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Abstract
This article shows how Bénédict Morel’s degeneration theory 
underlays Eugène Viollet-le-Duc’s architectural discourses. It 
illustrates how notions that originated in medical and scientific 
fields such as racial degeneration and the concept of  human type 
were appropriated by Viollet-Le-Duc and used as critical tools to 
create a theory of  domestic architecture while also fuelling his attack 
on Second-Empire domestic designs. Thus, on the one hand, this 
article contributes to scholarship on the influence of  medicine and 
science in the work of  Viollet-Le-Duc. On the other hand, it adds 
to the field of  the Medical Humanities by providing a comparative 
discourse analysis between medical and architectural theories. 
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“Cet esprit investigateur qui ne se paye, dans les sciences, ni 
d’hypothèses, ni de systèmes établis à priori, mais qui demande des 
preuves fondées sur l’expérience et l’observation, tend à pénétrer 
dans le domaine de l’art” (Viollet-Le-Duc, 1863, II, 213). In this 
statement, architect Eugène Viollet-Le-Duc (1814–1879) reflects his 
hopes for a generalised application of  science and engineering to 
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the arts of  architecture and interior design. It is well known that 
Viollet-Le-Duc used anatomy as an analytical tool for his theory of  
architecture. His Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe au 
XVIe siècle (1854–1868) was based on Jean Marc Bourgery’s Traité 
complet de l’anatomie de l’homme (1832–1854) (Bressani, 2017, 22–27). 
Yet while the scholarship has focused extensively on Viollet-Le-
Duc’s study of  the human body – Martin Bressani’s analyses of  
the ways in which Viollet-Le-Duc takes on a medical view to both 
compose or dissect buildings (Bressani 1996, 2017) are amongst the 
most illustrative examples – the architect’s treatment of  the notions 
of  degeneration and decadence has been overlooked. Although 
Viollet-Le-Duc’s works do not explicitly refer to the writings of  his 
contemporary Bénédict Augustin Morel (1809–1873), the French 
psychiatrist and founder of  degeneration theory, nevertheless they 
contain surprising echoes of  the theoretical foundations of  the 
concepts of  dégénérescence and décadence found in Morel, showing 
the widespread influence of  the medical field on other disciplines. 
In the present case, we should duly note the difference between 
architecture and psychiatry: while Morel discusses the biological 
causes of  the degeneration of  a population or culture, and how such 
degeneration was expressed physiologically, Viollet-Le-Duc makes 
a case for architectural degeneration and its moral consequences 
for the French population. In this instance, by appropriating and 
adapting concepts developed in psychiatry, medical narratives are 
once more to be discovered at the foundation of  Viollet-Le-Duc’s 
theory. 

 In the field of  the Medical Humanities degeneration 
theory has usually been studied in relation to literature. Whitehead 
and Wood note the significant and predominant contributions of  
literature to the Medical Humanities (2016, 18) but, as this article 
shows, medicine extended and extends its influence across various 
disciplines – architecture amongst them – in line with what Evans 
and Macnaughton, in their definition of  the Medical Humanities, 
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called “the engagement of  disciplines” (2004, 2). The architectural 
focus of  this article also responds to what Fitzgerald and Callard 
termed “spatial logic of  integration” (2016, 38), whereby the medical 
leaves the clinic as primordial site to become, in the instance of  the 
present article, an integral part of  the domestic space. In this regard, 
we will see how home becomes a place for healing and regeneration 
in a moment in which degeneration theories were burgeoning.

With a focus on Viollet-Le-Duc’s Entretiens sur l’architecture 
(1863–1872), Histoire d’une maison (1873) and Histoire de l’habitation 
humaine (1875), I intend to show how Viollet-le-Duc’s engagement 
with fears of  degeneration and decadence in his architectural 
discourses underlay his theory and critique of  Second-Empire 
domestic architecture. I will illustrate how notions of  racial 
degeneration were appropriated in Viollet-Le-Duc’s domestic 
designs, fuelling his attack on Second-Empire architecture. First of  
all, I will briefly introduce and contextualise the architectural theory 
of  Viollet-Le-Duc to explicate the full significance of  his definition 
of  decadence. Next, I will discuss the concept of  the primitive 
both in Viollet-Le-Duc and in Morel’s Traité des dégénérescences (1857), 
arguing that the primitive type in Viollet-le-Duc provides the 
conceptual basis for his theory of  decadent architecture and race. 
Finally, I will examine the role that domestic architecture played in 
the regeneration of  France in the theory of  Viollet-Le-Duc. 

Viollet-Le-Duc in Context
The work of  Viollet-Le-Duc should be studied in the context of  the 
renovations of  Paris led by the prefect of  Seine, Georges-Eugène 
Haussmann, during the Second Empire. Haussmann implemented 
the classical architectural models promoted at the time by L’École 
des Beaux Arts, the cradle of  architectural style and city planning 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For his part, 
Viollet-Le-Duc maintained an intense love-hate relationship with 
L’École throughout his career. While he was appointed Professor at 
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the École in 1863, a fact that marked the beginning of  his career as 
a theorist, he was the most prominent detractor of  the plans drafted 
by L’École and the government for the new city of  Paris. His major 
work Entretiens sur l’architecture is full of  references to the new city 
Haussmann was building that show the architect’s contempt towards 
Second-Empire architectural designs (Entretiens, I, 115, II, 305, 306). 
We can only grasp the significance of  Viollet-Le-Duc’s Entretiens, 
which took the author almost ten years to complete, in its political, 
economic, and social context. 

In his vingtième entretien, Viollet-Le-Duc addresses Haussmann 
directly: “cette manière de voir [que l’édifice était l’œuvre de tous 
et particulièrement de celui qui le commandait et payait], a eu 
de funestes effets sur l’architecture de notre temps, et entraîna 
certainement le préfet de la Seine” (1863, II, 403). Viollet-le-Duc 
accuses Haussmann of  basing his renovation decisions on the 
conjunction of  personal taste and power. In other words, he who 
pays the piper calls the tune. At the same time, however, we should 
not overlook the rather undemocratic nature of  Viollet-Le-Duc’s 
approach, which is evident in his use of  the statement, “l’édifice 
était l’oeuvre de tous”, in the passage above. Rather patronisingly, 
Viollet-Le-Duc declares that decisions concerning architecture 
should be limited to those who are masters of  the art of  building, 
and free from economic interests and the popular taste.

In the view of  Viollet-Le-Duc, Haussmann was continuing 
an official trend that had begun at the beginning of  the century: 
“essayant, au commencement du siècle, à reprendre les formes de 
l’antiquité, sans se soucier davantage d’en analyser et d’en développer 
les principes” (1863, 451). If  the logic of  Viollet-Le-Duc’s argument 
is sound, we should conclude from it that those in power prefer the 
classical architectural style. In fact, Viollet-Le-Duc suggests that the 
use of  Greek and Roman models is associated with an imposition of  
power and a desire for ostentation, extravagance, and opulence that 
he defines as “amour pour l’apparence, le faux luxe, la vie oisive et 
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facile” (1863, II, 255). These attitudes had led architects to “traduire 
en pierre les fantaisies les plus effrontées” (1863, II, 255). While, on 
the one hand, Haussmann fed the pretentious desires of  the rich, 
on the other hand we encounter a theoretical concern that arises 
in response to such a superficial and self-interested approach to 
building. In the passage quoted above, Viollet-Le-Duc refers to the 
reproduction of   “formes de l’antiquité, sans se soucier davantage 
d’en analyser et d’en développer les principes” (1863, 451). 

For Viollet-Le-Duc, the key to architecture depends precisely 
upon discovering and understanding the rationale that had sustained 
construction throughout the history of  humanity. It is in this sense 
that the architect has been defined as a rationalist (Bressani, 1996b, 
2016, O’Connell, 1993). Reason, for Viollet-Le-Duc, consists in 
understanding why architectural structures were as they were in the 
past and how they should be in the present according to changes in 
mores and ideas of  practicality, comfort and simplicity. But the mere 
reproduction of  classical forms – without an understanding of  their 
theoretical principles – assailed the truth of  architecture that so 
concerned Viollet-Le-Duc. The incapacity to analyse the governing 
principles of  earlier forms handicaps the progress of  the discipline, 
as those principles are the key to finding an appropriate form for 
nineteenth-century architecture: “cependant, au dehors, des voix 
demandent une architecture de notre temps, une architecture 
pour nous, une architecture compréhensible, une architecture 
conforme à nos habitudes civiques” (Viollet-le-Duc, 1863, 325). 
Paradoxically, in this instance, Viollet-Le-Duc seems to be asking 
for a democratisation of  architecture that could reflect and engage 
with society and its mores. Viollet-Le-Duc believed in the idea of  
progress, which led him to develop a rather evolutionist narrative of  
domestic architecture, “de progrès incessant” (Viollet-le-Duc, 1863, 
33). The dynamic character of  architecture, however, requires that 
it be based on an enduring sense of  the harmony between form, 
function and mores. Taking the example of  a theatre structure in 
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Ancient Greece and another in contemporary France, the architect 
differentiates between the function of  the building – “pour les 
Athéniens comme pour les Parisiens, le programme d’un théâtre est 
le même quant à la destination de l’édifice” – and the mores of  both 
cultures:

Il y a le programme dicté par les mœurs et les habitudes de la 
société qui l’impose. Par ce fait seul que les représentations 
scéniques des anciens avaient lieu en plein jour et que les 
nôtres se donnent de nuit, les deux édifices, l’ancien et le 
moderne, doivent différer essentiellement quant à la structure, 
quant à la distribution intérieure, quant à la décoration. 
(1863, 329)

While the function of  a theatre remains the same, the mores of  
society do not; therefore, a different structure should be erected. 
Changes in architectural style reflect a constant search for harmony 
between habit and form. Architecture should be ever-changing if  it 
is to follow this principle of  good practice, and it is precisely this 
theoretical basis which is missing from most of  the new designs, 
argues Viollet-Le-Duc. The architectural programme of  the Second 
Empire mechanically reproduces Roman and Greek models 
without an understanding of  their principles. Only the discovery 
of  this norm, with all the respect that is due to it, would give the 
nineteenth century its own architecture. The core of  this thought, 
as we will see in the following sections, is grounded on the idea 
of  type, appropriated from the medical field. Lindsey Andrews 
and Jonathan M. Metzl analyse the use of  “type” in relation to 
race and abnormality in the work of  Francis Galton (2016, 245-
46), and Viollet-Le-Duc does indeed use types to identify types of  
constructions with human types. The impact of  medical disciplines 
on such an influential architect as Viollet-Le-Duc invites us to 
consider the implications that medicine has in the built environment. 
For the Medical Humanities, this signifies a shift from a focus on the 
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doctor-patient “primal scene” (Whitehead and Woods 2016, 2-3) to 
wider aspects of  human life. 

The Primitive and the Decadent
In Histoire de l’habitation humaine, Viollet-le-Duc identifies certain 
primitive expressions of  architecture – which he calls “art primitif ” 
(1875, 356) – associating them with such racial types as the “Aryans” 
or the “Jaunes”, among others. These are tribes which, says the 
architect, construct buildings according to their own distinctive 
climatic, cultural, and racial needs. According to Bressani, Viollet-Le-
Duc moulds his Histoire d’une maison on “types primitifs d’habitation 
propres à chaque peuple, et […] ses types doivent être identifiés et 
classifiés, afin d’établir des normes pour l’architecture domestique 
contemporaine” (2017, 22). Viollet-Le-Duc replicates, again, 
nineteenth-century medical and scientific methodologies based on 
definition and classification. Bressani does not specify the nature of  
these “norms” but introduces the concept of  “types primitifs” to 
refer to the series of  primitive examples of  architecture Viollet-Le-
Duc represents in his works. Bressani also does not elaborate on the 
concept of  primitive architecture in Viollet-Le-Duc, specifically, how 
it forms the basis for his architectural theory. In fact, Viollet-Le-Duc 
imagines that primitive architecture illustrates his theory through: 
1) the harmony between form and function; 2) the use of  materials 
according to their properties; and 3) the architectural expression of  
the needs of  each particular tribe or population (1863, 450–51).

The discourse of  the primitive in Viollet-Le-Duc resonates 
with Bénédict Morel’s primitive type of  human being. Morel, 
who is considered the father of  degeneration theory, understood 
degeneration as a deviation from that type: “l’idée la plus claire 
que nous puissions nous former de la dégénérescence de l’espèce 
humaine, est de nous la représenter comme une déviation maladive 
d’un type primitif ” (1857, 5). Although there are some indications 
in his writing that he is referring to a religious origin of  the primitive 
type (1857, 2), Morel does not go on to describe the characteristics 
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of  this primitive type. But in the case of  Viollet-Le-Duc, the 
concept of  the primitive refers to specific architectural realities: it 
is material and identifiable. Primitive buildings were characterised 
by their response to the needs of  their inhabitants and the use of  
surrounding materials according to their natural properties, with no 
attempt being made to obscure them. In presenting an imaginary 
dialogue between Aryan men, Viollet-le-Duc illustrates how they 
used materials from their environment to build stronger and more 
durable habitations that could offer more protection against the 
natural elements:

Nous monterons sur ce rocher et nous verrons si l’on peut 
rejeter les eaux du ciel à droite ou à gauche de votre habitation 
[…]. Puis […], que n’élevez-vous les parois de votre habitation 
avec des débris de pierre et de la terre? Elle aurait ainsi plus 
de stabilité et vous préserverait mieux du froid et du chaud. 
(1875, 16)

This exchange takes place after a storm has destroyed an Aryan 
family’s home. Now, the hut in which, as the author imagines, the 
Aryans live, must be rebuilt and improved using the surrounding 
materials. Viollet-Le-Duc uses this example to illustrate his theory 
that specific solutions to a race or tribe’s way of  living can come 
only from their immediate surroundings. In this way, he introduces 
the relationship between race and land using architecture as a 
mediator. The term ‘race’ should be understood here as a broad 
concept arising from the conjunction of  biology, climatic conditions, 
environment, culture, and civilisation. In Entretiens, Viollet-le-Duc 
locates the problem of  Second-Empire constructions precisely in 
their deviation from or neglect of  this principle: “des dispositions 
hors d’échelle qui semblent prises pour répondre à des besoins 
d’une autre race que la nôtre” (Viollet-Le-Duc, 1863, II, 51). This 
fact has important consequences for the French people. Entretien 
huitième, entitled “Sur les causes de la décadence de l’architecture”, 
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starts with a ten-page critique of  the state of  architecture in the 
Second Empire, asserting that:

entre ces édifices, bâtis d’ailleurs à grands frais, dans lesquels 
la matière est employée avec une profusion peut-être exagérée 
et souvent contrairement à ses propriétés, nulle harmonie, 
rien qui indique les besoins et les goûts d’une civilisation 
(1863, 323).

While primitive architecture was inherently associated with race and 
land through the use of  local materials, contemporary constructions, 
on the other hand, are detached. It is precisely this aspect, the 
alienation of  architecture from race, that characterises decadence 
for Viollet-Le-Duc. It should be noted that while Viollet-Le-Duc 
uses the term “decadence” several times, he explicitly mentions 
degeneration only once, noting en passant that, historically, “aux 
époques de dégénérescence”, geometry has not been applied to 
architecture (1863, 435). Although the architect does not explicitly 
discuss “dégénérescence”, notions of  degeneration are an integral 
part of  his work on Second-Empire architecture. By contrast, the 
terms “dégénérescence” and “décadence” appear strictly linked in 
Morel’s work, where both concepts seem inseparable: “la stérilité 
des parents et la mort précoce des enfants, sont, en général, les deux 
symptômes précurseurs de dégénérescence des peuples et de leur 
décadence imminente” (1857, 386). While here we can still glimpse 
a cause-effect relationship between degeneration and decadence, in 
another passage Morel uses the terms in a way that suggests their 
exchangeability:

Les manifestations de l’ordre intellectuel et moral sont en 
rapport avec ce triste état de décadence […]. Il existe dans 
leurs habitudes, dans leurs mœurs et dans leurs instincts, des 
conformités que l’on ne peut expliquer que par l’influence 
des mêmes causes dégénératrices. (1857, 437)
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Morel seems, however, to use the term “décadence” to define 
cultural decay while reserving “dégénérescence” for biological decay. 
Nonetheless, a strict theoretical separation between decadence 
and degeneration seems to be missing, and this might justify the 
appropriation of  either term to describe a general condition of  
decay. 

The relationship between decadence, degeneration and 
architectural sterility is further defined in Histoire de l’habitation humaine, 
in which Viollet-Le-Duc formulates an imaginary dialogue with an 
architect who is inquiring about the artistic influences of  Cambodian 
monuments: “Eh bien! à quelle civilisation cela appartient-il? Il me 
semble y trouver des influences hindoues, chinoises, mongoles, et au 
total cela ressemble plus à un art de décadence qu’à un art primitif ?” 
(1875, 355-56). A discussion follows, and we learn that decadent art 
is defined as that which incorporates foreign influences without a 
proper process of  assimilation:

Les édifices du Cambodge […] bâtis entièrement de grès […] 
conservent ces apparences de structure de bois […]. Est-ce 
à dire que ces constructions du Cambodge, non plus que 
beaucoup d’autres de cette classe, sont dus à la race aryenne? 
Certes non. Ceux du Cambodge proviendraient […] de la 
race Mongole ; mais d’où la race mongole avait-elle reçu ces 
influences? Des traditions aryennes, et c’est pourquoi cet art 
de seconde main, mélangé dans ses détails de produits très 
divers, manifeste tous les signes d’un art de la décadence.  
(Viollet-Le-Duc, 1875, 359–60). 

Here Viollet-Le-Duc raises questions of  architectural and material 
purity that ultimately allow us to glimpse an underlying discourse on 
the purity of  race and culture. In this passage, architecture expresses 
race; it could even be read as a euphemism for racial purity. It is 
the mélange of  architectural styles of  different races that causes 
decadence, according to Viollet-Le-Duc. But such a mélange 
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necessarily arises from, or is facilitated by, a first encounter between 
the races. There is thus an implicit idea associating decadence 
with racial mixture. For Viollet-Le-Duc, the architectural type is 
the ultimate expression of  a human type; therefore, a style that is 
informed by different traditions would in turn represent a human 
type that integrates different backgrounds – i.e., that is not authentic 
or pure. Thus, the Cambodian monuments are decadent, not 
primitive. Primitive art would be pure and original, without foreign 
influences, or properly assimilated, although it is not clear what is 
meant by “assimilation”. 

In his critique of  Second-Empire architecture, it is precisely 
this line of  thought that is in evidence when the architect refers to 
the misuse of  Greek and Roman models in contemporary France, 
arguing that architectural education focuses only on “formes 
appartenant à des arts antérieurs, plutôt que de chercher une 
architecture appropriée au temps où nous vivons” (Viollet-Le-Duc, 
1863, 322), sending young architects “à Rome et à Athènes, afin 
de leur permettre de relever pour la centième fois le Colisée ou le 
Parthénon” (322). In fact, Viollet-Le-Duc wonders if  the nineteenth 
century “ne transmettra-t-[il] à la postérité que des pastiches ou 
des œuvres hybrides?” (450). The similarities in his treatment 
of  Cambodian monuments and Second-Empire architecture 
demonstrate how the architect uses historical examples embedded 
in discourses of  race to illustrate the matter that is at the heart of  his 
work: the decadence of  France. 

Regeneration and Domestic Architecture
Although Viollet-Le-Duc developed his own degeneration theory 
for architecture, it is clear that he also believed in regenerative 
architecture. Notions of  regeneration become prominent in 
Viollet-Le-Duc’s writings about home. This relationship between 
regeneration and domestic space received particular attention in the 
context of  the Franco-Prussian War, which seems to have prompted 
him to write Histoire d’une maison (Bressani, 2017). While Viollet-le-
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Duc traces the history of  dwellings to contextualise the definition 
of  décadence in Histoire de l’habitation humaine, on the other hand, 
in Histoire d’une maison, the architect tells a fictional story about the 
construction of  the ideal house. M. Paul designs a home for his 
newly-wed sister with the help of  his elderly cousin, an architect. In 
the process of  his apprenticeship, the cousin gives voice to Viollet-
le-Duc’s theory of  domestic architecture. The narration of  the 
house, which is set in the time of  the Franco-Prussian War, imbues 
the building process with regenerative capacities:

Tous ceux qui parcoururent la France pendant ces mois de 
février et de mars 1870, pouvaient comparer le pays à l’une 
de ces fourmilières qu’un maladroit a bouleversé du pied. Ces 
merveilleux insectes n’emploient pas leur temps alors à se 
lamenter; ils se mettent aussitôt à l’œuvre, et si vous repassez 
le lendemain, les traces du cataclysme qui a failli détruire la 
colonie ont disparu. (1873, 202)

Paul and his cousin build a house amid the German invasion as 
a symbol of  resistance and hope, and also as a metaphor for the 
regeneration of  the nation. Histoire d’une maison effectively imagines 
the contribution of  Viollet-Le-Duc’s theory to such regeneration. 
The process of  healing is here enacted through the experience of  
domestic space in two different forms: on one hand, the actual 
house – the end product – when it becomes lived and experienced 
space is supposed to be healing, regenerative. On the other hand, 
Histoire d’une maison identifies both the process of  building the house 
with constructing a narrative. Thus, the narrative aspect of  building 
becomes itself  a healing process, engaging with what in the Medical 
Humanities has been extensively explored: “the relationship between 
medicine, health and narrative” (Hurwitz and Bates, 2016, 564). In 
this nineteenth-century house we should find the nineteenth-century 
architectural type: a type that represents change in strict relation to 
shifting mores. This change is realised by juxtaposing the paternal 
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house to the new house Paul and his cousin are building: “votre 
père ménage une transition entre des mœurs […] mœurs vivantes 
encore cependant, et celles qui les doivent remplacer” (Viollet-Le-
Duc, 1873, 30). The moment of  transition shows how architectural 
forms evolve from an older pattern in the same way mores do. In 
this connection, Bressani notes how “Viollet-Le-Duc n’exclut pas 
le changement dans l’habitation, mais celui-ci doit toujours être 
lié au type primitif, sous peine de perdre ses qualités morales et 
régénératrices” (2017, 24). Bressani interprets the father’s house as 
the primitive type, but the house is just one more type of  building 
that embodies the practice of  a principle. It is not the form of  the 
house that should be preserved, but the principle behind the form. It 
is in the preservation of  the principle that the house is regenerative. 

The moral qualities of  home in Viollet-Le-Duc correspond 
to Morel’s approach to degeneration. In discussing the “race 
américaine”, Morel states: “je m’occupais de l’état intellectuel 
et moral des divers peuples de la terre dans ses relations avec les 
influences exercées par le climat, les mœurs, les habitudes” (1857, 
467). References to the influences of  climate, mores and customs 
bring Morel close to Viollet-Le-Duc in relation to these same factors 
and how they impact people’s mores: “de bons esprits pensent, non 
sans apparence de fondement, que l’aspect des locaux a une influence 
sur les mœurs des habitants” (Viollet-le-Duc, 1863, II, 304). Again, 
domestic architecture mediates between the natural environment 
and the subject, and it is a contributor to the subject’s health. Morel 
does not explicitly mention architecture as a main determinant of  
degeneration but he does consider that habitat has an influence on 
“éléments dégénérateurs” (1857, 436). In his discussion of  the living 
conditions of  African slaves in the colonies, the psychiatrist notes 
the following:

La demeure de ces créatures humaines ne renfermait aucun 
meuble, pas de lit, pas de table, pas le moindre ustensile de 
ménage; il n’y avait que quelques vases de grès, la plupart 
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ébréchés; le sol mal nivelé était humide et puant; la toiture 
crevassée laissait passer la pluie et le soleil. (Morel, 1857, 434)

The poverty in which the slaves lived is clearly linked to health issues 
and comfort. For Morel, domestic space should facilitate proper rest 
and well-being so as not to contribute to the degeneration of  the 
population. The attention given to furniture and domestic objects 
shows a bourgeois notion of  domestic comfort. Unlike Viollet-Le-
Duc, Morel did not differentiate between different needs and ways 
of  building, but he considered the nineteenth-century interior to be 
the realisation of  the proper home, in a kind of  universal approach 
to the domestic space. 

If  Morel pointed at dwellings that were lacking in comfort 
as a cause of  degeneration, Viollet-Le-Duc saw architectural excess 
as a contributing factor to degeneration. The architect described 
the opulence of  private dwellings as “un luxe intempestif ” (II, 
255). Decadence, for the architect, entails the exaggerated use of  
ornamentation. Moreover, the extravagantly appointed façades of  
the buildings hide the miseries of  the interior structures: “Conduites 
qui vous inondent périodiquement […]. Fenêtres auxquelles on ne 
peut arriver que par une échelle […]. Des couloirs qui ne sont jamais 
ventilés et où il faut allumer des lampes en plein midi” (Entretiens, 
I, 50). On top of  this, most of  the apartments in Paris were rental 
properties, while in the ideal society Viollet-Le-Duc imagines, “la 
grande majorité des membres serait propriétaire” (Viollet-Le-Duc, 
1862, II, 300). The economic and material aspects of  domesticity 
are important for the architect, who clearly reproduces a sort of  old 
bourgeois ideal against a new capitalist system that makes a profit on 
houses and turns domestic life into a commodity. The new economy 
was heavily dependent on the circulation of  property that opposed 
Viollet-Le-Duc’s understanding of  land, building, and belonging. 
The love for ‘chez soi’ appears in his writings as an essential part of  
the regeneration of  the nation and this in turn is the consequence 
of  a well-designed house and property ownership:
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Cet avenir paraît prochain, à moins d’une décadence complète 
de la grande ville. C’est un avenir souhaitable ; les mœurs 
y gagneront, la vie parisienne s’en ressentira en bien. La 
société modèle, parfaite, serait celle où la grande majorité des 
membres serait propriétaire, aurait l’amour du chez soi, d’où 
résulte l’amour de la famille, du travail, le choix entre ses amis, 
l’oubli des distractions futiles ou malsaines. (Viollet-Le-Duc, 
1862, II, 300)

Viollet-le-Duc saw in the structure of  the Second-Empire residence 
the cause of  decline in domestic life, blaming contemporary houses, 
“qui rendent souvent l’existence de l’intérieur intolérable” (306), 
for the dissolution of  family life. For the regeneration of  the 
country, a new programme must be established: “il faut adopter 
une architecture privée qui soit en concordance avec cet état de 
nos mœurs” (Entretiens, II, 273). These mores relate to the sense 
of  privacy and property of  the middle classes and their moderate 
but secure economies. In a letter of  1855 to M. Guesdon, Viollet-
Le-Duc is already concerned with the limits of  private space in 
economic and architectural terms. The architect sets up a problem, 
formulating a hypothetical question: “Ma propriété est-elle entourée 
d’une atmosphère à elle? Mais jusqu’où s’étend ce rayonnement 
de possession? Où cesse-t-il? Est-ce à 10 mètres, 100 mètres, 200 
mètres?” (Lettres 20–21). Questions of  ownership are essential for 
the resolution of  the problem of  dwelling and space, and this is 
where the city, too, plays an important role, as it represents both 
the tendency to move house and the sparsity of  possessions. The 
programme Viollet-Le-Duc proposes includes building private 
residences outside Paris, paradoxically suggesting that the city 
should be renovated by building at its periphery:

L’individu, la famille, voudront s’isoler de plus en plus. Sauf  
dans les quartiers commerçants, dans les centres d’affaires, la 
grande maison à location n’aura plus de raison d’être, parce 
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qu’elle trouvera de moins en moins des locataires. Celui qui a 
pris l’habitude de vivre chez lui, dans sa maison […], préfère 
sortir de l’enceinte de Paris. (Entretiens, II, 299)

It seems natural to Viollet-Le-Duc that the “maison à location” will 
eventually disappear due to a change in mores. For Viollet-Le-Duc 
the “maison à location” was the bearer of  all evils, as these were 
located in the centre of  Paris, subject to the tyrannical guidelines 
of  L’École and to Haussmann’s economic interests. The architect’s 
optimism consists in his assumption that the French long for the 
kind of  domestic life he proposes. According to Viollet-Le-Duc, 
French families prefer to live by themselves; they prefer as well to 
own their residences outside Paris rather than in the city. Thus, in a 
slightly naïve way, Viollet-Le-Duc refers to the middle classes as a 
“force vitale de toute société moderne” (Entretiens, II, 300). The new 
suburbs “abritent des fortunes médiocres, des familles tranquilles, qui 
pour jamais ont dit adieu aux spectacles et aux raouts, et s’occupent 
de l’éducation de leurs enfants; où le travail régulier fait régner le 
calme et la bonne humeur” (300). With these words, Viollet-Le-Duc 
configures the domestic ideal, which is associated with a particular 
sort of  architecture and would lead to the regeneration of  the nation. 
His views, however, are limited by his rather precise understanding 
of  domesticity, evoking a certain nostalgia for an imagined form of  
domesticity.

Viollet-Le-Duc’s appropriation of  the terms degeneration 
and decadence, which originated in the medical field, consisted in 
using those as critical tools in order to address housing problems 
during the Second Empire. The interdisciplinarity of  Viollet-Le-
Duc’s work shows how medicine served as a theoretical model. 
Entretiens, Histoire de l’habitation humaine and Histoire d’une maison all 
show how the appropriation of  medical concepts and approaches 
allowed the architect to knit together a theory of  degeneration for 
the field of  architecture. Thus, embedded in contemporary medical 
discourses, the architect’s theoretical corpus fuels the worries 
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about the decadence of  France. It also illustrates the malleability 
of  psychiatric and biological discourses to be shaped and inserted 
within the discourses of  other fields, and their capacity to actually 
extend their influence into other disciplines, encompassing many 
spaces in which human life unfolds.  

University of  Kent
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