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The thesis project the Descendants of Ancestors explores the eccentric 
and strangely figurative qualities of Claude Nicolas Ledoux’s (1736-1806) 
architectural oeuvre. 

The project focuses on Ledoux’s engravings and through careful reading 
(and deliberate mis-reading), transforms them into architectural characters. 
I regard these characters as Descendants of Ledoux, belonging to the same 
bloodline but unmistakably shaped by their conception in contemporary 
times.
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Intent

Throughout my years in architecture 
school I’ve encountered and been 
amazed by the projects of the 18th 
century architects known as the revo-
lutionary architects, or the architects 
of “architecture parlant”.

I’ve been struck by the grandeur and 
the sublime power of their buildings. 
The way their architecture of perfect 
spheres and cubes expressed the new 
world, unveiled by the enlightenment. 
But also how the projects of these 
architects of the “age of reason” had 

The thesis tries to find a way of using 
the eccentric and figurative qualities 
found in the engravings of Ledoux by 
engaging them in a contemporary dis-
cussion about shape and character.1,2,3

The project is borrowing elements and 
qualities from Ledoux and reassem-
bling them in a new way. By drawing 
on the chunkiness and the unsettling 
seductiveness of being out of scale 
found in Ledoux’s buildings the pro-
1.   R.E. Somol, 12 Reasons to Get Back into Shape, Content eds. Rem Koolhaas 
and OMA (Cologne: Taschen, 2004), 86-87. 
2.   Log #22: � e Absurd ed. Michael Meredith (Anyone Corp, 2011)
3.  Amy Culper, Out of Character Log #31: (Anyone Corp, 2011)

Architectural Characters

The thesis-project “The Descendants 
of Ancestors” takes it’s starting point 
in the paper projects of the architect 
Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, active in the 
late 18th century. Ledoux is known as 
one of the originators of “Architecture 
Parlant”. Driven by the idea of physi-
ognomy of buildings, that the buildings 
form and character should fully repre-
sent its function, Ledoux created a ide-
alistic architecture of strong geometri-
cal shape and figure.

Claude-Nicolas Ledoux

The investigation takes a closer look at 
a number of houses of Ledoux, that I 
call the Ancestors. The premise of the 
selection is the projects simplistic geo-
metrical composition, their strong con-
tour and the peculiar relationship be-
tween the scale of fenestration and the 
massing of the building.

something, to me, completely unrea-
sonable about them.

The grandiose scale, the weird figura-
tiveness, the awkwardness of propor-
tion, the abstraction bordering the 
banal intrigued and inspired me.

In a series of exploratory drawings 
and models this thesis searches for a 
intuitive and personal way of using 
precedency in architecture. How can I, 
personally, understand and make use 
of architectural history?

ject attempts to turn them in to char-
acters with an agency, a will of their 
own. 

Theory
The legacy of these architects where almost forgot-
ten during the 19th century when they fell out of 
style until they, in the beginning of the 20th century, 
were picked up and looked at as a kind of proto-
modernism. A link in history bridging between the 
baroque and the modern. 

Much of our knowledge of these architects comes 
through the research of Emil Kaufmann, an Austrian 
art- and architecture- historian active in the first half 
of the 20th century.

Emil Kaufman - Von Ledoux Bis Corbus-
ier(1933)
Kaufman describes these three architects, Boullé, Le-
queu and Ledoux, focusing on the work of Ledoux, 
as the first example of modernism in architecture.

Through formal analyses he looks at the work of 
Ledoux and sees the emergence of, what he calls,  
architectural autonomy. An autonomy that he sees 
as the driving force of modernist architecture.

Ledoux’s aim with this abstraction and recombina-
tion of classical motifs is, according to Kaufmann, to 
break with the baroque system in order to make the 
buildings more powerful and sublime.

-Anthony Vidler - Histories of the im-
mediate present
Anthony Vidler, in his book Histories of the imme-
diate present looks at the historical approaches of 
Emil Kaufmann and sees that the historical narrative 
he constructs are one that supports Kaufmans own 
view of modernity, one of pure geometrical form 
and elemental composition.

Vidler argues for that the history of architecture is 
much less linear than how we mostly perceive it. 
And that the histories told by architecture historians 
often have an agenda of their own, to justify and 
inscribe their view of architecture into a linear pro-
gression of architecture history.

He concludes with a proposition that by critically 
reading the histories of architecture-history, they 
can be used to challenge our own preconceptions, 
both of historical and contemporary architecture.

A family of protomodernist � gures  - 
Housing for the Ideal city of Chaux
Ledoux’s most well know and cited project is the 
Ideal City of Chaux. It is a visionary and idealistic 
plan for a city centered around a salt production fa-
cility in eastern France, commissioned by the french 
crown. 

In 1773 Ledoux projected the residential houses for 
the people of the Ideal City. In that year he drew 150 
houses intended for living. That equals one house 
every other day. 

A seemingly endless series of variations, combina-
tions and transformations of a limited number of 
themes and motifs. All of them detached and indi-
vidual, but bound together by them sharing similar 
traits.

The Ancestors
The investigation takes a closer look at a number of  
these houses of Ledoux, that I call the Ancestors. 
These houses has been transformed into characters 
of today, the Descendants of Ledoux. The premise 
of the selection is the projects simplistic geometrical 
composition, their strong figure and the peculiar re-
lationship between the scale of fenestration and the 
massing of the building.

Emil Kaufmanns formal analysis
Emil Kaufmann walks us through the facade of the 
“House with a Barrel Roof” through a formal analy-
sis:
He describes the vaulted entrance and the flanking 
windows as an injured palladian motif. The central 
arch has the full size of its reference but the side 
compartments have been shrunken down to small 
windows. 

He further discusses how the different individual 
parts are echoes of each other:
-The Arch of the entrance is echoing the outline of 
the roof.
-The windows flanking the entrance is echoing in 
the cellar door.
-The slanting lines of the stairs, and the roofs of the 
side compartments are reduplicating.

Kaufmann writes about how Ledoux has deprived 
the palladian motif from its former meaning, and 
given it a new one as the one central focus of this 
house, and how the positioning of this palladian 
motif in the fasade of the house gives the house a 
new distribution of weight, a disturbed balance. 

Disturbed balance
This disturbed balance interested me and I made my 
own formal analysis of the building:

The centering of the semicircular vault in the enclos-
ing semicircular silhouette of the building together 
with the tight positioning of the flanking windows 
gives the building motion, unrest and unbalance -like 
it wants to tip over. At the same time it’s extremely 
fixed in its position, everything is centred around the 
focal point of the circle.

The slanting lines of the stairs breaking the base, 
together with the “tip” formed roof of the building 
gives the house an upward motion. It’s like the circle 
is trying to break out of its inscribed confinement of 
the square. 

Circles and squares
I tried to search for and express the qualities that I 
found interesting in the work of Ledoux. In a series 
of experiments I worked with animation and simula-
tion to investigate the meeting of two systems, the 
balanced and unbalanced.

TEMPLE OF DIVINATION
ENGRAVING OF ELAVATION

P. D. LEQUEU 1780:IES

A reading of the engravings of Ledoux
I found that the relationship between the between 
the strong figure of the vast wall surfaces and tight 
grouping of wall openings creates a sense of tense-
ness in the buildings. As if the figure of the contour 
and the weight of the wall openings are competing. 
I saw the buildings as tense and stretched, as if they 
wanted to break out of their confining strict figure 
like they had an agency of their own. 

Standing solitary in the engravings, more or less 
without relationship with its surrounding i perceived 
them as animated characters moving through the 
landscape, just stopping for a second standing “at 
attention” to have their picture taken by the engrav-
er. 

Architectural Characters
I wanted to explore and enhance this quality. I based 
the my characters on the Ledoux building “Cour de 
Service” - a farm for a less fortunate farmer. As a 
corresponding program of today i translated the 
small farm into an allotment house.

The “Cour de Service” has a clear horizontal division 
of the massing. I used this trait and divided my build-
ing in to base, body, and tower. 

The ancestral building consists of a limited number 
of facade motifs. I borrowed some of these elements 
by extracting and recombining them. 

The vast wall areas without openings in the ances-
tral building makes it hard to judge the size of the 
building, resulting in a strange seductiveness of be-
ing out of scale. 

Aiming at creating characters with posture and 
characteristic expression I gave each facade a strong 
figure. Together they form a family, and the differ-
ent borrowed traits have different expressions in the 
family members.

I wanted to give the models a materiality that com-
peted with the figure. As a play with the tension 
between the figure and the fenestration of Ledoux. 
I reinterpreted the hatch of Ledoux’s engraving in 
to a skin that wraps the wraps the building. The di-
mensioning of the skin being out of scale with the 
massing of the building causes them to collide and 
compete. 

HOUSE WITH A BARREL ROOF
ENGRAVING OF ELEVATION

C. N. LEDOUX 1773

House of the supervisors

House of the Agricultural Guards

Workshop of the Charcoal burners

Anthony Vidler - Histories of the Immedi-
ate Present (2008)

Emil Kaufman - From Ledoux to Corbusier 
(1933)

Housing for the Ideal City of Chaux - Perspective Engraving

Maimed Palladian motif

Echoing of shapes

Reduplication of lines

Seleceted buildings designed by CN. Ledoux intended to house the workers of the ideal city of chaux.

Divided in base, body and tower

Borrowed elements and qualities

Aimed at creating characters with posture and characteristic expression

Reinterprating the hatch of the engraving into a skin that wraps the 
building

Housing for the Ideal City of Chaux - Sketches for elevations and plans









HOUSE WITH A BARREL ROOF
ENGRAVING OF ELEVATION

C. N. LEDOUX 1773

House with a Barrel Roof
The “House with a Barrel Roof” is one of the “model 
homes” drawn by Ledoux to house the workers of the 
ideal city of Chaux. It’s a two story house with living spac-
es on the ground floor and bedrooms on the first floor. 
The ground floor is surrounded by a podium containing 
stables and store-rooms. A barrel-vaulted roof encloses 
an attic ventilated from above. 

Ledoux wanted to go back to the origins of architecture 
and is referencing the hut of Romulus.  The architecture is 
simplistic and the aesthetic is developed in the composi-
tion of masses.1

1. Anthony Vidler, Architecture and social reform at the end of the Ancien Régime 

(USA: MIT Press, 1990), p.294. 



FARM HOUSE
ENGRAVING PERSPECTIVE

C. N. LEDOUX 1773

Temple of Divination
This building, a Temple of Divination, is designed by Jean-
Jaques Lequeu. I was struck by the smoke, rendered in 
the representation with the same material quality as the 
building, an thus merging with the simple geometrical 
composition of the building mass. The smoke is like a 
vestige of the swirling baroque now colliding with the 
austere geometry of the building.

(In the first phase of my project i had a wider scope look-
ing at three architects of architecture parlant, Ledoux 
Boulle and Lequeu. I later in the process chose to focus 
only on Ledoux.)



TEMPLE OF DIVINATION
ENGRAVING OF ELAVATION

P. D. LEQUEU 1780:IES

Cour de service
The Cour de Service is a farm for a cultivator with limited 
financial resources but a small property. The first floor 
consists of rooms for animals surrounding a core contain-
ing a covered market. 
The second floor has more or less windowless bedrooms. 
The third floor has rooms for living. The design uses mo-
tifs abstracted from Palladio and Tuscan vernacular. 



HOUSE WITH A BARREL ROOF

Macro photo of scale 1:400 3D-print



COUR DE SERVICE

Macro photo of scale 1:400 3D-print



TEMPLE OF DIVINATION

Macro photo of scale 1:400 3D-print













BETWEEN ORDERED AND CHAOTIC

Stills from animation of circles initially fixed in a 
rectilinear grid, and then rotating with different 
speeds, creating a new hierarchy, oscillating 
between ordered and chaotic.



GRID AND CIRCLE

In this study the rotating circle is combined 
with its confining grid. The circle is partly lost, 
partly visible.



MEDIATORY

This model is showing a mediatory form, a 
form existing as a bridge between the square 
and the circle.



APARTMENT BLOCK

1 min

Animation of physics based simulation  



SPROUT

The birth of a house.



TOWER

With the “House with a Barrel Roof” as a 
departure the Tower consists of elements and 
traits borrowed and abstracted and recom-
bined.




