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An Amateur Cameraman’s Informal View
Ernest Weissmann, 1929-1930

In 1929 and 1930, Ernest Weissmann,
a “charming boy” as Le Corbusier

described him to his mother (1), filmed
the activities of the Le Corbusier and
Pierre Jeanneret studio with an 
amateur camera, probably the 9.5mm
Pathé Motocaméra (2). Joining the
studio in 1928, his attention had been
engaged by two projects that were
currently under way, the Salvation
Army Refuge and the Villa Savoye.
These images, captured by a young
associate, provide an original 
document on the studio environment
and its organization. We see 
Le Corbusier’s departure for Moscow,
a visit to the Stein-de-Monzie villa, 
a working meeting with Le Corbusier
and Pierre Jeanneret, the creation 
of the Mundaneum diorama... 
After leaving the studio in October
1930, Weissmann continued to use
his camera until 1933, filming the 
architect’s scale models and his built
work, like the building he designed 
in Pisarovina. He also filmed his 

travels, including the port of Athens
with members of the fourth congress
of CIAM. These sequences, filmed
live, contrast with the posed photo-
graphs of Le Corbusier that we 
know at this time. Weissmann here
proposes an intimate and informal
vision of Le Corbusier in his activity
as an architect. 

Because of the format used, these
films  have long remained unpub-
lished, but they have now become
available following their digitization.
Like the films made by Le Corbusier
with a 16mm Siemens B camera in
1936-1937, the sequences filmed by
Weissmann are short, because of
the cost of film at the time, and inte-
rior shots are often underexposed,
due to limitations of the camera 
and development processes. The 
improvement of the quality of shots
from one reel to the other shows a
gradual grasp of camera and framing
techniques. The Pathé Baby Moto-

(1)  Letter from Charles-Edouard Jeanneret to his mother, 26 March 1930 (R2-1-78)
(2)  This motor-driven successor to the Pathé 9.5 manual camera became available from 
      1927, when it was being sold for 385 francs. Thus, although a luxury item, it was none-
      theless accessible. In 1930 a loaf of bread cost 2.15 francs 

9.5mm Pathé Motocaméra 

Kunio Maekawa, Lluis Sert and Ernest Weissmann photographed by Norman Rice (FLC, L2-17-201)



caméra manual has clearly not been
followed in the early sequences,
shot at the Villa Savoye and during
the visit to the Villa Stein-de-Monzie.
Weissmann is an amateur: the shots
are fuzzy or jerky, framing is uncer-
tain, figures are truncated, etc.,
whereas later shots reveal elegant
framing, fine composition and 
remarkable scenes. 

The exhibition has chosen to present
photograms taken from various 
sequences, for the most part images
using fixed framing. The choice of
photograms makes it possible to 
isolate these significant fugitive mo-
ments and to focus on their factual
content and frame quality while dis-
regarding the cameraman’s relative
lack of expertise.

1. Working 
in the studio 
at no 35 rue de
Sèvres 
T he sequence featuring a working

meeting between Le Corbusier
and Pierre Jeanneret records the
closeness of their relationship. The
discreet lighting of a lamp and the
dark background that surrounds the
two protagonists leaning over a plan
reinforces our impression of partici-
pating in a scene that was probably
common but rarely shown. Suddenly
their faces turn towards the camera
and they smile; they know they are
being filmed. Weissmann then films
Kunio Maekawa at work and Pierre
Jeanneret conveying to associates
the fruit of the discussions between
the two architects. 

W eissmann filmed Le Corbusier’s
departure under grey skies on

the morning of June 6, 1929. This
was the architect’s second flight to
Moscow. Only a few days were left
for work on the Centrosoyus execu-
tion file, the studio’s first major 
commission and one on which
Weissmann intensively collaborated.
Weissmann’s camera  follows 
Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret
as they leave the studio at 35 rue de
Sèvres in Le Corbusier’s ‘Voisin’
motor car, their arrival at Le Bourget
airport, the Farman Goliath F-FARI
aircraft preparing for the flight to 
Cologne, a discussion between the
architects and the pilot, Le Corbusier
going on board, the plane taking off
in the Le Bourget mud... We can 
understand the deep impression
described by Le Corbusier in 1959 in
The Three Human Establishments,
“the beauty of an airport is the
splendour of Space”. 

Weissmann, fascinated by the new
technologies, takes the time to film
the airplane, gradually revealing the
wondrous machine, its wings and its
structure, and showing the mark
made on him by Le Corbusier’s
words, published in Towards an 
Architecture.We find in this docu-
ment a Le Corbusier happy to fly, 
delighted by the Moscow adventure
- the contract for the Centrosoyus
had been signed only a week before.
The architect’s smiling face hides 
his nervousness (and possible fee-
lings of nausea) before take-off (3).
The great period of air travel, which
he loved so much, was not exempt
from anxiety for him, and the day 
before a departure Le Corbusier
used to send his brother Albert an
envelope “to be opened in the event
of the death of Charles-Edouard
Jeanneret” (4). Indeed, this Goliath 
F-FARI was to crash in October of
that same year.
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2. Departure for Moscow 

Photogram of Le Corbusier and Pierre
Jeanneret at work

Photogram of Le Corbusier looking at the Goliath F-FARI

(3)  Letter from Charles-Edouard Jeanneret to his mother, 6 June 1929 (R2-1-42)
(4)  Letter from Charles-Edouard Jeanneret to Albert, 5 June 1929 (R1-10-424)

Plan drawn by Weissmann of the Centrosoyus with volumetric calculations
(FLC 15736)



I n the summer of 1929, Le Corbusier
and Paul Otlet presented the Mun-

daneum project at the Villa Bartholini
in Geneva, using plans and a large
diorama. This was 10m. long by 5m.
wide and was made in a hangar at
the Buttes-Chaumont during the
weekend of 20 July, 1929. Le Corbusier
described to his family the collective
enthusiasm of these three excep-
tional days: “It was a work of Titans:
a diorama of 10.45m representing the
‘World City’, the whole of the Canton
of Geneva, Mont Blanc etc. All this 
in a hangar in the Buttes-Chaumont
where the temperature was appalling
– the heat really maddening. Never
have I been as exasperated, as anni-
hilated, as during those three days.

The job was so enormous and finicky
that we had to work twice as much.
Finally the diorama was sent off on
Monday. St Paul [Otlet] is putting up
a shed for it in Geneva, and then the
tongues can start wagging.” (5)

The space is ill-lit but despite the
gloom we can make out all the studio
associates busy putting the object
together. Weissmann’s camera cap-
tures every stage of the work, filming
from the beginning as the full-scale
work gradually takes shape from the
drawing. We see Pierre Jeanneret
drawing lines, Le Corbusier with a
brush and a can of paint, the associ-
ates all deeply concentrated. And
then Charlotte Perriand – recogniza-
ble by her necklace – walking across

the diorama... These shots give us an
overall picture of how the diorama
was put together. They show work
being performed with great care in a
congenial, give-and-take mood. The
images contain valuable information
about the project; today the diorama
and the original drawing have disap-
peared and very few documents are
now available. 
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(5)  Letter from Charles-Edouard Jeanneret and Yvonne to his mother and Albert, 26 July 1929
(R2-1-45)

Photogram of work on the Mundaneum diorama 

Reproduction of the Mundaneum diorama from the Œuvre Complète 

3. The Mundaneum diorama 



T he year 1929 also marked the 
launching of the most emblematic

of Le Corbusier’s projects, the Villa 
Savoye. Weissmann filmed the site 
several times: at least twice during
the summer of 1929 and twice at the
end of the work, in January and May
1930. There are numerous panorama
shots; they give us a general idea of
the progress of work and seem to set
standards for filming architecture.
Weissmann highlights certain tech-
nical details and constantly shows
the workmen in action. He can be
seen gradually mastering the tech-
nique of panorama shots that serve
to highlight the architectural object.
The first shots are unusable, due to
excessive camera movements. The
later sequences are slower and
more intelligible, adapted to the dif-
ferent spaces and times of the visit.
All the phases of the work are pre-
sented and several sequences focus
on the architects and their asso-
ciates. Weissmann closely follows
Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret
inside the building under construc-
tion: inspection of the works, discus-
sions with M. Savoye or with the site
supervisor and the associates Luis

Sert and Kunio Maekawa. We also
see Norman Rice photographing
Weissman, himself filming Rice.

Some of the sequences filmed by
Weissmann correspond to periods
when Sigfried Giedion and Christian

Zervos were visiting the site. 
Weissmann was there on May 14,
1929 and one month later, in June
1929, Giedion photographed the villa
under construction. The site was
again the subject of photographs
and film sequences made in January
1930 and around May 1930. It was
during this last visit that Weissmann
filmed the gardener’s house from the
outside, while Giedion made the only
photographs of the interiors that we
have. This enthusiasm for the site 
reflects the widely shared interest 
in the project at the time of its 
realization. It also demonstrates 
Le Corbusier’s constant concern to
document his works in the various
stages of their execution. Weiss-
mann’s last shots correspond to the
dates of the first professional photo
coverage by Marius Gravot in June
1930. 

Several sequences of the building
site in 1929 are preceded by a scene
showing a ride in a Rolls Royce.
After Pierre Jeanneret’s accident
with the Voisin, Le Corbusier and 
P. Jeanneret remained several
weeks without a car before buying a
yellow Voisin in the summer of 1929.
This event and the sensations pro-
duced by this luxury machine are at
the heart of the sequences shot in
Paris and on the suburban roads.
These images touch on themes dear
to Le Corbusier: the problem of 
traffic in Paris and its solution
through the Voisin plan, his fascina-
tion with technology and machines,
speed transforming our perception
of things.  

Veronique Boone
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4. Filming the Villa Savoye site 

Photogram of the Villa Savoye site being inspected  

Nort-East façade under construction (FLC, L2-17-2)

Photogram of Norman Rice photographing associates 
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1. AT WORK IN THE STUDIO AT 35 RUE DE SÈVRES, 1929

Le Corbusier poring over a document

Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret 
at work 

Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret 
at work 

Pierre Jeanneret making a point 
to an associate

Pierre Jeanneret smiling Pierre Jeanneret at work

Kunio Maekawa at work
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2. DEPARTURE FOR MOSCOW 

Le Corbusier and Pierre Jeanneret
looking at the Goliath F-FARI

Le Corbusier smiling Le Corbusier looking at the Goliath 
F-FARI

Discussion between Le Corbusier
and Pierre Jeanneret as Le Corbusier
prepares to board the aircraft   

Preparing the aircraft (Le Corbusier
at centre, Pierre Jeanneret on far
left of image)

Wings of the Goliath Farman 

Wheel of the Goliath Farman with the
Le Bourget plain in the background 

Pierre Jeanneret waving goodbye 
to Le Corbusier 

3. THE MUNDANEUM DIORAMA 

Charlotte Perriand and an associate
drawing 

Pierre Jeanneret, Kunio Maekawa
and an associate drawing

Le Corbusier with a paintbrush Le Corbusier looking at the completed
diorama

Le Corbusier and Charlotte Perriand
on the completed diorama 

Charlotte Perriand walking across
the completed diorama 

The full team at work 
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Photogram taken on the way to the
Villa Savoye site 

Workmen preparing concrete Portrait of a workman 

4. FILMING THE VILLA SAVOYE SITE

Pierre Jeanneret, M. Savoye and 
Le Corbusier together looking at a
plan 

Detail of the poppies around the 
construction site 

Discussion between Pierre Jeanneret,
the works foreman, a colleague and
Le Corbusier 

Construction of Villa Savoye, 
beginning of a panoramic sequence 

Building the walls of the solarium Site inspection, Le Corbusier and
Pierre Jeanneret 

Lluis Sert, Kunio Maekawa and 
Norman Rice on the site

1st floor beam-and-block system Spreading concrete 
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