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Carnet de voyage: A Ruskin’s legacy on capture
and transmission the architectural travel
experience

Sasha Londoiio Venegas | sasha.londono@polito.it

PhD student in Architecture. History and Project
Politecnico di Torino

Abstract

Travel notebook (carnet de voyage) is one of the most invaluable legacies of Ruskin from
the didactic and formative point of view of architecture. It has remained the preferred me-
dium by which architectural experiences are gathered into memoirs, subsequently finding
theirway into projects. Travel experiences captured in notebooks are made up by references
that have a strong and important impact on the architectural training. This Ruskin’s legacy
gives the opportunity to study how architects learn to observe geographic, chromatic, pic-
torial, perceptual, and sensory phenomena. Collecting experiences and references in a car-
net de voyage also involves reflections and analysis of the sites visited, where architects pro-
duce an instrument of knowledge for composition, conceptualization and critical reflec-
tion, and the learning of architecture today. Through the notebooks of the first formation
travels of an English gentleman, it is possible to achieve a lesson of democratization of the
journey as it is expanded and diffused for those who possibly do not have the possibility to
travel in the same way.

Parole chiave
Architecture, carnet-de-voyage, formative-travel, travel-notebooks

Il taccuino é un sistema di memoria [...] non solo un deposito
disordinato di frammenti di memoria’.

How are travel notebooks an invaluable legacy of John Ruskin for the education of ar-
chitecture? How are travel experiences and references captured in travel notebooks,
restored and reinstituted in the architectural project? How are the travel notebooks
used in the process of design and research in architecture? How does their study
contribute to knowledge?* This contribution is part of an ongoing doctoral research,
which seeks to give value to the concept of the architect’s first formative travel and its
restitution in the project and learning of architecture, conceived travel notebooks as a
fundamental instrument for the capture and transmission of the journey.

The relevance of the first educational travel is determinant in the architect’s training
and structuring for subsequent journeys. Likewise, the travel notebook has been for
years the medium through which the journey can be recorded and/or transmitted.
For architects, have remained the preferred and most effective medium for capturing



references, and building a memoir that finds its return in architectural projects and
its apprenticeship. How are references captured in travel notebooks? How are these
references activated and dynamized in the design and research process? How can per-
sonal language and personal experience become a collective domain through archi-
tectural design (theoretical, practical and pedagogical)? The doctoral research studies
the first formative journey of the Colombian architect German Samper (1924-2019)3,
inItaly (1949), and the way to capture the memoirs of the journey in notebooks. How
does he receive the legacy and influence of Ruskin? is it reflected in his travel note-
books? It is proposed to construct a theoretical framework through the critical analy-
sis of the notebooks of the first travel considered as a fundamental pedagogical tool.
This analysis examines the transmission of a travel model, supported by a more gen-
eral learning model, analyzed through a comparative case study in a maestro-allievo
succession: Paul Bouvier (1857-1940), Charles L'Eplattenier (1874-1946), Le Corbusier
(1887-1965), German Samper (1924-2019) and their formative travels that, such as Rus-
kin, took place in Italy (1879,1900, 1907, 1949, respectively). This research proposes an
approach to understand the role of references in architectural training as a system
and method of learning from two points of view: the references collected in the trav-
el notebooks and the master’s formative travel of the master as a reference for the pu-
pil. It assesses the travel as a model, and studies the reiterative elements in it, focusing
on the importance of the formative travel both in the stage of composition as well as
adidactical tool.

The first formative journey implies the first impact, impression and direct experience
with another unknown space, which is stirring and irreplaceable, but also because the
own travel’s capture is made attentively and consciously. Through time and repeti-
tion, it becomes a practice that is polished and reinforced in each new journey. After-
wards each time will be different, but the imprint of the first impression is indelibly
engraved and impregnated in memories (remembrance, mind, emotion).
«I'successiviviaggi, fino all'ultimo di 1888, pur spaziando dalla Sicilia alla Venezia, non
hanno al contrario [...] la freschezza e I'interesse dei suoi primi incontri con il “Bel Pae-
se”, ultimo esempio del “Grand Tour” cosi caro all'educazione dell'uper class inglese»+.
Despite not having an architect’s degree, since the publication in 1849 of The Seven
Lamps of Architecture; in 1851 The Stones of Venice, The Elements of Drawing in 1857,
Mornings in Florence in 1875, The Laws of Fiesole and St. Mark's Rest in 1877, Ruskin has
meant an important point of reference for architects and artists. His publications are
composed of his personal letters, reflections on art, architecture, inhabitants and cit-
ies, he describes them, while providing his personal opinion based on his theories and
concepts; in addition, of his drawings, sketches and watercolours, which are graphic
representations based on a critical-analytical vision. With his sharp observations and
criticisms, he directs those who read him, instructs them, guides them, offers them
descriptive narrations that he complements with drawings: complete testimonies of
travel notebooks. Ruskin’s voyages to Italy, collected in his notebooks, mean a forma-
tive travel guide, a kind of artistic and architectural itinerary through cities. To follow
himisavery intimate and personal decision, and despite any possible contradictions,
it is almost inevitable not to be a reference for architects before, during, after, or even
in replacement of their own physical travel. Mornings in Florence becomes for many
«un libro didattico e appassionato a un tempo [...|» that opens the path for the physi-
cal and also ideal journey of'its readers.
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Ruskin saw things with an extraordinary clarity of perception [...] it was his ability to comprehend
visual phenomena that gave him a special position as an analyst. Writing in an elaborate rhetori-
cal style, he was frequently carried away by his emotions |[...]°.

In the specific case study Bouvier?, LEplattenier®, Le Corbusier?, Samper, Ruskin was a
model to follow through his travel notebooks, studied before and during their respec-
tive training journeys to Italy. It is worth noting that a very interesting dualism is cre-
ated between a more pictorial interest in sensation, perspective, watercolour and all
the sensitivity that this implies, as opposed to a more practical and technical interest,
for example, represented by Viollet-Le-Duc, who was more interested in constructive
details and technique when drawing. Although this interesting dualism that emerg-
es in 1800, it is interesting to observe that it implied two types of thought and rep-
resentation that meant two very strong models for architects. It is probable that Le
Corbusier is one of those who makes these dualities converge in an impeccable way.
The legacy Ruskin left on Le Corbusier in his early years of formation, is probably one
of the most studied and evidenced.

Jeanneret’s sketchbooks are a testimony to Ruskin’s philosophy and, as he developed his architec-
tural philosophy, the foundation laid in these early years-maintained Ruskin’s view [...]*°.

Scholars and academics such as P. Turner (1977), P. Sekler (1977), G. Baker (1996), A.
Brooks (1997), S. Von Moos, A. Rilegg (2002), are essentially concerned with these first
years of formation, and achieve deep and interesting relationships, revealing Ruskin’s
influence on Jeanneret. His first approach to Ruskin was through his master LEplatte-
nier; the influence that Ruskin exerted on his training is undeniable. In the period be-
fore and during the trip to Italy in 1907", two books motivated him: Mornings in Flor-
ence and Seven lamps of architecture.

[.]Jeanneret found his analyses of nature, painting and sculpture inspirational (on his first trip
to Italy he took with him Ruskin’s Mornings in Florence)?, and he came to rely on Ruskin for infor-
mation on the techniques involved in drawing and painting [...] drew from Ruskin, even on occa-
sions borrowing his literary style®.

On the other hand, the great influence Ruskin exerted on LEplattenier, makes this ar-
chitect a key figure to the research.

While LEplattenier does not seem to have been especially open to the ideas of Viollet-le-Duc, he
admires Ruskin profoundly and passed that enthusiasm on to his student™.

The significance of Ruskin and Owen Jones to LEplattenier and his students lay in the fact that
their writings explained those principles of design that could be extended from a study of nature
[.] LEplattenier held Ruskin in the highest regard, almost certainly because of the comprehen-
sive theoretical base and sound training in technique provided by such works as The Seven lamps
of Architecture, Stones of Venice, The Elements of Drawing and Modern Painters [...] his particu-
lar view owed much to the writings of Ruskin and Owen Jones, and both the philosophical stand-
point and the techniques advocated by these writers contributed to his own thinking and to his
teaching strategy®.

Perhapsless studied is the link Ruskin-Bouvier and Ruskin-Samper. Ruskin’s influence
on Bouvier may not be so clear; however, given Bouvier’s passion for watercolor, it is
highly likely that Ruskin has passed through his hands, as may have Turner or Tin-
toretto'®. Bouvier was born in 1857, while Ruskin (38 years old) published The Elements
of Drawing and catalogued the drawings Turner had left to the National Gallery. In



1873 Ruskin published 10 lectures on Tuscany, while Bouvier began his apprenticeship
as an architect. In 1875 while Ruskin began the publication of Mornings in Florence,
Bouvier signed his first watercolors and after three years, entered the ENSBA (Paris). In
1879 Bouvier (22 years old) attended courses in aesthetics and art history by Ch. Blanc
and H. Taine, and undertook his first trip to Italy, from which he produced beautiful
watercolors exhibited in 1882.1n 1884, while giving his first art critique to the Swiss lib-
eral newspaper, Ruskin gave up lecturing. Bouvier completed his training as an archi-
tect in 1886; in 1888, while Ruskin made his last trip to Europe, he travelled to Tunisia,
and produced 130 canvases.

German Samper is one of 22 Latin Americans who worked at Le Corbusier’s atelier
(1949-1954). After helping him organize CIAM VII in Bergamo (1949), undertook his
first training travel to Italy. Le Corbusier suggested an itinerary and some recommen-
dations: the main one was to leave the photo camera and take a pocket travel note-
book to draw. To accompany the drawing, he suggested to make notes?”, mark them
with date, place and signature, and not give any as a gift. Even without knowing his
master’s travel notebooks, Le Corbusier transmitted in a few words what would be for
Samper, as he later asserted, the best and most important lesson of his life: to draw
and thus tolearn architecture. From this first travel arose 2 notebooks of drawings and
reflections that are currently in process of analysis. Later on, when he offered to orga-
nize his master’s library, discovered Ruskin books and glimpsed the possible origin of
his best lesson.

Ruskin impacts them in two different ways: on the initial approach to architecture
on the training travel to Italy, and on the techniques of direct observation and draw-
ing, as a result of a learning method. Ruskin’s lessons and concepts, such as reduc-
tion of complexity in essence, compositional harmony and associative imagination,
were transmitted to suggest their own theoretical and practical approaches, as well as
the comprehension of nature art or architecture through the relationship eye-hand-
mind «the drawing [..] certain in their intention and clear in explanation»*. Ruskin
represents for these architects an important figure used in itself as a reference, and
his travel notebooks are an invaluable legacy from the didactic and formative point of
view of architecture.

Ruskin’s legacy goes beyond the tangible and the visible, becoming vital lessons. Be-
sides suggesting how to draw and to provide pictorial and constructive techniques®,
he encourages staying patiently long enough in a place to observe attentively, sensi-
tivity and consciousness to achieve representations that transmit, rather than reali-
ty, the impressions and emotions generated by that reality°. This is how he achieves a
theory of design, developing techniques of observation and analysis. This implies the
formation of critical, analytical, deductive and constructive thought. Architecture is
learned rather than taught and its apprenticeship depends on one’s context and per-
sonal life experience. The legacy finally consists in taking what is useful and build-
ing on one’s own knowledge. Ruskin encourages repeated itineraries, but perhaps the
most important part of his legacy is not his delightful drawings or watercolors or his
magnificent descriptive-analytical texts; is its symbolic value: the possibility that the
travel notebooks could be reproduced and thus transmitted to others.

The travel notebook is in itself also the possibility of democratizing the journey. This
could be a paradox, being Ruskin, an English gentleman, well affluent, with no finan-
cial problems, with the possibility of traveling for a long time, like few others at that
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time and nowadays, and without any other concerns than those of approaching the
observation and study of art and architecture, the same who made possible the trans-
mission and reproduction of the journey through his notebooks. Thanks to their pub-
lications, which already began in the late 1800s, Ruskin’s formative travels in Italy
have continued to serve as a guide and reference for many architects. Through this
legacy, his itinerary expanded and it was possible for him to reach both: those who
could physically reproduce the journey and those who, despite being unable to travel
physically, made their own virtual journey through Ruskin’s travel notebooks.

This paper argues that the pedagogical aspects of the architectural voyage imply its
understanding as a didactic experience; a formative instrument. Its restitution, writ-
ten or drawn, is the role of travel notebooks as Ruskin masterfully taught. The travel
notebook as a representative, important and significant element to transmit the jour-
ney, besides representing an invaluable aesthetic legacy, manages, with its publica-
tion, to emerge what might seem an unimaginable paradox: through Ruskin’s travel
notebooks, this formative journey is democratized and, surely, is related to his posi-
tions on ethics and morality.
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