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The Carpenter Center, located between Prescott and Quincy Streets, is flanked by 
the buildings of the Fogg Art Museum and the Harvard Faculty Club. I t s height and 
projections are carefully related to i t s neighbors but i t strongly d i f f e r s from them 
i n form and material. 

The center i s a reinforced concrete building with basement, four main stories and a 
penthouse studio. A l l i t s roofs are f l a t . I t s t o t a l usable area approximates 
33,700 sq. feet. I t s plan i s organized around a central ramp (which traverses the 
t h i r d f l o o r l e v e l ) , a staircase tower at the southwest corner of the building, and 
an elevator tower opposite i n the southeast corner. The ramp i n a very special way 
links the building to i t s surroundings into which i t extends as i n a welcoming 
gesture. I t conducts v i s i t o r s d i r e c t l y to the exhibition space without the need 
to pass through any other part of the building. With s t r i k i n g effect the ramp 
penetrates the building through a two-story open gallery and permits viev7s into and 
through adjoining areas of the building. 

The center i n i t s basement houses a lecture h a l l , darkrooms and areas for work with 
f i l m ; on the other floors there are a large lobby, studios, a machine workshop, an 
exhibition room and several seminar rooms and of f i c e s . Some offices were created by 
unobtrusive l a t e r remodelings. The studios on the second and t h i r d f l o o r are roughly 
mandolin-shaped i n plan; they j u t out on either side of a central portion of the 
building which i s square i n plan. 

With two free-form studio wings protruding on either side of the central cubical 
volume (95x95x53 f t ) , the mass of the building is strongly modeled and has a powerful 
visual impact, a l l the more so because the central portion has been placed diagonally 
on i t s s i t e . The building i s dimensioned according to the "Modulor", a system 
of proportioning invented by Corbusier. 

Round concrete piers are used throughout the building, and many parts of the center 
seem to hover atop t h e i r slender supports. Room heights are 12 f t . throughout except 
i n the basement and i n the lecture h a l l which, i n i t s front portion, i s two stories 
high. Facades are i n concrete and glass, including glass-brick, and are art i c u l a t e d by 
sun baffles ( b r i s e - s o l e i l ) , rhythmically spaced t h i n concrete mullions (ondulatoire) 
and narrow v e n t i l a t i n g louvres made of painted wood. 

A l l i n t e r i o r s have concrete f l o o r s , p a r t l y scored according to the Modulor, and now 
part l y covered by wall-to-wall carpeting i n certain areas. Ceilings are i n concrete 
painted white. Walls are either l e f t i n concrete or covered by plaster-board (painted 
white, black, or bright primary colors) or by oak plywood siding. Several rooms are 
dramatically l i t by skylights. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts i s the only building by Le Corbusier on 
the North American continent. Since, regardless of one's l i k e or d i s l i k e of Le 
Corbusier's architecture, there can be no doubt about his international stature as 
one of the leading architects of the twentieth century, the Carpenter Center, as his 
only structure i n the United States, is of crucial h i s t o r i c and a r t i s t i c significance. 

The architect knew that this building was his only chance to demonstrate his 
arch i t e c t u r a l principles i n the United States, and he was determined to take f u l l 
advantage of thi s opportunity. As i t happened, the Carpenter Center turned out to 
be one of the l a s t buildings s t i l l to be completed e n t i r e l y before Le Corbusier's 
death i n 1965. The history of i t s design i s very well documented because a l l 
relevant sketches and studies have been preserved. 

The center shows Le Corbusier i n f u l l mastery of a ri c h vocabulary of forms and 
spaces, colors, textures, and l i g h t effects, u t l i z e d i n a dynamic, yet disciplined 
composition. The resulting work of 'sculptural' architecture immediately became and 
continues to be a source of i n s p i r a t i o n to architects. When completed i n 1963, i t 
attracted world-wide attention (see bibliography), and i t i s s t i l l searched out and 
photographed by a never ending stream of v i s i t o r s . I n 1964 the center was awarded 
the Harleston Parker Medal of the Boston Society of Architects for being the most 
distinguished building completed i n the previous year. 

The building has been the topic of numerous a r t i c l e s , of a Masters and Ph.D. thesis 
at Harvard University, and recently of a comprehensive monograph by E.F. Sekler and 
W. Curtis scheduled for publication i n October 1977 by Harvard University Press. 
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