Appendix B Interview Transcript 01        
                                                                Jessica Holland


Interview with Jean Philippe Vassal at the offices of Lacaton and Vassal, 206 Rue La Fayette, Paris. 

2pm, 5th September 2006.

Jessica Holland
The Palais de Tokyo is not a museum in the traditional sense. I was discussing with a colleague whether your work there can be considered as “architecture” or not, because the intervention is very minimal…

Jean Philippe Vassal
[Our work at the Palais de Tokyo] is to give possibilities. Precisely if it’s artists that will go there after, you can do even less… because they want to have space to do things on the floors, on the wall, so you have to give them the possibility to do that. I like the idea that architecture could give freedom to do things and this for me, is probably most important: to adapt spaces, climates, ambiences where things can happen. Always, this freedom is essential. 

There was always a reason. For the Palais de Tokyo the budget was very low, but it is not a problem. All the time you can do what you need to – this is one of the things I learnt in Africa. I was in Morocco then after my studies I went to Niger for five years. Niger is one of the poorest countries south of the Sahara desert. It was incredible what people there could do and make from absolutely nothing. It’s strange because when you are in the desert and there is almost nothing, it’s only in your mind that you can find something. The work of architects is not about materials and things like that, it is just invention – to find a solution to a situation. So this question about is it still architecture or is it not architecture, I don’t know…. A great architect said: “Less is more”, and that was fifty years ago!

JH
Does that make it right – because it was fifty years ago?

JPV
Yes! In architecture I feel you have a sort of invisible direction; more and more the architectural fact will become less and less visible. If you look from Roman architecture to Gothic to Modernism, always there is a search for higher, for lighter, for more. You arrive at the Farnsworth House, which is just a box, so for me; we are still on this journey. Architecture can be just a gesture, even nothing sometimes. 

We have done a project in Bordeaux for a little plaza where the outcome was to say: “There is nothing to do, it’s okay.” The client asked us to make this plaza beautiful but it is beautiful. So the way to look at things is important: are you sure she is not beautiful; it is not beautiful? Then you convince them it is beautiful and what is this question of beauty? So, in Africa it was really this challenge: with the minimum of things, what can you do? 

JH
And what did you do there? Why did you decide to go back to Africa?

JPV
I went after my Diploma to work for the Ministry of Construction for one year as an architect. In fact, when I arrived they said they did not need an architect, they just needed somebody to work on urban planning. So for three years I worked on the development of a little village in the desert. What happens when they find water, when wells are dug, what happens to the society and structure of the village? I worked on these questions. I also worked on the master plan for Niger’s capital, Niamey. 

JH 
Okay, I wanted to ask you about the theoretical argument that has been written about your work, predominantly by Ilka and Andreas Ruby. Do you contribute or even agree with what they say?

JPV
What I know is that everybody is competent in his field and I like the fact that one can make architecture – as everything – without thinking about the outcome. Just making things in an instant – to me, it’s a pleasurable like that. I don’t want to write text or push something too clearly that may be like jail afterwards, things that I cannot get out of. I want to have the possibility to do something new. I find that when you write text or theories, after you have to respect them; I prefer to be free. 

JH 
Going back to the Palais de Tokyo – have you been there recently?

JPV
Yeah, two weeks ago.

JH
Does it keep changing?

JPV
Yes, I see new things… new partitions.

JH
And now there is a new museum to the east wing…

JPV
Yes, but it is completely different; it was funded by the city of Paris and the Palais de Tokyo by the state. I have not been in the new part but I think it is still as it used to be. 

JH 
I’ve been reading about the new museums recently opened in Paris, such as the Musee de Quai Branly by Jean Nouvel and the Musee de l’Orangerie. I am interested to know what you think about these places.

JPV
I’ve not been to the Quai Branly and I’ve also not been to L’Orangerie. I have a strange feeling, not about the architecture, but about his collection of African art at the museum [Musee de Quai Branly]. It is a bit strange to find it in Paris, for me. I feel a bit… because I don’t know how they arrived there and I have such a strong relationship with Africa. It’s strange that you have no museums in Africa and the culture is here, but it is complex. 

So, about museums: I think it is probably too serious or perhaps it is too complex, the way you enter and buy your ticket and then you go into a specific room and see some paintings. Sometimes I like the fact when you are in the city, you walk around the city and for example, you go inside a church – you don’t know why, but you see this door, which is nearly open and you go in, and it is completely dark and it is fresh. You walk inside, you sit for a while and then you leave, back into the city. 

I would like the possibility to be in a museum like that, where there is no limit between public space and space inside the museum. I like the idea of a museum as a promenade, a walk – something very delicate.

JH
And why do you talk specifically of a church – because you enter into one large volume of space? 

JPV
Yes, perhaps. I give the example of a church because it’s a monument you can go inside but in a library you also have this feeling of a very public space. It’s a sort of inclusion of the outside, with seats, chairs, tables and books. 

For me, the question of architecture is how to live. When we designed the Palais de Tokyo we had several ideas, such as the Place Djemma-el-Fnaa, but also this idea of living – how we can inhabit spaces. We are not only inhabitants of our homes, but of the city, on a bank by the side of a river and also in churches, museums, and libraries. I like the idea of architecture being determined by this idea of living, so it’s not something tangible shown in a sketch or a model, it is something you are always a part of. It is your own space and you are able to travel freely through those public spaces; there is a continuity that is important. 

I have a lot of difficulty with the question of scale in my work. As an architect you are always making models or little drawings. At the moment when you make a drawing it is not real dimensions, but immediately when you produce a model, it is two hundred times smaller than the real space, you cannot go inside! Always I have to feel the space and it’s real dimensions, to move inside it. It’s a real problem in architecture. I teach at the School of Architecture in Versailles and students, they are very instinctive and inventive. When you ask them to design for example, architectural clothing around themselves, elements of wood, elements of tissue, but at the moment you ask them to think a bit larger for a little house and begin to make models, forms, shapes, this same spirit is lost. So architecture: you can do it, design it, and use it as something you have on your shoulders. 

JH
So, you teach at the university just outside Paris…?

JPV
Yes, not much, just one semester. I will stop this year I think, I am so busy and have been at the same place for four years.  

JH
And you taught at Bordeaux before, when your practice was there?

JPV
Yes, a little.

JH
The move to Paris – was it due to your work at the Palais de Tokyo?

JPV
Yes and we stayed because it is good to be in Paris! We had an office on site of the Palais de Tokyo, which moved around the building during works.

JH
In Bordeaux, you worked with Anne Lacaton for Jacques Hondelatte…

JPV
Yeah, he was an architect, ten years older than us. Anne Lacaton was working there when I returned from Africa and I worked there for five years. It was like Africa, because Africa was an important moment for me.

JH
In what way?

JPV
Well, he was creating his projects; each time it was an incredible story, you know like the stories you hear when you are a child from your mother. Each of his projects was a sort of adventure…

JH
Because he did thing differently or because…

JPV
Yes, it was quite strange to work in his office. For example, he did not use tracing paper; he did not make a lot of drawings. He was always saying that for him, the projects were most beautiful in his mind or if they were built, when they were finished. But in your mind a project is especially beautiful because it is – at the same time – very precise but not defined. You can forget some parts, you can change some parts. At the same time you can have a very clear image of a project, but if it is not printed on a sheet of paper you can change it. It can be adapted. Do you know his work?

JH
No, I don’t.

JPV
For me, he is the most interesting architect. This book [pulls out ‘Des Gratte-Ciel dans la Tete’] is the most beautiful book I know about architecture, it’s really incredible. He has not built a lot but it has a lot of projects, for example this house [Maison Artiguebielle]. It was very strange, it was a house built in the seventies and always, when I worked in his office, we would ask: ‘Jacques, we want to see this house. Where is it?’ He would reply: ‘No, I don’t remember. I don’t know where it is.’ So we would ask: ‘Can you show us some drawings? Some plans, some sections?’ ‘No,’ he would reply, ‘I don’t have any drawings of this house anymore.’ And the only things we knew – it was a house 27 metres long, 3.5 metres wide and 9 metres high, and it was inside the forest. All facades were completely black and covered in asphalt. In this house – the author says – there are not any specific spaces defined by functions: living rooms, bedrooms, kitchens, etcetera. Spaces are defined by qualities: light, hot, warm, humid, sunny, black, large, small… 

You cannot clearly imagine the plan or section from the pictures available. There are certainly some stairs inside and you can imagine there is some part that is underground, but it is very strange. And for all of his projects Jacques said, if you make a drawing – if you draw one line – you have to be sure it is the right one. If you are not sure, don’t draw it. Don’t draw it. And he made these drawings for the purpose of showing his clients. 

… So, the house was built in an existing clearing in the forest. And all of his projects were incredible. You can see this in Niort; here it was just some barriers to create a public space, some barriers to protect pedestrians from cars. Instead of doing this in a traditional way, he imagined a creature going in and out of the asphalt. Always there was a story – in this city there is a lot of water and stories of monsters – so he uses this in his work. Niort is called the French Venice. 

JH
What are the sea monsters made from?

JPV
Bronze, I think… And this is another project… Oh, I can talk a lot about Jacques Hondelatte! It is a public space, in a city near Paris and the mayor of the city called for a project for the central plaza of the city. Jacques proposed a ‘Jardin du Foot’. There were two teams of different kinds of trees playing against each other with the goalkeepers, referee and linesmen. The position of the trees was the position of players precisely three seconds after kick-off. So Jacques puts forward this project and the mayor is very surprised! He finds a reason not to do this project – he says it is too violent, too sexist… so Jacques proposes an alternative garden; this one is ‘Jardin D’Amour’. The trees are linked together with love stories and it is very romantic. 

Here is another project; you will know it because it was built by Foster, the viaduct in the south of France. Hondelatte was involved in the competition and what is interesting here is Hondelatte says it is structurally better to make a tube than a flat surface. Then he makes columns and normally now, all bridges have dynamic systems that can move. So he asks you to imagine a bridge with a solid system that is completely static. He makes some very big columns that are 60 metres in diameter that are really like chimneys for nuclear power stations. It is a mass of concrete. In fact, it is a sort of landscape monument. [Flicks through book] always they are very precise, his drawings. 

This is a project we did together, a house. It was very interesting to work in his office. You should try to find this book – do you understand what the title means? It is ‘Skyscrapers in Your Mind’. This house is in Bordeaux, a very old building, for a bourgeois, quite rich couple who collected art. One was disabled, so we put in an elevator, not in the corner, but in the middle of the room. The lift car was opaque but the rest of the elevator was transparent so you knew if somebody was using it, but you didn’t know who it was! There are three levels to the house and inside, instead of calling the floors ‘0’, ‘1’ and ‘2’, we just changed the numbers to ‘22’, ‘35’ and ‘67’. It is just this idea – skyscrapers in your mind!! When you cannot make one hundred steps in a building, you can change the numbers of the floors and imagine. The project also involved a cellar, so again you have different ambiences of light, of dark… [sets book down].

JH
So, other than Jacques Hondelatte, are there any architects that you admire?

JPV
No, not really any architects! Sometimes I like older projects by Aalto… and Hondelatte!

JH
Because the Union encourages relations between the French and British in terms of architecture it is perhaps pertinent to ask whether you consider your work to be typically French in any way?

JPV
No, I don’t think so.

JH
No, I don’t think so either really!

JPV
Perhaps there is a part, yes, but I don’t know… What I do know is that I have travelled quite a lot, I have lived in Africa and I am very curious of different things. I like changing my situation, to see new things and sometimes I am frightened by the fact that architecture could fix you somewhere. Each time I have the possibility of creating a new project somewhere else or the possibility in my work to take something from a different place – like flowers, like Turkish tiles – to make this connection with another country, to escape. Very often, with flowers. 

JH
Like your University building in Grenoble, for example?


JPV
Yes, where we use tropical flowers. We have also just finished a big building in Bordeaux with roses as a background. We have 700 climbing rose trees with beautiful flowers and yes, to find something that creates distance from the architecture, from materiality.

JH
Do you think this comes from living in Morocco? I’ve read that Casablanca is a city where French and the West meets with Islamic culture…

JPV
Yes, this confrontation occurs. In Casablanca you have a lot of incredible, modern architecture of the 1950s, the 70s – really beautiful buildings and at the same time you have the medina, you have this mix. It is very interesting and there is a sort of… old and new things touch, there are different styles very close to each other. [Pulls out 2G book by Ilka and Andreas Ruby, published in 2002] In the 2G book there is an image of a nomadic school in the Sahara. There is nothing around the school, it is just a hut and we don’t know where the parents of the children are, but we imagine the children travelling long distances to arrive at the school. It is, I don’t know, a structure of 80 metres square, about 1.5 or 1.6 metres high – not very tall – and made of branches in the sand. So when it is really hot and bright outside, inside the hut it is dark and cool. The plants allow strips of light in and you enter this place to go to school. There are twenty school children, 6 or 7 years old, sitting in the sand all looking in one direction at a TV screen with a programme on – no teacher, you don’t need a teacher, just a TV. There are batteries and the TV which are linked to a solar panel on the roof and it is in the middle of the desert! And for me, it’s really the embodiment of modernity: architecture and modernity are precisely this. This mix of situation, place and these elements create – very efficiently, but also with a lot of poetry – this story. 

JH
 Does this place exist now?

JPV
Yes, it exists. Maybe for three years and then the wind blows it down and they just build another… And the children, you can go in and they don’t care, they just focus on the TV screen and the programme they are watching.

JH
And so they learn maths and science through TV.

JPV
Yes. For me, this is precisely architecture because here in Europe you could not imagine this happening. I like to imagine this cross fertilisation of things. Here you say no, I cannot employ straw as a roofing material, I cannot have a TV if there is no window… You can adapt very traditional things with more modern things; it is very easy. 

This is interesting [pointing to image in 2G book]. If you repair a car in Africa you don’t need to use a replacement part, you can adapt something else – this could be wood or it might be a piece from your watch. I like this change of use.

Another interest is greenhouses. All horticultural technology – I’m really interested in that. The way they are able to modify, very slightly, the climate. You in England, you know; greenhouses are beautiful things. 

JH
How did you become interested in greenhouse technology? Was it through necessity during a project?

JPV
Ummm… I remembered recently, my Diploma was about this question. It was about intermediate space between inside and outside. My Diploma was about the fact that you can be in a very big city and it’s just a door that’s separates yourself and your family – or your studio – and three million people in the city. You open and close the door to this world. I think it’s really violent, it’s interesting also, but quite violent. I worked on this question of intermediate space; it could be a garden, it could be a greenhouse, it could be a vestibule or something where there is progression. I think it was shortly after this that my interest in greenhouses began.

After my Diploma I went very regularly to special fairs where they sell these products. You could see very sophisticated and precise technology, yet very low-cost technology, for enormous areas. This idea of working with the existing climate but modifying it, changing it slightly, to make it okay for different types of flowers… It was so interesting to learn the way you can produce roses, for example, in Sweden or Arabia or wherever, for sale. The sophistication of the climate you are able to create for these roses in unbelievable and when you compare how you ‘heat’ people, there is an enormous gap! It seems very old fashioned when you consider how the roses are looked after! So this question of greenhouses is interesting because greenhouses have a minimal envelope… 

Another architect I like to put beside Hondelatte is Ambasz, Emilio Ambasz. He is a very strange architect. He gave a lecture in Bordeaux and he said that if nature was perfect, we should not have houses. Branches could bend to protect you from the sun, from the rain, the leaves could fall to cover the soil… So nature is not perfect but it is not very far from perfection. I think the things that you have to add can be very subtle and precise – minimal. So the question is living and providing conditions in order to live.
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