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Hot property
Think Modernist masterpiece, and flat-pack prefabs aren’t what immediately spring to
mind. But when it comes to investing in art, it pays to think outside the box.
N JUNE LAST YEAR A BUILDING DESIGNED BY
French Modernist architect and designer Jean
Prouvé (1901–1984) was sold at Christie’s New York
for US$4.968 million (about R38.5 million). This, in
itself, isn’t an exorbitant price for a Modernist masterpiece. In 2000, Sotheby’s achieved US$11.1 million
on a Manhattan townhouse that Philip Johnson
designed in 1950. And in 2003, someone was willing
to pay $7.5 million for Ludwig Mies van der Rohe’s
1951 Farnsworth House located in Plano, Illinois. In
the rest of the world, Modernist architecture has been
considered hot property for a while now.
But Prouvé’s La Maison Tropicale is a surprise. To
start with, it’s minuscule. It measures a mere
10 metres by 14 metres (approximately the size of a
big one-bedroomed apartment). It is made from
folded steel and aluminium, and it sits on stilts. It has
no heating or plumbing and no interior walls, so no
kitchen and no bathroom. Oh yes, and it doesn’t
come with land. It’s a prefab – which, of course, in the
right spin-doctor’s hands could read like a huge
advantage. “This property comes with a passport; it is
ready to travel,” I read in an article preceding the
much-lauded sale.
The hammer price did, however, represent a new
record for a Prouvé building.
The seller was French antique dealer Eric
Touchaleaume; the buyer none other than André
Balazs, a former boyfriend of Uma Thurman and
owner of some of the most glamorous and stylish
hotels in the world. If you have ever had the pleasure
of staying at the Mercer in New York (or have even
just had a drink at the bar), you’ll know what I’m talking about. Yes, that André Balazs.
This was the second Prouvé building that
Touchaleaume, a passionate admirer of French
Modernism in general and Prouvé in particular, had
sold. But unlike the previous one, he literally had to
risk his life to “rescue” it.
In 1987, while doing research for an exhibition,
Touchaleaume came across some archival photographs of three buildings that Prouvé had allegedly
designed and sent per cargo plane to Africa during the
early 1950s (when France still had considerable colonial interests on the continent).
Nobody seemed to know anything more about
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La Maison Tropicale (1949–1951). This prototype structure
designed by Jean Prouvé became a symbol of Modernist
ambition: to employ modern design for the good of all mankind. It
was recently sold for almost US$5 million.

these mysterious buildings – at least not until 22 years
later, when, armed with a few black-and-white photographs, Touchaleaume set out for West Africa to look
for his treasure. He found all three.
One was in Niamey, the capital of Niger. In 2000,
he was able to buy and take the Niamey structure
back to France without too much trouble. He sold it
to millionaire collector and former commodities
trader Robert Rubin for a reported US$1 million.
He found the other two buildings in Brazzaville,
the capital of the Republic of the Congo. They were
bullet-riddled, abandoned and abused, but intact.
Getting these two Tropical Houses out of war-ravaged
Brazzaville was a different matter altogether. It took
lots of negotiation, perseverance and help, but in the
end he managed to get them back to France as well.

The vision
PROUVÉ DESIGNED AND PRODUCED THE THREE
prototype structures between 1949 and 1951.
The Tropical Houses were designed to suit the
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Farnsworth House, built by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe in 1951
and located near Plano, Illinois. An icon of Modernist domestic
architecture, it was described by historian Franz Schulze as
“more nearly temple than dwelling”.
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West African equatorial climate. They came
with wraparound verandas to keep the sun off
the walls and windows, sliding and fixed wall panels
for optimum ventilation, and roof ventilators to expel
hot air effectively.
Prouvé’s idea was to manufacture these buildings
in his metalwork factory in France and then ship or
freight the different components to Africa, where
they could be assembled on site. He wanted to make
available affordable flat-pack homes, offices, schools
and hospitals to everyone who needed them.
Mass production would assure (he figured) that
costs could be kept to a minimum. But nothing ever
came of this dream. The actual cost of the prototypes,
and the fact that the expatriated French middle class
market for which the buildings were intended simply
did not “get” these practical, futuristic living
machines, meant its demise. Prouvé’s big life ambition was dashed. Even though he lived a long, productive and distinguished life as one of France’s
iconic architects, he once commented, “I died in
1952” – the year in which his factory was closed due
to the failure of this venture.
On a recent trip to Europe, I had the privilege of
experiencing two of these exquisite little gems: they
might be small, flat-pack prefabs, but, oh boy, what
fabulous flat-pack prefabs they are!
As part of a recent exhibition of Prouvé’s work
(aptly called “The poetics of the technical object”) –
the result of a collaboration between Balazs, the
Design Museum and the Tate Modern – the Tropical
House was installed in front of the Tate. For the price
of an ordinary entry ticket, I was at liberty not only to
view the building but to walk through it and to linger
for as long as I wanted to in order to absorb the pure
genius of this creation.
The second house was less accessible, but just as
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brilliant. After restoring it, Rubin donated the building to the French. It’s on permanent exhibition at the
Centre Pompidou in Paris. Suspended behind thick
glass walls on one of the sky verandas, it can be
admired only from afar. It has ceased to be a building;
it has become an object of art.
And the third? I haven’t seen it yet. Monsieur
Touchaleaume is keeping it. He intends to turn it into
a “nomadic museum”. He plans to use the income to
fund a Prouvé study centre.
After I saw the two houses, I kept wondering what
possibly could have attracted a buyer such as Balazs to
a house like this. To start with, it’s as far from glamorous as could be imagined: the space conforms to
the Modernist ideal of “minimal number of elements,
maximal aesthetic appeal”, rendering it stark, industrial, functional and futuristic. “The house Meccano
could have built,” as someone called it.
But then I got it: Balazs can obviously recognise a
blue-chip investment opportunity when he sees one.
Such people often have a nose for the “next big
thing”. He might or might not be inspired by the idea
of prefabricated tropical units for an upcoming hotel
in Africa. Nobody seems to be sure. He has alluded to
the fact that his equatorial jewel should go back to
where it was intended – the tropics.

Opportunity-spotting
BUT WHAT’S THE POINT OF THIS STORY? IS IT A
small and frivolous peek into the fun and games of
the wealthy? No, it’s about spotting opportunities
before everyone else does. Right in our midst there are
houses that were designed and built by one of the
world’s most respected Modernist architects. Just pick
up any international publication on Modernism and
Bauhaus architecture and you’ll find his name: Pius
Pahl (1909–2003). During the 1920s and 30s, he
trained in Germany as an artisan and architect with
the likes of Mies van der Rohe. And, like Prouvé, Pahl
collaborated with Le Corbusier on various projects
before he came to South Africa.
He lived here for more than 50 years and left
behind a unique heritage of about 90 extraordinary
Modernist buildings. Wait, make that 89, no 88, sorry
87, 86, 85 ... At last count almost half his houses had
been demolished or destroyed by unsympathetic
“renovators”. Instead of showing reverence and realising their intrinsic and potential financial value, we
are destroying these priceless manifestations of
modernity as I write. Does “I didn’t know” really ever
cut it in the end?
PS: There is a Pahl house for sale in Bredasdorp. It’s
completely untouched. Price: R1.9 million. Do you
think I should let Balazs, Rubin or Touchaleaume
know? They will definitely appreciate this Modernist
genius we ought to claim vehemently as our own.
■ Jo-Marie Rabe is a cultural historian and co-owns
Piér Rabe Antiques in Stellenbosch.

