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Abstract

In 1935, some of the most prominent avant-garde designers in France, including Le
Corbusier and Charlotte Perriand, came together to collaborate on The Young Man’s
Home, a self-contained apartment that was exhibited as part of the French entry to the
Brussels Exhibition. Over a third of the total space was given over to a well-appointed
gym, designed by René Herbst, complete with a large-scale painting, Exercise Room,
by Fernand Léger on its rear wall. Le Corbusier, Perriand and Léger all wrote about the
role of leisure, sport and physical exercise in modern life, with Le Corbusier terming
sport ‘A food as indispensable as bread itself’. But Herbst’s gym is not simply a spartan,
utilitarian space. With its chaise longue and portable table, on which had been placed
a couple of well-known sporting periodicals, its bright colours and shining steel furni-
ture, it was also a room to be enjoyed, rather than simply endured.

Pointing out the general absence of sport in histories of modernism, Steven
Connor once asked, ‘Why a room of one’s own, but never, as it seems, a gym of
one’s own?’ (Connor 2009) But of course there are exceptions. One is The Young
Man’s Home, a collaborative project between Le Corbusier, Pierre Jeanneret,
Charlotte Perriand, René Herbst and Louis Sognot and the artist Fernand Léger
for the 1935 Brussels Exhibition. The space of this exhibition installation was
principally divided between a study at the front and a gym towards the back,
complete with rowing machine, medicine balls and gymnastic apparatus
(Figure 8.1). On the rear wall hung a large work by Léger, Exercise Room, 1935
(Figure 8.2). Off to the side were a bedroom, a bathroom and a solarium. This
chapter will examine the project in the light of its continuities and divergences
from Purism, the classicised and stripped down inheritor of Cubism that Le
Corbusier and Amédée Ozenfant began to formulate in their extended essay
‘After Cubism’ in 1918 and then promulgated through their review, L’Esprit
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FIGURE 8.1

Le Corbusier, Charlotte Perriand,
Pierre Jeanneret, René Herbst,
Fernand Léger and Louis Sognot,

A Young Man’s Home, installation at
the Brussels Exposition, 1935, view
of the study looking towards the
gymnasium

FLEGER
35

FIGURE 8.2 Fernand Léger, Exercise Room, 1935, oil on canvas,
235 x 396 cm, private collection, Tokyo. © ADAGP, Paris and
DACS, London 2021

Nouveau, published from 1920 until 1925 (Ozenfant, Jeanneret 2001).! In doing
so, it will also examine the status of men’s physical training in the 1930s, the
context of the 1935 exhibition, particularly in relation to the Paris International
Exhibition of 1937, on which many of the collaborators also worked and which
is often seen as a manifestation of the Popular Front government, and the
role of those (Perriand, Herbst and Sognot) who had not been associated with
the initial Purist moment but who, in common with Le Corbusier, Jeanneret
and Léger, were members of the art and design group the ‘Union des artistes
modernes’ (UAM).

1 Inan attempt to avoid confusion, I will use Charles-Edouard Jeanneret’s famous pseudonym,
Le Corbusier, throughout in the text, but preserve him as the author of texts published under
his original name in the notes. Pierre Jeanneret, who also worked on the Young Man’s Home,
was Le Corbusier’s cousin.
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Any collaboration between Le Corbusier and Léger is bound to recall the
famous Pavillon L'Esprit Nouveau, built by Le Corbusier for the 1925 ‘Exposi-
tion Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes’ Named for the
magazine edited by Purism’s principal figures, Le Corbusier and Ozenfant, the
pavilion served as a built manifesto for the movement. Inside this previous
model apartment hung, successively, two works by Léger, the only paintings
not by Ozenfant or Le Corbusier themselves. Léger had first appeared in the
pages of L’Esprit Nouveau in the fourth issue, the subject of an extended profile
by the cubist critic Maurice Raynal (Raynal 1921). He was something of a Pur-
ist fellow traveller rather than a strict adherent, but his frequent appearances
in the journal, as well as his inclusion in the pavilion, mark him out as a par-
ticularly important point of reference for the Purists and, by the same token,
Léger’'s own work became more Purist in character, with a series of still-lifes
and an emphasis on the ‘machine aesthetic, so much so that he used the term
as the main title for a pair of essays written at this time (Léger 1973b, c). Just as
importantly for what I will discuss, it resulted in an attempt on his part to think
through the relationship between modern architecture and modern painting,
particularly in regard to large-scale murals.? The fourth issue of the journal was
a crucial one, the first to have been edited solely by Le Corbusier and Ozenfant
and as well as the feature on Léger it contained their own ‘Purism), a defini-
tion of the movement.® As I have written elsewhere, sport was important to
the Purists, even if it did not feature in their painting, which, at its most doc-
trinaire, limited itself to still-lifes in muted colours on uniformly sized can-
vases (Vere 2018: 34—40, 62—79, 176—182). The magazine itself was more eclectic
and always carried ‘Les Sports’ on its masthead as one of a number of areas
of modern life in which it was interested. Photographs of tennis, motor races
and boxing matches are scattered through the books that Le Corbusier pub-
lished based on articles that first appeared in the journal. In La Peinture mod-
erne, a strongman of the sort regularly photographed for periodicals such as
La Culture physique illustrates continuity with a strongman of ancient Greece,
depicted at the temple of Selinunte holding two women upside down in his
arms (Ozenfant, Jeanneret 1925: 45). For Purism was not simply about the new,

2 Paintings by Léger also appear in issues nine, the double issue eleven and twelve, thirteen,
eighteen, twenty (two works), twenty-three, twenty-four, and twenty-five (two works).
A review of his ballet, Skating-Rink, by Raynal appears in issue seventeen, along with
photographs of the production, costume and stage designs. Léger’s involvement in another
ballet, La Création du monde is well documented in issue eighteen.

3 Amédée Ozenfant and Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, ‘Le Purisme) L’Esprit Nouveau, 4 (January
1921), 369—386. Subsequent references are to the translation by Robert L. Herbert as: Ozenfant
and Le Corbusier 1964: 50—73.
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rather it was a search for supposedly transhistorical standards that could then
be re-established in the modern world. The manifesto itself touches on sport
incidentally but tellingly. Attempting to distinguish between primary sensa-
tions and secondary sensations, Ozenfant and Le Corbusier come up with
an example of a billiard ball. To them, this represents ‘one of the most per-
fect human materializations of the sphere’ (Ozenfant, Le Corbusier 1964: 61).
Regardless of to whom it is shown, an identical sensation will be produced in
each, what they term a ‘constant primary sensation’ (Ozenfant, Le Corbusier
1964: 61). However, to someone familiar with the game, a secondary sensation
will be produced that associates the ball with the sport and ‘the pleasures or
displeasures of playing, etc.—variables’ The production of precision sporting
equipment comes to connote not simply a sphere, but, albeit problemati-
cally, Western European culture, industry, and leisure, a quality of what they
deem to be civilization (Ozenfant, Le Corbusier 1964: 61).* For the Purists, any
good modern art would not concentrate just on the universals of the primary
sensations as this would lack what they term ‘sufficient human resonance’, so
some aspects of secondary sensations are important, indeed vital to modern
art (Ozenfant, Le Corbusier 1964: 62). For this reason, Le Corbusier’s Toward
an Architecture (1923) mixes the old (and supposedly universal) ‘Lesson from
Rome’ with the utterly contemporary ‘new spirit’ for which the journal was
named, played out there in the examples drawn from ocean liners, airplanes
and automobiles, grouped together (Le Corbusier 2008).

Much of Ozenfant and Le Corbusier’s rhetoric around the time of the for-
mation of Purism had centred on the machine and industry, as had Léger’s
and indeed, that of the modern movement more generally. By the time of the
Young Man’s Home, there had been a significant change. This is pointed out by
another of the collaborators, Charlotte Perriand. Perriand had been designing
furniture in tubular steel from the mid-1920s and, on joining Le Corbusier’s
studio, had played a leading role in developing such furniture alongside Pierre
Jeanneret. Moreover, as she writes in her autobiography, she had been champi-
oning the virtues of steel over wood while doing so (Perriand 2003: 70). Yet one
of the pieces of furniture, accorded a prominent place in the foreground of Fig-
ure 8.1, is a rustic looking wood and straw chair. Perriand recounted how this
piece had vexed Pierre Chareau, representing as it did a complete turnaround
in Perriand’s attitude, a vexation she shrugged off by explaining that solutions
could vary according to circumstances, but still demonstrate the same concept

4 To the modern reader, Ozenfant and Le Corbusier have a stunningly ill-chosen range of
observers and I have deliberately elided these here to convey the sense of their argument.
But, out of those shown the billiard ball, it is only the Frenchman (and not the Laplander or
the Negro) who is familiar with the sport and therefore has the secondary sensation.
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FIGURE 8.3

Le Corbusier, Pierre Jeanneret and
Charlotte Perriand, view of the study
of Young Man’s Home, 1935 showing
plan of the apartment with names of
contributors and Fernand Léger, Aloes,

1935

(Perriand 2003: 70). In fact, as Romy Golan has shown, there was a steady move
from the machinic references of early Purism to a modernism that was far
more accommodating of the rustic, the hand-crafted, the vernacular and the
natural amongst Le Corbusier and his associates (Golan 1995).> The study of
the Young Man’s Home (Figure 8.3) is crammed full of such natural and organic
references. There are found objects, including whale vertebrae and mountain
flint placed on shelves, ‘beautiful forms created by nature’ as Perriand put it
(2003: 70). A second picture by Léger, Aloes, hangs next to the shelves. There
were cross sections of cells and bones, a desk topped with slate, wooden walls
and a terracotta floor. However, when Golan claims that the inclusion of such
objects ‘signaled a near 180 degree turn from the machine aesthetic to organ-
ism’ I think she overstates the case (Golan 1995: 95). In part, this is because her
reading concentrates almost exclusively on the study area on which Perriand,
Le Corbusier and Jeanneret collaborated. Her consideration of the gym area is
far briefer, although she sees it as key, reading it in terms of its ‘washable lino-
leum walls’ (Golan 1995: 95). Although steel, linoleum and glass persist in the
gym, [ will also argue that it was a much more playful space than this implies
and that it cannot be separated from the study. There are points at which this is
reinforced. Léger’s Aloes is undoubtedly an organic reference, but it also links
up with two real aloe plants in the solarium, visible in some photographs of
the space. As the painting hung to the extreme left of the view in Figure 8.1
and the aloe plants themselves were placed at the entrance to the solarium,
just visible as a doorway below the gymnastic ring at the back right, the plants
and their representation span almost the entirety of the diagonal of the Young
Man’s Home’s plan, linking the spaces together.® The main piece of furniture
in the study is the long bureau, which again links front and back, carrying as

5 Golan discusses the Young Man’s Home on pp. 95-99.
6 One aloe plant is visible in the photograph of the gym published in Delaporte 2004: 120-121.
A second can be seen in Champigneulle 1935: 307.
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it does an image of a stadium from Le Corbusier’s Radiant City project that I
will discuss further below. The Young Man’s Home was a collaboration and its
parts are not neatly divisible; this is implied by the use of mesh, glass bricks
and partitions as semi-permeable boundaries between its elements. It is also
underlined by Perriand’s decision to draw the plan of the home on the board.
This reveals not only that the gym occupied over a third of the total space, but
also identifies which of the team were responsible for the individual spaces at
the same as emphasising that this was a collaboration and including the affili-
ations of its participants to uaAm and ‘Congres internationaux d’architecture
moderne’ (CIAM). The gym, with its steel furniture and gymnastic equipment,
is as much a part of the home as the more organic and wooden study. Moreover,
all of its collaborators had an interest in sport, and this in itself could be seen
as being distinctly modern. In fact, sport comes to do some of the ideological
work previously carried out by the machine. Whereas before we might have
expected the machine aesthetic to come into play in the study, in other words,
ostensibly influencing a site of work, here it comes into play in a site of leisure.

The Young Man’s Home took its place in a larger project, the French Home.
Under the overall control of Maurice Dufréne, other parts of the commission
included a reception room, living room, dining room, dressing room, master
bedroom, girl'sbedroom, a playroom, bathroom and an office. Taken as a whole,
this French contribution was widely heralded, at least in the domestic press,
as representing the entire range of decorative art production in the country,
although writers tended to regard a Young Man’s Home, for good or bad, as an
extreme manifestation of this.” Asif to stress that it stood slightly apart from the
rest of the French Home, The Young Man’s home was designed to be self-con-
tained and was the most unabashedly avant-garde of these designs. Perriand
recalled that ‘{w]e were pleased with our exercise in style—conceiving a nest
for a young man married to his epoch’ (2003: 69). Her decision to use the slate
wall of the study as a blackboard with its plan, names and affiliations should be
seen in this context. In her view, this served ‘to spotlight those movements that
were crusading for disciplines to join forces to accomplish a threefold goal: to
spur the development of society, to promote the art of building, and to create
anew art de vivre—an art of living’ (Perriand 2003: 69). Of those involved, Per-
riand, Le Corbusier, Pierre Jeanneret and Léger were members of both ciam
and the design group uAM, while the remaining two figures, René Herbst and
Louis Sognot, were also members of uAM. Amongst its critical defenders was
Jean Cassou, the future member of the Popular Front government and found-
ing director of the Musée national d’Art moderne, who privileged this uam

7 See, for example, Champigneulle 1935; de Brunhoff and Dufet 1935, or Cheronnet 1935.
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part of the project, using it to attack the rest of the French contribution, which
exemplified ‘this spirit of compromise which, since 1925, uses the by-products
of modern art, vulgarises modern art in place of defending it and illustrating
it valiantly’. The Young Man’s Home, by contrast, was ‘the one corner of the
pavilion dedicated to youth and freshness’ and Cassou ended with an asser-
tion that Léger should have been given the commission for the frescoes on the
exterior of the whole pavilion to produce something lively, too lively, but at
least affirmative, instead of that greyness which is only a prudent refocusing of
the inventions of others.® The reference to 1925 was hardly coincidental, for Le
Corbusier’s Pavillon I'Esprit Nouveau had also occupied a peripheral site in an
exhibition that largely consecrated the art deco style that most of the contribu-
tions to the French Home perpetuated.

At stake in this debate is Brussels as a precursor to France’s own exhibition
in1937. Already by 1935, publications were debating whether this should show-
case international modernism in the style of Le Corbusier, or devote itself to
exclusively French, often regionalist, styles.® Such articles often regretted the
missed opportunity of 1925, an exhibition notable from a Purist point of view
for not only for the Pavillon L'Esprit Nouveau but also because Le Corbusier,
in the pages of L’Esprit Nouveau, had been amongst its most voluble critics.
The clearest evidence that the 1935 Brussels exhibition was being viewed as
preparatory to the 1937 Paris exhibition is given in the title of Larchitecture
daujourd’hui’s review, ‘Bruxelles 1935 préface de Paris 1937" (A. H. 1935: 78).
Given this, it is hard to believe that the French authorities were not also look-
ing at the French Home project as a forerunner of the 1937 exhibition and
indeed, two of the participants in the design for the Young Man’s Home, Léger
and Perriand, would collaborate again on the design for the Agricultural Pavil-
ion in Paris. Herbst was responsible for the interior of the uam Pavilion there,
as well as the Trade Centre and the Advertising Pavilion. Le Corbusier, too,
would gain the commission to build the Pavillon des temps nouveaux, with
Jeanneret and Perriand also working on this project. The first stirrings of the

8 Cassou 1935: 5: ‘Sans doute peut-on regretter sur la pavillon francais, dans sa présentation
extérieure et dans son ensemble, ne prétende signifier que cet esprit de compromise qui,
depuis 1925, utilise les sous-produits de I'art moderne, vulgarise I'art moderne au lieu de
le défendre et de lillustrer vaillamment. Au moins un coin du pavillon est-il consacré aux
signes de la jeunesse et de la fraicheur: cest la salle de culture physique de René Herbst,
l'appartement de jeune homme de Perriat [sic], Le Corbusier et Jeanneret, la salle de Chareau
avec ses photographies, le coin de repos de Sognot. [...] Y aurait-il eu grand mal si l'on avait
confié au méme Léger les panneaux décoratifs de la facade? Sans doute aurions-nous eu
quelque chose de vif, de trop vif, mais au moins d’aftfirmatif au lieu de cette grisaille qui ne
fait que remettre au point avec prudence les inventions des autres.

9 See for example, Gallotti 1935; Loisy 1935.
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Popular Front had come the year before the Belgian exhibition, with Perriand
ascribing her return to France from the Soviet Union to the right-wing riots
in Paris of 6 February 1934, which were countered by a General Strike on 12
February that saw Communists and Socialists march together (Perriand 2003:
45).19 It was formally constituted on Bastille Day in July 1935, after the Belgian
exhibition had opened. By the time the Popular Front assumed power in May
1936, the involvement, to a greater or lesser extent, of all the participants in
left-wing projects at this point, as well as a generalised belief in technology and
modernity, certainly positioned them to take advantage of the Popular Front’s
patronage, particularly as the sympathetic Cassou became part of the cabinet
at the Ministry for Education and the Fine Arts.

Perriand also revealed the gestation of the group discovering sport and
exercise as the solution to the problem of defining the programme for the
Young Man’s Home: ‘René Herbst regularly went canoeing with friends, and
every Thursday we rented the pool at the Lutetia Hotel, where we swam,
horsed around, and played water polo. The young man of our house would
therefore be athletic, like us’ (Perriand 2003: 69). Le Corbusier and Jeanneret
enjoyed similar pastimes. From the early thirties Le Corbusier had been playing
basketball twice a week and was also an ardent swimmer and practitioner
of Miiller gymnastics.!! Perriand’s own work already included a Project for
Work and Sport (1927), in which an open plan living space was punctuated
by climbing ladders and a punchball. In a sentence missing from the English
translation, Perriand hints at some of the ideological accompaniment to such
activities. She writes of the connection between body and mind that the Young
Man’s Home evokes, referencing in particular those items found where the
study met the gym. In the English translation the net is a simple expedient to
prevent balls from going over from the gym to the study. However, in the French
this continues: ‘body and spirit: a symbol, the same as our manifesto unit that
formed a screen in front of the net hanging from the exercise room’ (Perriand
1998: 75). The manifesto unit referred to here is the bureau with the image of
the stadium from Le Corbusier’s Radiant City on it. Perriand called it a piece
‘brimming with symbolism’ and once again the equation is made between the
exterior life of the body (as on public display in the stadium) and the interior
life of the mind (a piece of furniture designed to store papers), with the twist
that the interior of the bureau also contains a wireless telegraphy machine, so
that these thoughts can be broadcast back out to the world. The Young Man’s

10 For the development of the Popular Front, see Jackson 1988.
1 For swimming and gymnastics, see Baudoui and Dercelles 2015. For basketball, see Winter
2013: 14.
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Home, therefore, seeks to achieve a balance between intellectualism and
physical activity, between thought and action, and it does so not simply by
evenly dividing the principal spaces of the home between an office and a gym,
but also by constantly stressing how imbricated these two activities are. As the
designers were themselves enthusiastic athletes, this is not surprising, but it
does play into wider debates about physical culture in the thirties.

Le Corbusier was part of those debates and his stream of books means that
we have a much more extensive corpus of works to draw on to analyse his
positions in regard to physical exercise. His attitudes had remained constant
since the days of L’Esprit Nouveau. Exercise was to be encouraged at all costs
and to enable that, the modern city should be well appointed with areas for
sport close to where to people lived. In fact, The Radiant City, published in the
same year as The Young Man’s Home, was even more insistent on this, devot-
ing much more space to the consideration of leisure than the works of a dec-
ade before and going so far to predict that ‘leisure time made available by the
machine age will suddenly emerge as a social danger: an imminent threat’ (Le
Corbusier 1967: 64). To counter this, he asked, rhetorically:

What is sport? Daily, disciplined, regular physical activity. A food as indis-
pensable as bread itself. Everyone-men, women, children— at any age
and on every day of the year, can ‘take off his jacket’ when he gets home,
go down in front of the building where he lives and play a game of basket-
ball, tennis, of soccer; can join his comrades in the races, the watersports,
the walks that, given the immense, indeed the limitless areas of space
available, will revivify their lungs, improve their circulation, strengthen
their muscles, and fill them with joy and optimism. For such are the fruits
of sport or physical training. (Le Corbusier 1967: 65)

But he immediately sounds a discordant note, ‘And what a gulf there is between
the valid promise of such a city and the specious nature of sport today’. While
praising sport for everything from aggression, its promotion of decision mak-
ing, its speed, its development of teamwork and linking the timing of the
emergence of its ‘profoundly human values’ to a point where humanity was
also being ‘denatured by its subjection to the machine’, Le Corbusier still has
his reservations. For him, the city has produced the stadium, a place where
a few elite athletes perform for thousands of spectators who are themselves
passive: the stadium is ‘Sport? Only for the players (20 players for every 20,000
spectators) where is the sport for the 20,000 spectators? Our aim: sport for
everyone. That is the question’ (Le Corbusier 1967: 106). Incidentally, one of
the oddities of Le Corbusier’s position was that he would continue to project
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stadiums, whether the relatively small-scale ground that graces the mani-
festo unit itself, or grand unrealised projects for a multi-use National Centre
for Popular Celebrations involving 100,000 participants of the following year
and his later project for the Olympics in Baghdad, or the much smaller, post-
humously-realised stadium at Firminy-Vert (Le Corbusier 1984). Nevertheless,
in a caption to a picture of athletes hurdling a water jump in a steeplechase
race, Le Corbusier dreams of ‘being able to do this outside our apartments in
the Radiant City: we come home from work and change; our friends are there
waiting. High spirits, physical activity. And then we can go on to think about
the “serious” things afterwards’ (Le Corbusier 1967: 111). Physical activity as a
prolegomenon to intellectual work. It is easy to see how this might correspond
to the Young Man’s Home.

Joan Tumblety’s work on French physical culture between the wars has
revealed it to be preoccupied by the idea of surmenage, or overwork, particu-
larly intellectual overwork (Tumblety 2012). Although practising sport could, it
was felt, remedy this, watching it could not. In this sense, Le Corbusier’s atti-
tudes correspond to those of many physical culturists, such as Maurice Boigey
or Jean Guimier, who mistrusted what we might term spectacular sport pre-
cisely because of its passive consumption. Boigey was, in fact, a touchstone
for the articles that appeared in L'’Esprit Nouveau that deal directly with sport
and physical culture. These were written by Dr Pierre Winter, Le Corbusier’s
basketball partner, and advocated a physical training regime to counter what
he perceived as the decline in the male body that been initiated with the fall
of the Roman empire and worsened through the Barbarian and Christian peri-
ods and the early years of the industrial revolution, but which now could be
reversed through scientific principles, rational organisation and better use of
time spent not at work (Winter 1922a).12

Training in the home, whether as an end in itself or to participate in com-
munal sport outside it, was key to an effective use of this new leisure time. Nor
was this an idle debate; the Popular Front government would legislate for paid
holidays in 1936. But, of course, few apartments for young men would have
anything as well-appointed as this gym. Tumblety in fact describes the fitness
literature of the time instructing middle-class men on how to adapt bedrooms
to serve as part-time gymnasiums (Tumblety 2012: 29—30). In an exhibition
context there was no need for such a compromised dual space. As Bernard
Champigneulle, writing of The French Home as a whole, noted drily: ‘On the

12 Pierre Winter references Boigey’s physical training manual as the source of his own rec-
ommended regimen. The supposed long decline of the body from classical antiquity to
modern man is recounted in his next essay (Winter 1922b).
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strength of the title, foreigners might believe that French families are housed
beautifully’ (1935: 310). Finally, the gym does indeed become a room of one’s
own, and a large and generously provisioned one at that. Alongside the central
rowing machine, were Herbst’s Sandow metal chairs, named for the strongman
and physical culturalist and drawing on elements of a chest expander for its
seat and back. There were also Indian clubs, medicine balls, a punchbag with
boxing gloves, and weights. Suspended from the ceiling are a trapeze, climb-
ing ropes and gymnastic rings. And no other gym had a monumental work by
Léger against its back wall. That Léger shared many of Le Corbusier’s views
of importance of leisure is evidenced by an essay he wrote for Art Front in
1937: ‘I should like to say a word as to leisure—the creation and organization of
leisure for workers. That, I take it, is the cardinal point of this discussion. Eve-
rything depends on it’ (Léger 1973d: 116).13 There he also lauded ‘Le Corbusier’s
two great gifts to us: the white wall and light, while also advocating ‘mural
paintings signed by the best modern artists), an art that competes with (but
also learns from) ‘the daily allurements of the movies, the radio, large-scale
photography and advertising’ (Léger 1973d: 116, 117).

And here we encounter a work that does not simply reinforce the message
that training is good, but also broadcasts it, as if it were itself an advertising
panel. The painting was, on Léger’s own account, the largest he had completed
to this point, almost four metres wide and approaching two-and-a-half metres
tall. Brightly coloured with a yellow ground, its forms echo those of the gym,
with the rope and the gymnastic ring being particularly evidently connected
to the apparatus that hung in front of it. This coils in and out of a geometric
armature accented in the secondary colours of orange and green, all set against
some deep blue biomorphic shapes. To the right a serried trio of athletes find
a formal correspondence to a dumbbell positioned above them. In turn, this
finds its echo on the other side of the canvas, where four hands, all left, so
belonging to four different people, extend towards a ball. It is reasonable to
assume that these hands are female; the ball was a staple of rhythmic gym-
nastics and Leni Riefenstahl’s film Olympia, shot the following year, makes use
of a similar trope in its opening scenes. Léger liked this aspect of the work
sufficiently to reuse the motif in the 1950s for the mosaic on the facade of the
museum now dedicated to him at Biot, a design that had initially been pro-
duced for the newly constructed Niedersachsenstadion in Hanover. In Brussels,
it marks an incursion of the feminine into the Young Man’s Home and Léger
perhaps acknowledges this, as the rope, instead of hanging vertically, seems

13 The essay originally appeared in English in Art Front in 1937.
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attracted to this side of the picture, breaking the apparatus that otherwise
divides the canvas, just as the thumb of the hand positioned nearest the centre
also seems more preoccupied with breaking this divide than reaching for the
ball. Such an incursion of desire disrupts the otherwise largely monosexual
space of the Young Man’s Home, although a rather less subtle evocation of het-
erosexual desire is evident in the one of only two photographs I have found
of the bedroom. Pinned up above the bed is a photo of a woman in a bathing
suit straddling some piece of equipment.! In fact, Léger described the work as
‘very violent’ (Léger 1987:138). He was happy with its wide appeal, its ‘pictorial
vulgarisation,, calling it ‘Jolly and popular like a view of Marseille [...] very Cote
d’Azur picture postcard. That's what pleases me, its successful vulgarity’ (Léger
1987: 141). This letter of 18 July 1935 to his partner, Simone Herman, enclosed
a picture postcard of the painting that had been produced for the exhibition.

The painting, with its postcard qualities and its literal postcard existence,
also plays on one of the conceits of the Young Man’s Home. It is, notionally,
hung in a private space. Just the Young Man himself and whoever he invites
into his home would ever see it. Léger would have been wholly uninterested in
such a commission, especially on the scale of Exercise Room, at least according
to the terms of his essay ‘The New Realism Goes On’, where such popular mural
art is designed to be seen by the working class (Léger 1973d: 116, 117).1> The work
instead exists to be seen by a wider public, firstly in the context of those who
went to the exhibition in Brussels, then, to his evident delight, the people who
saw it on the picture postcards that they sent back. His letter tellingly refers to
it not as a tableau (painting) but as a panneau, literally a sign, but also conjur-
ing up a panneau-réclame, or advertising billboard. Over twenty years previ-
ously, Léger had written of his fascination for these facets of modern culture,
believing that the ‘red or yellow poster, shouting in a timid landscape, is the
best of possible reasons for the new painting’ (Léger 1973a: 12).

Once we start looking at Léger’s work as a disruptive, colourful, popu-
lar and sexualised element, it becomes clear that this could be extended to
much of the gym as a whole. Rather than the sterile, disciplined space that
Golan’s identification of its ‘washable linoleum walls’ implies, the gym in fact
was often contrasted to the office. For contemporary commentators, it was the
office (and not the gym), that exemplified a ‘sober rationalism, hygienic and

14 ‘A LExposition de Bruxelles (Section Frangaise), LArchitecture dAujourd’hui, 5 :10
(October 1935), 61.

15 He did, however, complete murals for Nelson Rockefeller’s apartment in 1938, although
this was largely to cover the costs of a trip to New York connected to an unrealised project
for a mural for the exterior of Radio City.
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FIGURE 8.4
René Herbst, gymnasium for Young
Man'’s Home, 1935, view looking

SALLE DE CULTURE PHYSIQUE, PAR RENE HERBST Pt Oroe towards the solarium, bathroom and
bedroom

even spartan’ (Cheronnet) and which was governed by an ‘imperturbable logic
[that] removes any idea of luxury and even elegance’ (Champigneulle). By con-
trast, for these conservative critics, the gym area is noted by Cheronnet for its
‘fresh oppositions of blue and yellow’ and is described by Champigneulle as in
Herbst’s signature style ‘with all its notes of living colour and its reflective bur-
nished metal' Léger’s painting, dominating the far wall, obviously contributed
to this sense of liveliness. As a whole, the gym had much more in common with
Herbst’s designs for a stainless-steel first-class cabin on a steamship, a luxury
space with vivid red furniture, Sandow chairs and Vuitton luggage, than it did
with a sterile environment such as a hospital.

The side view of the gym (Figure 8.4) establishes that this is no mere utilitar-
ian space for training the body. Rather, it is better regarded as an environment
in which such training could, but not necessarily would, take place. Herbst’s
Sandow chairs reinforce this. In themselves they do nothing to train the body,
but they adopt the rhetoric of physical training. His chaise longue, with a robe
and a chest expander draped across it, does even less to convince the viewer
that physical training is paramount here. Next to it is placed a portable set of
shelves on which two magazines are folded. There is just enough visible in the
photograph to establish the titles: LAuto and Match L'Intran. These were the
two leading French sports publications, with LAuto alone selling up to 300,000
copies a day at the time (Tumblety 2012: 108). Accordingly, these magazines,
while promoting sport and physical culture, also made celebrities of the lead-
ing sporting figures of the day, particularly cyclists and boxers. To pick up a
copy of LAuto or Match L'Intran is to engage with sport in a very different man-
ner, then, to picking up the boxing gloves and training at the punchbag, but
this is a use of the space that the gym also seems to encourage. It is, in fact, easy
to imagine the Young Man on his recliner, leafing through the popular sporting
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press and procrastinating not only about moving to the punchbag or the rings,
but also about the work that awaits him in his office, subverting not one but
both of the major spaces of the display.

The Young Man’s Home stands in a tradition of the public exhibition of
domestic interior spaces. French modernist precedents would include the
Maison cubiste (1912), in which Léger’s work had been included, as well as
Le Corbusier’s own Pavillon L'Esprit Nouveau, and Perriand’s own Bar Sous
le Toit (1927), with examples from further afield being supplied by Charles
Rennie Mackintosh and Margaret Macdonald at the Vienna Secession (1900),
the Omega Workshops at the London Ideal Home Exhibition (1914), Hannes
Meyer’s Co-Op flat at Die Wohnung (1926) and the Villa-Studio of Gruppo
7 architects Luigi Figini and Enrico Pollini at the Milan Triennial of 1933. As
noted above, The Young Man’s Home was part of the wider project of the
French Home and so it, like all these projects, presented a domestic space for
the consumption and education of the public, whilst keeping up the pretence
that what the viewer was looking at was a private space. But in conclusion,
I want to suggest that in the Young Man’s Home, this negotiation of public
and private is overdetermined by the debates going on around sport itself,
debates in which some of those who collaborated on the project, most notably
Le Corbusier, were active participants.

Firstly, the Young Man’s home represents an early instance of physical
training being allocated a dedicated space in the home. As mentioned above,
Tumblety has looked at the way that men were already being encouraged to
adopt gymnastique de chambre. She also details the way in which some writ-
ers were advocating supplementing this with a punch bag or artificial canoe
(Tumblety 2012: 29). But the Young Man’s Home goes much further in this in
allotting a third of its total floorspace to a specialist room for the solitary prac-
tice of fitness. To be sure, there are the odd signs of conviviality. There are,
for instance, two pairs of boxing gloves, two chairs, but the title of the project
underscores that this is a space for a single man. Only Marcel Breuer’s ‘House
for a Sportsman, shown at the Berlin Building exhibition of 1931, comes close to
dedicating an area to this much sporting equipment, but even here the arrange-
ments feel provisional and less fixed than those in The Young Man’s House.

Secondly, as space is made within the home for exercise, this provides an
answer to, in fact exceeds, Le Corbusier’s call for exercise to be available in
close proximity to the home. But in domesticating it, it loses a fundamental
part of what Le Corbusier saw as valuable in this, that the city dweller could
Yjoin his [sic] comrades in the races, the watersports, the walks), that ‘our friends
are there waiting), that sport and physical exercise were, in an important sense,
collective activities. After all, this is how Le Corbusier played his weekly games
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of basketball, or Perriand and Herbst enjoyed the hotel pool on Thursday after-
noons, not alone, but with companions. This had been, and to some extent
still is, how public gyms function and the history of the home gym, relying as it
does on individual motivation to lone exercise, is by contrast, one littered with
disused rowing machines, exercise bicycles and bullworkers. The chaise longue
and reading matter in the gym space perhaps also hint at a similar future for
its equipment. On the other hand, the exhibition context of the Young Man’s
Home might mean that we should not take this so literally. There is no ‘outside’
here, so perhaps the gym, with Léger’s painting, is intended to represent pub-
licly the importance of sport, its size conveying the importance of the ‘creation
and organization of leisure for workers) on which, Léger thought, everything
depended.

Finally, we do not know if the gym is an end in itself, or a means to an end.
As there is no outside to the Young Man’s Home, we do not know what else he
does. Does he train to play a sport, does he row on a real river against other
rowers, or box against other boxers? This cuts to one of the central debates of
the early twentieth century: to what extent should physical culture be valued
as a good per se? Or is it, rather, something that is best undertaken as prepara-
tion for competitive sport? Here at least, we do have a clue, for we know he
has an interest in competitive sport through his choice of magazines. But, as
discussed above, this also implies a passive consumption of sport, a reading
about and a watching of competitive sport, that the chaise longue and the sta-
dium on the bureau also seem to encourage. For, just as the project itself is
an ostensibly private space made publicly viewable, so too is the presentation
of sport within that project simultaneously that of private, individual endeav-
our and that of a more passive, collective consumption of sport as spectacle,
whether within the communal environment of the stadium, or the more dif-
fuse community of the readership of a magazine.
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