

species, a space that has no future 

because it is founded upon an analysis 

of the present - a world of easy comfort 

and consumption extrapolated from the 

insatiable demands of today. This is the 

future proposed (and indeed desired) 

by a defunct power which has abro­

gated its responsiblities towards the 

individual, choosing instead to pander 

to the urges of the masses, who have 

become mere consumers. 

Careers officers, planners, engineers, 

technical experts, administrators, legal 

and financial adVisers, insurers, socio­

logists, psycho-sociologists, ethnolog­

Ists, climatologists, geographers, demo­

graphers, decorators and designers - all 

are carrying out the necessary work of 

levelling, with a serenity that derives 

from the certainty that they are acting In 

the best Interests of mankind. These 

profeSSions are diminishing the role 01 

architects, the last brachycephalics of 

tfle species. 

But this attack on a discipline whose 

function is to root - to positIOn man­

kind is not being carried out in a 

straightforward fashion. Rather than line 

up for a head on confrontation, the 

'organizers' have chosen a more 

efficient solution betrayal. They have 

enlisted the aid of certain key figures, 

among them architects who, con­

sciously or not, have embarked upon 

the systematic destruction of their art at 

the very moment when its practice has 

sunk to its lowest ever level. By choosing 

to complain rather than to celebrate 

the unique role of architecture, such 

'spokesmen' are outdoing even the 

'organizers'. Under the pretext of revita­

lizing the discipline, they are injecting it 

with the lethal (i.e. non-specific) germs 

of other disciplines. 

But we would like to say to: 

those who have been trying for several 

years to submit architecture to the ends 

of industry 

those who are standardizing 

those who are demolishing the mass 

and working furiously against it 

those who advocate the undis­

criminating use of purely mathematical 

structures which are erected under the 

guise of 'architecture' 

- those who want to conflate the roles 

of architect and engineer 

- those who argue for economy in the 

current narrow, short-sighted sense of 

the term, who argue for a reduction in 

the cost price of each element without 

conSidering the implications of such an 

approach for the economy as a whole 

- those who submit architecture to the 

profit notion prevailing In industry 

those who, In order to achieve all this, 

reduce architecture to being merely the 

sum of its elements - ideally, a sum 

COmprising industrial elements, in keep. 

ing with their admiration for mass 
production 

those who go on and on about 
'human scale' 

those who subjugate both the scale 

and the intentions of architecture to 

man, and who see in the ProVISion of 

'comlort' the supreme funclion, the 

ultimate aim 

- those who are so frightened by the 

responsibilities attendant upon true 

creativity that they try to be as flexible, 

mobile, supple and adaptable as pos 

slble, which results ~n an architecture 

that Is neutral, indeterminate 

- those who are pushing mankind 

towards NOMADISM 

- those who believe that architecture 

and urban ism are not so much the pre­

serve of the architect as the product of 

a concerted study carried out by a 

multidisciplinary group or team with no 

creative hierarchy 

- those who do not believe in the auto­

nomy of architecture 

those who demand humility of archi­

tecture 

- those who BETRAY architecture 

We would like to say, to all those 

people: we are MOBIUZING. and declar­

Ing a state of war 

C/aude Parent, AP 3, April 1966 

Structure 

A structure is a phlSlcal frarne'tlor¥ a 

(jIVes support to tt e m [la. Architoctur<j 

is the structure that I n~"s the e erne t 

of the unr/erse: land a r. sea and roan. 
Nrthln 'Is ph-/Slcal forms, susta OS the 
potenhal to ser le as a br age as a 
means of transfer betllBen the rn nd 

and the perCBl'/ed VI~Id. This transfer "l 

made possible by the ma er a 1Z81.(jn 0' 

the notion of Space. 

It is the lery rnatenality of arCl'lItecture 

which makes it meluctable. Niti'lou an 

architecture-structure, we VlOU d be 

Incapable of establlstl'ng terms of refer­

ence for the things around us Wi nou 
thiS skill of transfer, lie llould oe cu 011 
from the "orfd. At a time whero space 

exploration ~ abstract ng' us from our 

traditional framework of support ',e 

need architecture more than e ler A 

present It IS the essentl8l condi J()(l !he 

fundamental base that '11111 proVide our 

species 1,'/lth some chance of success 

In tackling the next stage of our 

existence: survrval. 

However, thiS transfer can only be 

achieved If there ~ a COflSCIOUS engage­
menl With architecture. People have 10 

become more aware. more receplrve. 

The 'POTEN1IAUTY' of arcnllecture nust 

be revealed made palpable Tne 

function of the oblique IS our only hope 

of achieVing ttllS. The IntroducllOll of me 
VECTORS of "redness (ascentj and 

euphona (descent) combats me neutral­

Ily of the users of a ptace and 9 es 

'direction' to ItS occupallOll The.ndinea 

plane ensures thal Ihls 'dlrec"on IS no 

longer of necesslly reSI(1Cled to tt'e 

vertical -I.e. a hne perpendicular 10 lhe 

reference· plane 01 the eatln - bUI IS 

rather a more complex proteclJOll 

blOlng mass and InlentlOl" Tl'e com 69 
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Archrtecture Principe 

mandlng presence of 'intention' ensures 

that the mind is engaged by the archi­

tecture. People will no longer be able to 

maintain their neutrality or indifference 

by erecting barriers of inertia or of 

familiarity. 

The function of the oblique forces a 

conscious participation by drawing out 

the POTENTIAL CHARGE' that resides 

within eact> individual. The elements 

of this charge will be speculated upon 

and then analysed and studied through 

a series of experiments conducted 

according to rigorous scientific methods. 

With regard to the inclined plane, the 
following conditions can already be 

adduced: 

ACTIVATION I The exercise of choice 
with regard to a place according to the 
potential of gravity, with the chosen 
dlreclton either supplying or consuming 
energy. 

VERTIGO I The condilton induced by the 

loss of the traditional reference-system 
of the vertical and the horizontal. 

CONFINEMENT I A psychological reaction 
to 'cryptic' Interior spaces that offer no 
direct views of the outside. 

DEPOLARIZATION I A modification of be­
haViour with regard to solar orientation. 

CANAlIZATION I An exploration of means 
of Visualization through views from above 

or betow, overhanging Views, vistas, 
panoramic views from elevated places. 

CONTINUUM I A growing awareness of 
belonging to a continuous, permanently 
unfolding architectural environment 

The search for new human elements to 
the funcliOn of occupying a ptace will 
always remain open. 

Claude Parent, AP 3, April 1966 

The mediated city 

The function of urbanism is to create 

mediated structures that establish a link 

between a portion of the lithosphere 

and a layer of the atmosphere. 

Unfortunately, for the majority of 

urbanists the word 'elevation' does not 

seem to suggest anything more than a 

means of Increasing occupation density. 

To consider a spatial dimension solely 

as a means of 'stacking' is clearly a 

scandal. This attitude, perhaps a legacy 

of archaic rural society, has given rise 

to an extraordinary situation: dwellings 

tend to uniformity, regardless of whether 

they are above or betow ground. 

Remarkably, in the transition from the 

solid and opaque earth to the trans­

parent and gaseous atmosphere, the 

standard unit gains no more than 

window opentngs. 

It therefore seems that we must 

acknowledge the paradox of a three­

dimensional art which up to now has 

failed to take advantage of its spatial 

possibilities. The inability of architects 

to work both above and below the 

horizon line, two distinct spheres of 

operation, is undeniable: the proof is all 
around us. 

The ground is still thought of as abso­

lute and anchoring. This conception 

must be set aside to make way for one 

in which it is solely the boundary or 

threshold between two specific spaces, 

two particular natural states. From now 

on the ground must be regarded, not 

as the' plinth of verticality', but as the 

'axis line' of the architectonic operation. 

Whereas there are only three options 

for a building organized along the 

vertical - 1 rise up, 2 move outwards, 

3 shift forward/back - an oblique sur­

rection can form a wide variety of con 

figurations, depending on the angles of 

its slopes and all their possible combin­

ations. 

Urbanism should no longer be about 

setting out on the ground 'bull's-eyes' 

of urban concentration or conglom­

eration (the former achieved by an 

immediate centrality, the latter by an 

equally immediate verticality). Instead, 

we need to devise mediated structures 

that incorporate both habitation and cir­

culation. These would form interlinked 

assemblages that would develop and 

spread out over regions, along the vital 

arteries of a territory, providing a hier-

archy of uses in response to the needs 

of the time and the populace. Thus 

ENFRANCHISEMENT wou ld be revealed 

as the fundamental term of the new 
urbanization. 

At a time when physical constraints are 

multiplying, when alienation has become 

commonplace, we must, for the sake of 

sociel:{, use the incline, the curve, and 
topolo~1 or rather TOPOTONIC means 
to exploit the full potential of space. 

Paul Virilio, AP 6, August 1966 

Bunker archaeology 

The physical evidence of a dramatic 

moment in modern history is disappear­

ing. Six thousand monuments, stripped 

of their purpose and cut off from the 

present, seem now to suggest a mys­
terious presence. 

USing the techniques of archaeology, I 

have explored the subterranean world 

of one of the esoteric forms of our 

times: the blockhouse. The plan of the 

blockhouse is strangely reminiscent of 

that of an Aztec temple, while its con­

cealed siting relates it also to ancient 

Egyptian and Etruscan tombs. But, 

whereas the pyramidal or circular form 

of those ancient monuments was a 

conSCIOus evocation of a sacred sym­

bol, a cosmic image, any such ligure in 

the blockhouse is both implicit and 

involuntary. 

Moreover, the geometry is no longer 

affirmatory, but eroded, wom. The right 

angle is reduced, suppressed, In order 

to make the structure resistant to cap­

ture. The mass is no longer grounded in 

the earth, but centred upon itself, in­

dependent, capable of movement and 

articulation. The architecture floats on 

the surface of an earth that has lost its 

materiality. 

When I approached one of these mono­

liths on a beach, it seemed to assume 
an almost animal form, like a carcass 

abandoned, kicked over in the sand -
the sloughed-off skin of a long-extinct 

species. And when I went inside I felt a 
peculiar oppressiveness; the thickness 
of the walls was palpable. Here was a 

second envelope, a psychological one 
that served to heighten certain senses, 
to shelter certain activities. There were 
no windows to illuminate the interior, 

the opening presented only a view of 

the exterior, precisely defined, as if by a 
searchlight 

In this survival machine, life was not a 

neutral force but an exercise in be­

coming more subtle, more essential. 

These primitive structures, an astontsh­

ing example of an era 's blindness 
towards itself, have taken on the banal 

appearance of a mere residue - of a 

talus which survives only because of 
the difficulty of demolishing it. Yet they 

herald a new architecture that is 

founded no longer on man's bodify 
proportions, but on his capacity for 

thought; an urbanism in which the sim­
plified analyses of social conditions are 

finally transcended, allowing the habllat 
to be intimately joined with the hidden 
possibilities contained within the indI­

Vidual being. 

Paul Virilio, AP 7, March 1967 

(Reprint of an article written in 1958) 

71 



72 

Selected bibliography 

Collaborative publications 

Nine Issues of the manifesto-magazine, 
Architecture Pnnclpe, were published In 
1967 by Claude Parent and Paul V,nlio. 
They have now been reprinted In single 
volume (editions de L'lmpnmeur, 1996). 
C/aude Partil1t Paul Virilio 1955-1968 

(Nueva Forma, 1968). 
A collection of projects first featured 
separately In three issues of the Madrid 
magazine Nueva Forma: 25, February 
1968; 26, March 1968; 28, May 1968. 

Publications on Claude Parent 

'Claude Parent Andre Sloc', special 
Issue of Nueva Forma, 50, 
l.1arch 1970 

'Claude Parent', speCial issue of Nueva 
Forma. 78-79, July-August 1972. 

'Claude Parent', special issue of 
L 'Arch/tellura, 208, February 1973. 

'Claude Parent', special Issue of 

Recherche et ArchItecture, 1974. 
Mlchel Ragon, Monographle Critique 

d'un Architecte (Dunod, 1982). 
Pascal£; SlIn, Camets de Croquis 

(Tempera Sohn, 1992). 

Publications by Claude Parent 

VNre a /,oblique (L'Aventure Urbaine, 

1970). 

Cinq Reflexions sur I'Architecture 
(Maison de la Culture de Nevers, 
1971). 

C/aude Parent, architecte (Robert 
Laffont, 1975). 

L 'Arcllltecture et le Nucleaire (editions 

du Moniteur, 1978). 

Entrelacs de /,Oblique (editions du 
Moniteur, 1981). 

Coleres (Michel Schefer, 1982). 

L 'Architecte Bouffon Social 
(Casterman, 1982). 

Les Maisons de /'Atome (edillons du 
Moniteur, 1983). 

Appel pour une metropole nommee 
Paris, manifesto of the 75.0.21 
Group,1988. 

Publications by Paul Virilio 

Bunker Archeo/ogie (Centre du Creation 
Industrielle, 1975; revised and 

expand~d Ad)VQr, editions du 
Demi-C!WI¥. f4.}l); ,J&~ker 
Archeo~ Io(rlcdton 

ArchitectuIat PttsIJ-, 1~~4). 
L'lnsecur,te If,tllrptQlre ll:lfock, 1976). 

Vitesse et Politique (Galilee, 1977); 

Speed and Politics 
(Semiotexte, 1986). 

Defense populaire etlut/es ecologiques 
(Galilee, 1978); Popular Defense 
and Ecological Struggles 
(Semiotexte, 1990). 

EstMtique de la disparilion (Salland, 

1980); The Aesthetics of 
Disappearance (Semiotexte, 1991). 

Pure War (Semiotexte, 1983). 
Logistique de la perception (Cahiers du 

Cinema, editions de I'Etoile, 1984); 

The Logistics of Perception 
(Verso, 1989). 

L 'Espace critique (Ch. Sourgols,l 984). 

L 'Horizon negatif (Galilee, 1985). 
La machine du vision (Galllee, 1988); 

The Vision Machine (SFI, 1994). 
L 'Inertie polaire (Ch. Sourgois, 1990). 

L'Ecran du desert (Galilee, 1991). 


