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The Double Life of Architecture 
Karen Olesen 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper takes as its starting point studio work executed at the Aarhus School of Architecture. It 
will discuss architectural form as a phenomenon that is at the same time freed from and 
completely bound up with functionality.  
 
- In 1950, as part of his Chandigarh project, Le Corbusier designed a palace for the governor of 
Punjab, India. The project was never built and exists only as incomplete sets of drawings.  
- In 2013 a group of architecture students were given the assignment to design a municipal 
school in a new urban district in Copenhagen. 
 
On the face of it, no connection between these two situations can be made.  
The distance between Chandigarh a few years after India’s independence and a newly converted 
industrial area in the capital of Denmark is immense, not only geographically and historically, but 
also culturally, socially and mentally. Still, as teachers we were convinced that it would make 
perfect sense to use Le Corbusier's abandoned project as a starting point for the students' design 
of a new school. 
For if we cleanse the Governor's Palace of its geographical context, of its function as 
representative spaces, of its troubled fate and even for a moment of its signature LC - we are still 
left with a material packed with information. Information on orchestrated spatial sequences, on 
scalar leaps and structural layers, on proportions and light - in short on architecture per se. 
Stripped of its own history, the project can serve as an architectural 'prototype' ready to be 
invested with new meanings, new functions and introduced into new contexts. 
Such cleansing may seem cynical, but the fact that we can quite easily ignore the circumstances 
that determined the project only demonstrates how architecture leads a double life: on the one 
hand being completely entangled in its history of conditions - on the other existing absolutely 
independent of those circumstances. 
 
In architecture, autonomy is often defined as the architect's professional and creative 
independence. This paper suggests that we instead understand architecture itself as autonomous 
[auto- (self) -nomous (knowledgeable)]. That we can, in specific works of architecture, find 
knowledge about the discipline: a certain expertise that is imbedded in the work, existing 
independently from the context in which the work was designed.  
Furthermore, it will be argued that it is exactly this knowledge that enables the positive connection 
between architecture and the outside world. Insisting on the autonomy of architecture does not 
mean disregarding contextual or programmatic aspects; on the contrary, the autonomy of 
architecture can be seen as a prerequisite for architecture's habitability. 
 
Any attempt at formulating a precise definition of architecture's habitability is problematic for us. 
In pre-modern literature, vague terms such as commodity, convenience and character were used 
to emphasize how good architecture must somehow support human life. And although modernism 
introduced more scientific theories about the relation between function and form, the results seem 
to be either unnecessarily simplifying, or just as vague as the pre-modern terminology. 
Thus, it seems fair to abandon the pursuit of any precise definition and conclude that it is in 
architecture itself - in specific works and designs - that we find the habitability of architecture: 
exemplified rather than explained. 
Based on this realisation we let our students identify, isolate and reinterpret specific spatial 
sequences in The Governor's Palace, thereby generating material for new architectural projects. 
Developed not as solutions to, but rather in dialogue with, new contextual challenges. 
 
The paper will elaborate the discussion on autonomy as a prerequisite for habitability, illustrated 
by samples of student work. 
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