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Abstract 

In architectural narratives, the completion of a building often 
signals the culmination of authorship. Yet post-occupancy 
transformations challenge this closure, revealing a duplicated 
reality in which users operate as co-authors through lived 
experience. This paper explores the duality between the 
projected and the lived in Le Corbusier’s Quartiers Modernes 
Frugès in Pessac, using Philippe Boudon’s Lived-In Architecture: 
Le Corbusier’s Pessac Revisited (1972) as both subject and method. 
Based on interviews with residents and design actors, Boudon’s 
investigation implicitly articulates a post-occupancy evaluation 
(POE)—one where user-driven transformations overwrite the 
architectural original with spatial adaptations.
Revisiting Boudon’s study through the lens of POE, the paper 
examines how occupation produces a ‘second architecture’: a 
lived-in, inhabited version of the project that exists in tension 
with its intended form. Drawing on contemporary POE 
frameworks, the study positions Boudon’s work as an early 
exploration of spatial authorship divided between the architect 
and the inhabitant. By comparing evaluative methods and 
resident modifications, the paper reveals how the building 
becomes a double of itself: the designed and the transformed, the 
envisioned and the lived.
Far from being mere deviations, these user interventions 
offer an alternative authorship—a reflective counterpart to 
architectural intention. In doing so, the paper reframes POE 
not as critique, but as a mechanism for revealing architectural 
duplicity: one rooted in the coexistence of occupation and design. 
This theoretical repositioning aligns with broader inquiries into 
architectural doubles, suggesting that the lived environment is 
always already a twin to its uninhabited self.

Introduction 

Architectural authorship is traditionally understood as 
the creative prerogative of the architect, culminating at 
a building’s completion. In conventional architectural 
narratives, once construction is finished and the 
designer’s vision is realised in built form, the story 
of authorship is considered complete. Yet the life of a 
building does not freeze at the moment of handover. 
Post-occupancy transformations, the alterations and 
adaptations made by inhabitants over time, challenge 
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the closure of the architect’s authorship. They reveal 
a duplicated reality in which users effectively become 
co-authors of the built environment through the act of 
living in and changing the space. Instead of a singular 
creation preserved in time, a building often exists in 
two states: the intended design as completed by the 
architect, and the lived form continually rewritten by 
its occupants. These two versions frequently diverge, 
sometimes subtly and sometimes dramatically, creating 
an architectural double: an inhabited twin of the 
original conception.

This paper explores the duality between the projected 
and the lived-in architecture, using Le Corbusier’s 
housing project at Pessac (Quartiers Modernes Frugès, 
1925) as a case study. Few projects illustrate the tension 
between design intent and lived reality better than 
Pessac. Designed as a model workers’ housing estate by 
Le Corbusier, the Pessac development was intended to 
manifest the architect’s progressive ideals: a machine-
for-living paradigm of efficient, standardised dwellings. 
However, once inhabited, the residents of Pessac 
famously modified their houses in defiance of those 

Figure 1: Quartiers 
Modernes Frugès. 
Reference plan 
and table for the 
interviews. Source: 
Philippe Boudon, 
Lived-In Architecture: 
Le Corbusier’s Pessac 
Revisited (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1972). 

original principles. Over the ensuing decades, Pessac’s 
flat roofs sprouted pitched covers, its pristine white 
façades were repainted or adorned with ornamentation, 
open terraces were enclosed, and machines for living 
were personalised into homes. These post-occupancy 
alterations, initially seen as disfigurements of Le 
Corbusier’s work, have come to be reinterpreted 
as meaningful transformations that overwrite the 
architectural original with spatial adaptations. In 
Pessac, the users quite literally rewrote the architecture, 
raising important questions about who authors a 
building’s final form and use.

Revisiting Pessac through the lens of post-occupancy 
evaluation (POE) and user agency allows us to reframe 
questions of authorship and originality. This paper 
positions Philippe Boudon’s study Lived-In Architecture: 
Le Corbusier’s Pessac Revisited (1972) as both subject 
and method for examining Pessac’s dual life.1  Boudon’s 
investigation, based on extensive interviews with 
the residents and other stakeholders involved in the 
project, was among the first to systematically document 
how a building’s inhabitants reshape architecture 
after completion (Figure 1). Implicitly, his work 
performed an early form of POE, treating the lived 
experience and modifications at Pessac not as failures 
or aberrations, but as rich data with which to evaluate 
and understand the architecture’s performance and 
meaning. By drawing on Boudon’s study and situating 
it within contemporary theoretical frameworks, we can 
understand Pessac’s user-driven transformations as a 
form of alternative authorship: a collaborative process 
wherein the architect’s design and the inhabitants’ 
adaptations together produce the complete work.

In the following, this paper first outlines a theoretical 
framework for understanding post-occupancy changes 
and architectural authorship. It then presents an 
analysis of the Pessac case, describing the original 
design vision and the subsequent modifications 
documented by Boudon’s post-occupancy study. Finally, 
it discusses the implications of viewing architecture 
as a “lived-in double,” a dual entity comprising both 
the designed and the inhabited, and argues that post-
occupancy transformations can be reframed not as 
mere deviations or critiques of the original design, but 
as integral to the production of architectural meaning. 
By doing so, the paper aligns with broader inquiries 
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into architectural doubles and calls for a more inclusive 
notion of authorship that acknowledges the inhabitant 
as an active partner in the making of architecture. 
The lived environment is always already a twin of its 
uninhabited self, and it is in the dynamic interplay 
between the two that architecture ultimately resides.

Post-Occupancy, User Agency, and 		
Architectural “Doubles” 

Post-occupancy evaluation (POE) is defined as the 
examination of the effectiveness for human users 
of occupied, designed environments.2 POE has been 
around in various forms for at least sixty years. One 
of the earliest formal uses of the term and practice is 
linked to Tom Markus and the Building Performance 
Research Unit (BPRU) at the University of Strathclyde, 
who evaluated about fifty schools in Scotland in the 
late 1960s. Around the same time, the Royal Institute 
of British Architects (RIBA) developed its RIBA Plan of 
Work, initially launched in 1963 and published in 1964, 
establishing frameworks for design and construction 
evaluation.3 Traditionally, POE has been employed as 
a post-construction evaluation. Building professionals 
and researchers carry out surveys, interviews, and 
observations months or years after occupancy to 
determine which design features have succeeded or 
failed, often with the aim of informing improvements in 
future projects or adjustments to the existing building. 
This approach implicitly acknowledges that a building’s 
narrative continues beyond its completion: the period 
of use is a fundamental phase in the building’s lifecycle, 
and studying it can uncover discrepancies between 
design assumptions and the realities of occupation.

While traditional POE has often focused on functional 
performance measures such as thermal comfort, space 
utilisation, and user satisfaction, its philosophy opened 
the door to recognising users as important stakeholders 
in defining architectural success. Roland Barthes 
argued in “The Death of the Author” (1967) that texts 
do not have fixed meanings determined solely by their 
creators. Instead, meaning arises from the experience 
and interpretation of the reader.4 Juan Pablo Bonta, in 
Architecture and Its Interpretation (1979), argued that 
architecture is an interpreted art.5 The significance 
of a building evolves through the interpretations and 
actions of its users and critics rather than solely through 

the intentions of its designer. Bonta demonstrated that 
inhabiting a space involves interpretation that can 
reinforce, modify, or challenge the architect’s original 
design. Thus, users influence the meaning and form of 
architecture both through their narratives and 	
physical alterations.

This understanding opens the way to consider user 
modifications as a form of authorship. If architecture 
is not a fixed object but a social artefact subjected to 
use and interpretation, the traditional idea of a single 
architectural author begins to lose ground. The notion 
of the solitary architect-genius creating a timeless 
work is challenged by a growing body of scholarship 
that emphasises the inclusion of multiple voices in 
architectural discourse. In practice, these voices include 
the building’s occupants, whose lived experiences and 
needs lead them to adapt spaces in ways the original 
designer might not have anticipated. Sociologist 
Henri Lefebvre, whose work on the production of 
social space informs much of this theoretical shift, 
was an early advocate for recognising everyday user 
practices. Lefebvre argued that inhabitants appropriate 
space through daily routines and alterations, thus 
becoming producers of space in their own right, a 
concept he developed in La production de l’espace 
[The Production of Space] (1974). From Lefebvre’s 
perspective, architecture is always co-produced: the 
architect provides an initial framework, but the work is 
completed through use and habitation 6

Lefebvre’s viewpoint is clearly expressed in his preface 
to Philippe Boudon’s Lived-In Architecture, where 
he reflects on the case of Pessac. He asks: “What was 
Le Corbusier trying to do at Pessac? [...] And what 
did the occupants do?”7. Lefebvre explains that Le 
Corbusier designed a series of houses intended as 
affordable, hygienic machines for living. However, in 
reality, the architecture lent itself to conversion and 
ornamentation, and the occupants did not simply settle 
passively into the houses as they were given. Instead, 
they decided to live actively, taking the structures 
provided by the architect and modifying them through 
conversion and addition. In doing so, they demonstrated 
what it truly means to live in a house: an activity. 
The residents added their needs to the buildings, 
created distinctions, introduced personal qualities, 
and ultimately constructed a differentiated social 
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whole within the initially uniform estate. This passage 
emphasises the idea that life itself continues the design 
process. While the architect may design for living, it is 
only through the act of living actively that architecture 
fully achieves its social reality. Lefebvre concludes that 
by writing the Pessac study, Boudon inaugurated a new 
form of architectural research, one that treats residents’ 
contributions not as infractions to be criticised but 
as data to be understood, revealing how architecture 
functions in the context of real life. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, design theory questioned 
the exclusive control of architects over buildings. Yona 
Friedman, in Toward a Scientific Architecture (1975), 
argued that users should be able to select and adapt 
their places from options provided by architects.8 Cedric 
Price, in Generator (1977), proposed that occupants 
could continually modify spatial layouts to suit changing 
needs.9 John Habraken, in Supports (1972), distinguished 
between the architect’s role in designing the structural 
framework and the occupant’s role in adapting the 
internal components, thus sharing responsibility for 
the building.10 These ideas emphasised openness and 
user participation. Subsequently, Stewart Brand, in 
How Buildings Learn (1994), argued that buildings 
are ongoing processes rather than finished products. 
He maintained that the most successful buildings are 
those that adapt over time or allow users to adapt 
them without losing their essential character. Brand 
highlighted the importance of a building’s second life 
after the architect’s involvement, when the design’s true 
performance becomes evident.11

Within this theoretical framework, the concept of the 
architectural double can be introduced: the viewpoint 
that every building has two overlapping identities, 
the projected or intended identity provided by the 
architect, and the actual or lived identity that emerges 
through use. This notion echoes the literary idea of a 
text’s double, where the written word contrasts with 
its interpreted meaning. However, in architecture, 
it is tangible. The divergence can often be observed 
physically by comparing the architect’s drawings 
or photographs of a pristine new building with the 
same building after years of occupancy. They remain 
recognisably the same building, yet they are also not the 
same, much like twins or doubles that share a common 
origin but develop distinct personas. Traditionally, 

architectural discourse has privileged the first identity, 
the designer’s intentions, and the as-designed form. 
However, with an evolving understanding of user 
agency, the second, lived identity can be recognised as 
an equally valid facet of architecture. It forms a parallel 
narrative alongside the design narrative. Embracing 
this duality, the coexistence of occupation and design, 
allows for a deeper understanding of architecture as not 
a fixed object but as an ongoing process and dialogue 
between designers and users over time.

Acknowledging the lived-in double of architecture 
fundamentally redefines the role of post-occupancy 
studies. Rather than serving solely as a critique or 
evaluation of whether the architect achieved their 
intent, POE can be understood as a tool to reveal 
architectural duplicity, understood neutrally as the 
coexistence of two overlapping realities. It exposes 
how the original design is translated, modified or 
even subverted through the process of inhabitation, 
thus uncovering the full complexity of a building’s 
existence. The objective is not to dismiss the architect’s 
authorial intent outright but to place it within a 
continuum of authorship that extends throughout 
the building’s occupancy. As one recent study puts 
it, incorporating occupants’ voices and experiences 
through methods such as oral history transcends the 
drawn or built construct of architecture, providing 
insights beyond what plans and formal design alone 
can reveal. User interviews serve as a vital connection 
between the built environment and its inhabitants, 
demonstrating the importance of lived experience as a 
bridge between architectural theory and practice. By 
treating testimonies and alterations by occupants as 
critical data, architects and historians can create a more 
inclusive architectural history, one that acknowledges 
often silenced experiences and forgotten knowledge as 
essential components of a building’s narrative.

This paper’s theoretical framework can be summarised 
in several key points. First, buildings are dynamic 
artefacts that continue to evolve after occupation, 
often in ways that designers cannot predict. Second, 
users act as co-authors of architecture through both 
their interpretations and physical alterations. Third, 
the idea of a single architectural author is problematic; 
instead, architecture is a collaborative and cumulative 
work created over time by multiple agents, including 
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architects, occupants, and maintenance personnel. 
Finally, the “double” of architecture—the designed 
versus the lived—should be recognised and studied, 
rather than viewed as a threat to the purity of design. 
With these concepts in mind, the case of Pessac 
demonstrates how post-occupancy transformations 
can rewrite architectural authorship and enrich our 
understanding of a building’s full lifecycle.

Le Corbusier’s Pessac – From Machine for Living to 
Lived-In Architecture. 
Design Intentions at Pessac

The design intentions, construction process, and early 
reception of Pessac are thoroughly documented with 
archival material, period photographs, and municipal 
records.12 In 1924, Henry Frugès commissioned the 
architect Le Corbusier to design a workers’ housing 
estate on the outskirts of Bordeaux, in the suburb of 
Pessac. This development later became known as the 
Quartiers Modernes Frugès or Cité Frugès and was 
conceived as a testing ground for Le Corbusier’s ideas 
on housing. Frugès explicitly instructed Le Corbusier 
that Pessac must be a laboratory for affordable housing 
innovation. The project included approximately 51 
houses out of an originally planned 135, featuring 
various prototypes refined by Le Corbusier, including 
terraced houses, duplexes, and small apartment blocks 
arranged in a garden-city inspired layout. Employing 
a standard modular grid and repetitive elements, Le 
Corbusier aimed to show that mass production and 
construction methods could produce high-quality, 
affordable dwellings for the working class. Key 
features of the design included flat roofs intended as 
roof terraces or garden terraces, open-plan interiors, 
horizontal ribbon windows, and an overall rational 
approach to housing.13 The houses were painted in a 
bold polychrome palette featuring ochres, blues, and 
greens to emphasise their geometric forms and avoid 
monotony in the repetitive structures.

Le Corbusier’s vision for Pessac followed his well-
known principle of the house as “a machine for living 
in”14. These dwellings were intended to provide healthy 
and efficient living conditions, with ample light and 
ventilation through large horizontal windows and 
roof terraces, standardised components to reduce 
construction costs, and flexible interiors to meet the 

basic needs of families. This represented a utopian 
approach for its time, offering, within the 1920s, 
social housing that broke with traditional styles in 
favour of a new architectural approach. Le Corbusier’s 
authorship at Pessac must be understood within a 
collaborative and client-driven framework. Pierre 
Jeanneret co-designed the estate, and Henry Frugès, as 
patron and initiator, explicitly framed the commission 
as an experimental “laboratory” for economical, 
standardised dwellings. The project’s type-catalogue 
and polychromy were presented by Le Corbusier as part 
of a didactic demonstration of serial production and 
hygienic domesticity, rather than as a closed aesthetic 
object. Within this matrix, authorship already appears 
distributed: architect and co-designer as proposers of a 
system, and client as programmatic driver. Subsequent 
tensions between ideal and execution—technical, 
financial, and municipal—were therefore not accidents 
at the margins of a singular intention, but embedded 
conditions of the work’s original conception.15

Practical difficulties emerged early in the project. 
Construction encountered problems with untested 
techniques, such as sprayed concrete, which had to be 
abandoned in favour of conventional masonry. Costs 
greatly exceeded initial estimates: by the time the houses 
were completed around 1926, they cost about twice as 
much as comparable traditional homes and three to 
four times more than originally planned. These financial 
and technical challenges caused the intended working-
class occupants to hesitate or refuse to move in, finding 
the design unconventional and the cost prohibitive. 
As a result, Frugès, who was under financial pressure, 
sold many units to higher-income buyers shortly 
after completion. Additionally, the estate lacked basic 
infrastructure; it was not connected to the municipal 
water supply until 1929, leaving the houses vacant and 
vulnerable to deterioration in the meantime.16

By the end of the 1920s, Pessac had already diverged 
from Le Corbusier’s original plans in social and 
economic terms. The intended occupants, mainly 
industrial workers, were largely absent and replaced by 
residents who did not necessarily share the architect’s 
original vision. Even before significant physical changes, 
this shift shows that architectural authorship can be 
rewritten simply by changes in user demographics 
or patterns of use. Le Corbusier’s idea of a workers’ 
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community embracing everyday living was altered 
when the expected residents did not settle. Instead, the 
new inhabitants had more conventional lifestyles and 
were often confused or dissatisfied with the design and 
practical issues of the houses. Contemporary local press 
and public opinion reportedly expressed scepticism 
toward the design. In summary, the stage was set for a 
conflict between architectural intent and 		
occupant reality.

Post-Occupancy Transformations: 			 
Users Rewrite Pessac

Once occupied in 1929, residents quickly began altering 
both the interiors and exteriors of their homes (Figure 
2). These modifications responded partly to technical 
shortcomings in the original construction and partly to 
cultural preferences, as occupants sought to make the 
austere spaces more liveable and personalised. Over the 
following decades, significant changes included adding 
pitched roofs to replace problematic flat terraces, 
enclosing open terraces and loggias to increase interior 
space, and resizing or replacing windows to improve 
usability and comfort. Interior layouts were adapted 
with partitions to meet family needs, creating additional 
rooms and dividing spaces where originally open 	
plans prevailed.

Additional structures such as sheds and porches 
were constructed, while some carports and external 
staircases were removed or repurposed. Decorative 
elements like shutters, pitched eaves, and traditional 
ornamentation were introduced, softening the original 
façades. The colour schemes also evolved, with many 
houses repainted in different hues or faded to neutral 
tones, creating a patchwork effect that contrasted with 
Le Corbusier’s original palette. Recent restoration 
efforts use colour to differentiate preserved from 
altered houses, restoring some façades to their original 
appearance while leaving heavily modified ones in 
neutral shades. These transformations demonstrate 
how residents actively reinterpreted and adapted the 
original design to better suit their needs and lifestyles.

While homeowners constitute the most visible agents 
of transformation, occupation at Pessac historically 
included rental and temporary tenancies. Modifications 
ranged from resident-driven, do-it-yourself repairs and 

seasonal enclosures to works commissioned from local 
contractors. This spectrum nuances agency: multiple 
hands, including residents, tradespeople and occasional 
municipal interventions, co-produced the built 
“double.” Recognising this continuum avoids reducing 
authorship to a binary of “architect versus user” and 
instead situates it within the everyday modalities of 
maintenance, adaptation, and care.

By the 1960s, the extensive user-driven modifications 
had transformed Pessac into a landscape hardly 
recognisable as Le Corbusier’s original design. The 
estate appeared as a layered record of architectural 
intentions, where the initial experiment was layered 
with vernacular adaptations. Signs of ageing and 
deterioration were evident. At one point, local 
authorities considered demolishing the entire quarter, 
as was common for early estates regarded as failures. In 
the early 1970s, demolition was seriously proposed due 
to the estate’s poor condition. However, a preservation 
movement emerged, recognising Pessac’s significance. 
This began with one house being listed as a historic 
monument in 1980, followed by gradual protection for 
the entire site. Even before official heritage recognition, 
Philippe Boudon’s study in the late 1960s had already 
highlighted Pessac’s importance.

Boudon’s Lived-In Architecture 

In 1967, Philippe Boudon conducted a pioneering 
post-occupancy study of the Pessac housing estate, 
published in French in 1969 and later in English as 
Lived-In Architecture: Le Corbusier’s Pessac Revisited 
in 1972. His research combined archival investigation 
with extensive interviews of residents and individuals 
involved in the original project, enabling a thorough 
comparison between Le Corbusier’s design intentions 
and the lived reality decades later. Boudon approached 

Figure 2: Pessac houses 
before and after user 

modifications. Source: 
Philippe Boudon, 

Lived-In Architecture: 
Le Corbusier’s Pessac 
Revisited (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press, 1972). 
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the estate as a dynamic entity, emphasising the 
coexistence of projected architecture and inhabited 
space. This dual perspective was essential to 
understanding how user modifications transform 
architectural meaning and form over time.

Boudon’s interviews register motives in the residents’ 
own terms—weatherproofing, privacy, domestic 
custom and identity—rather than as mere stylistic 
dissent. Terraces were enclosed for thermal comfort; 
pitched roofs and eaves mitigated leakage and driving 
rain; shutters and ornament reflected local domestic 
codes. Read this way, the estate’s transformations are 
not rhetorical oppositions to the modern project but 
situated practices that translate an abstract programme 
into lived domestic life. Boudon found that residents’ 
alterations were deliberate adaptations responding 
both to functional needs, such as enclosing terraces, 
adding pitched roofs to solve waterproofing issues, 
resizing windows for comfort, and reconfiguring 
interior layouts, and to cultural preferences aimed 
at softening the austere original aesthetic with 
decorative elements. These changes followed 
consistent patterns, reflecting the residents’ efforts to 
make their homes more practical and personalised. 
Through visual and diagrammatic analyses (Figure 
2), Boudon demonstrated that Pessac had become a 
built palimpsest, where original features coexist with 
vernacular adaptations.

Conceptually, Boudon redefined these transformations 
as a reallocation of architectural authorship, with 
residents acting as co-authors who created a second 
architecture alongside Le Corbusier’s original design. 
His study anticipated contemporary post-occupancy 
evaluation approaches by focusing on occupant 
experiences and valuing user-driven changes as 
meaningful feedback rather than design failures. This 
challenges the notion of architecture as a finished 
product and instead presents it as an ongoing process 
shaped by habitation. It is often observed that lived 
experience ultimately takes precedence over the 
architect’s original vision, as buildings are shaped by 
their occupants. 

By the late 1960s, Pessac exemplified the complex 
relationship between architectural design and lived 
experience. While the estate’s structural framework and 

original layout remained discernible, decades of user-
driven modifications had produced a heterogeneous 
environment. These changes reveal the active role of 
inhabitants as co-creators of architectural meaning, 
challenging the traditional singular notion of authorship 
attributed solely to the architect. Such adaptations 
reflect a continuous negotiation between the formal 
design and the practical, cultural, and social needs of 
residents. This evolving process highlights architecture 
not as a static product but as a dynamic, participatory 
practice shaped by multiple agents over time.17

Post-Occupancy Rewriting and the Notion of 
Architectural Authorship 

The case of Pessac, emerging from post-occupancy 
transformations, prompts a reconsideration of 
architectural authorship that marks a substantive shift 
in the discipline, moving the focus from the original 
design to the ongoing process of habitation and 
adaptation. This perspective acknowledges architecture 
not as a fixed object or completed product, but as a 
dynamic phenomenon continuously shaped over time 
by multiple agents, including architects, occupants, 

Figure 3: Diagram 
illustrating the groups 

of houses in Pessac 
and those at their 
intersections that 

were transformed by 
occupants. Source: 

Philippe Boudon, 
Lived-In Architecture: 
Le Corbusier’s Pessac 
Revisited (Cambridge, 

MA: MIT Press, 1972). 
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maintenance staff, and communities. User modifications 
reveal functional, cultural, and symbolic dimensions 
that initial designs often fail to anticipate, thereby 
adding layers of complexity and realism to architectural 
evaluation. Incorporating these viewpoints is essential 
for a holistic understanding of architecture that 
integrates formal design with everyday practices and 
lived experiences.

For analytical clarity, “authorship” is employed here 
in three distinct senses. First, legal-moral authorship 
(originating in copyright and moral rights) is largely 
reserved for the architect(s) of record and collaborators. 
Second, project authorship encompasses all parties 
shaping the work through design and delivery—
here including Pierre Jeanneret’s co-design role and 
Henry Frugès’s programmatic authorship as client 
and commissioner. Third, lived authorship describes 
the cumulative, situated agency of occupants and 
other actors who modify and interpret the work over 
time. Pessac makes these layers legible in one place: 
architect/co-designer and client initiate a system; users 
and stewards extend it in use. The “double” registers 
not a replacement of one author by another but a 
reconfiguration of authorship across time.

Traditionally, authorship has been attributed 
exclusively to the architect, reflected in naming 
buildings after their designers and restoring them 
according to original intentions. However, the post-
occupancy changes at Pessac reveal that a building’s 
final form results from a collaboration between 
architect and occupants. Rather than a failure, this 
dual authorship is intrinsic to architecture, which is 
inherently subject to transformation through use. The 
concept parallels the literary idea of text and reader: 
once a building is completed, the architect’s control 
diminishes and occupants gain agency to interpret 
and modify the space within its physical constraints. 
For example, while Pessac residents could not alter 
the concrete structure fundamentally, they adapted 
windows, roofs, façades, and interiors, reshaping the 
experience and appearance of the original design.

This understanding challenges conventional 
architectural criticism, which often focuses on 
design authenticity and completion. Post-occupancy 

realities—altered, lived-in, and imperfect—are 
frequently dismissed. Yet the success of architecture 
depends on its adaptability and usability in real life; 
lived use often recalibrates design premises. Users’ 
modifications at Pessac, therefore, represent a second 
authorial layer, refining and sometimes correcting 
the original design. From a post-occupancy evaluation 
perspective, recognising user interventions as co-
authorship encourages a constructive approach. 
Rather than viewing changes as alteration, they 
become feedback illuminating the design’s strengths 
and weaknesses. Boudon’s study identified patterns 
such as the widespread addition of pitched roofs, 
indicating practical limitations of the original flat roofs, 
while other elements remained intact due to their 
alignment with user needs. Such modifications form a 
material critique, translating tacit user knowledge into 
architectural discourse.

The heritage status of the estate intensifies these 
questions. In 2016, the Cité Frugès – Le Corbusier was 
inscribed within The Architectural Work of Le Corbusier, 
an Outstanding Contribution to the Modern Movement on 
the UNESCO World Heritage List.18 Local management 
documents acknowledge a necessary balance between 
restitution of 1920s intentions and preservation 
of significant traces of inhabitance.19 The “double” 
therefore acquires institutional form: conservation 
policies mediate between the idealised authorial image 
and its lived counterpart, requiring nuanced criteria to 
judge which alterations constitute historic value and 
which warrant reversal.

The dual nature of Pessac’s architecture raises 
preservation challenges. Should restoration prioritise 
the architect’s original vision or preserve the marks of 
inhabitance? While some houses have been restored 
to their 1920s condition, erasing later modifications in 
pursuit of authenticity, this risks losing the social history 
embedded in the users’ alterations. Documentation and 
interpretation can help preserve this history alongside 
physical restoration, acknowledging architecture as 
both designed artefact and lived experience. Pessac’s 
influence extends to broader architectural practice. 
The recognition of user participation and adaptability 
gained prominence in the 1970s and 1980s, inspiring 
architects to involve occupants in design and 
anticipate change. Post-occupancy evaluation became 
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a professional tool, encouraging iterative learning. 
Concepts such as design for flexibility and adaptive 
reuse rest on the understanding that user-driven 
change is inevitable and can enhance a building’s 
relevance. The Pessac experiment demonstrated the 
value of openness to appropriation, despite initial 
disappointment at alterations.

Socioculturally, Pessac illustrates the tension between 
architectural ideals and the everyday needs of residents. 
The occupants sought comfort and familiarity, 
adapting the homes with traditional elements to 
reflect personal identities. This phenomenon is 
common worldwide, supporting sociologist John 
Turner’s argument that self-determination in housing 
produces better outcomes than top-down imposition.20 
Pessac exemplifies early evidence of this principle, 
showing that inhabitants adjust their environment to 
better fit their lives. Ultimately, these modifications 
are acts of empowerment rather than disobedience. 
The political dimension of user agency has gained 
recognition, framing control over one’s living space 
as democratic.21 Once criticised as a failure, Pessac is 
now viewed as a success in user empowerment and a 
cautionary example of ignoring occupant needs. The 
post-occupancy rewriting by residents illustrates that 
architecture is a dialogue between designer and user, 
with altered façades representing the visible 		
voice of inhabitants. 

This perspective encourages a shift towards viewing 
buildings as evolving entities shaped by ongoing 
social and environmental factors. It underlines the 
need for architects to engage with users’ experiences 
continuously, fostering adaptability and inclusivity in 
design that responds to real-world complexities over 
time. Such an approach recognises that architecture 
is not static but a process that must accommodate 
changing needs, behaviours, and contexts throughout a 
building’s life, ensuring relevance and usability beyond 
initial construction.

Conclusion 

Le Corbusier’s Pessac housing and Philippe Boudon’s 
Lived-In Architecture collectively present a significant 
narrative on how architecture is continuously authored 
and re-authored over time. This analysis focuses on 
the duality between the projected architecture, as 
conceived by the architect, and the lived architecture, 
as modified by its occupants, with the Pessac case 
providing a detailed illustration of this relationship. 
Post-occupancy perspectives demonstrate that the 
completion of a building marks not an endpoint but 
the commencement of a new phase wherein occupants 
engage in the ongoing development of the architecture. 
At Pessac, these user-led interventions fundamentally 
altered the original architectural intentions; examples 
include the replacement of flat roofs with pitched 
ones, the subdivision of open-plan interiors, and 
the personalisation of otherwise uniform volumes. 
These modifications were deliberate and meaningful, 
constituting a form of alternative authorship that reflects 
the needs, values, and identities of the inhabitants 
within the inherited architectural framework.

Reconsidered in light of contemporary scholarship, 
Boudon’s work may be regarded as an early form 
of post-occupancy evaluation that goes beyond 
assessing performance metrics to explore the nature 
of architectural occupation. Supported by Lefebvre’s 
theoretical insights, Boudon reinterpreted the changes 
at Pessac not as failures but as manifestations of 
architectural duplicity, the coexistence of two legitimate 
forms of architecture: the one imagined in plans and 
the one continuously produced and transformed by 
residents. Acknowledging this coexistence enriches the 
conception of authorship, positioning the architect’s 
role as one component within an extended continuum 
of design agency. Users, consciously or unconsciously, 
participate in this process over time, shaping and 
reshaping the built environment well beyond the 
architect’s initial intervention.

Taken together, Pessac and its afterlife demonstrate 
that the architectural “double” need not be framed as 
opposition or failure. It is better read as the ordinary 
condition of works that are both projected and 
inhabited. Distinguishing legal-moral, project, and lived 
authorship clarifies how responsibility and agency shift 
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without cancelling the architect’s role; it also explains 
why some alterations merit recognition as part of the 
work’s significance while others invite correction. 
This moderation strengthens rather than weakens the 
argument: authorship broadens in time, not in name.

This understanding carries several implications. For 
practice, it encourages embracing design strategies that 
prioritise adaptability and openness. Accepting that 
inhabitants will alter spaces suggests the importance 
of flexible design solutions, the use of materials 
that accommodate change, and an attitude that 
views architecture as a framework for ongoing user 
creativity rather than a fixed product. Additionally, it 
underscores the value of systematic post-occupancy 
evaluation as a tool for continual learning. Projects 
such as Pessac demonstrate that user appropriation 
often reveals insights into design performance and 
resilience. In research and historiography, recognising 
user contributions supports a more inclusive 
architectural history, one that incorporates oral 
histories, ethnographic studies, and the lived experience 
alongside traditional design analysis.

Architecture should be understood as inherently 
plural and dynamic rather than singular and static. 
Each building contains latent potentials that are 
realised through use. The lived environment acts as a 
counterpart to the designed environment, emerging 
with occupation and coexisting with the original design. 
At Pessac, although the two twins diverged significantly, 
they remain inseparable facets of the estate’s identity. 
The most fruitful understanding arises from examining 
the interaction between design and lived reality, how 
one shapes and is shaped by the other. This interplay 
constitutes the true essence of architecture, situated in 
the space between intention and use.

As contemporary architectural discourse increasingly 
addresses themes of user participation, adaptability, 
and sustainability, Pessac’s example remains 
profoundly relevant. It serves as a caution against 
overconfidence in design and as a testament to 
the power of human (and non-human) agency. 
Architectural success should therefore be measured not 
solely by physical form but by the capacity of buildings 
to live and be lived in. The concept of the lived-in 
double should be embraced as a fundamental reality 

rather than an anomaly. Recognising post-occupancy 
transformations as collaborative authorship honours 
the full lifecycle of architecture and opens new horizons 
for design, moving from imposing singular visions 
to facilitating environments that accommodate the 
complexities of life. Pessac shows that architecture is 
completed in use. Recognising inhabitants as co-authors 
or co-producers of use clarifies how authorship extends 
from design into occupation. In this light, the double, 
projected and inhabited, serves as a conceptual premise 
for evaluation, interpretation and heritage.
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Abstract

It looks like wood, but it feels cold to the touch. What seemed 
like a traditional wooden column in a Chinese temple is, in fact, 
a panel-cladded replica with a concrete interior. The illusion is 
seamless until the senses betray the eye. The double becomes a 
precise imitation that maintains the image of authenticity while 
concealing its true nature beneath the surface.

In a country where duplicates are not just accepted but 
encouraged, architecture has evolved into a digital mirror 
of its drawn form. Buildings are no longer singular coherent 
objects but layered constructs, where materials and finishes 
are substituted by more standardised, cost-efficient versions of 
themselves. The result is an uncanny sense of disorientation, 
a space where reality and imitation blend so completely that 
distinction becomes irrelevant.

China’s architecture manifests through layering. Like a digital 
model, layers are stacked and, sometimes, reshuffled, and only 
the joints reveal the true nature. A temple column, once carved 
by hand, now emerges through a process of digital fabrication 
and industrial assembly, its essence fragmented and patched. 
This superposition of layers is an echo of the digital version of 
the project. The built world becomes a materialised rendering, 
an architectural doppelganger of what was imagined. In this 
space of shifting identities, the boundary between the original 
and its copy dissolves because the objective is not the experience 
of the space itself but its reproduction in social media. The copy 
of the shadow.

Theoretical Framework: Aura, Simulacra, Shanzhai

In the Western tradition, originality has long been 
considered sacred, with copies viewed as derivative, 
inferior, or deceptive. Walter Benjamin famously 
argued that mechanical reproduction diminishes the 
aura of an artwork — its unique presence in time and 
space. “That which withers in the age of mechanical 
reproduction is the aura of the work of art,” he wrote, 
lamenting the loss of singular authenticity when a work 
is endlessly replicated.1

Jean Baudrillard extended this logic into the late 
20th century, proposing that in the age of media and 


