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The Work of Michel Kagan - A Gift of Luminosity

by Richard Ingersall

Paris, ‘the city of light’, has a fundamental ralein
the work af Michel Kagan. Aside fram transmit-
ting the Enlightenment's legacy of rational
methad, and the inimitable grandeur of the praud
lights of the metropalis, Paris attracts a special
prismatic light that penetrates form through the
artful manipulation of contrasting surfaces and re-
flected planes. This madern sensibility became
the underlying obsession of Impressionist
painters and their Cubist prageny, and it inspired
much of the architectural inventiveness aof Le
Corbusier. Kagan's debt ta Le Corbusier, Alvar
Aalto, Giuseppe Terragni, and ather Madernist
masters is direct and transparent. He clearly
demanstrated his desire 1o refine their language
af farm hased on sbstract geometry in his tempa-
rary pavilion built in a park in Geneva in 1992. Far
an architect working in this tradition, every pro-
gram for building presents both the conservative
need for an appropriate figural selution to repre-
sent institutions and the pretext for radical spatial

investigations in the search for splendid luminas-

ity.

While Paris is the munificent center of patronage
far French culture, it is also a cruel mistress to
mast af those hoping to serve. As with sa many
ather talented French architects wha desire 1o
wark on a large scale, Kagan has pursued a career
af public architecture thraugh the highly restrictive
procedures of government sponsored campeti-
tions. This long experience of preparing credible
madels for housing, schaals, institutional com-
plexes, and gavernment buildings, while it has
permitted him 1o pursue extended research into
architectural typalogy and urbanism has not
yielded the steady flow of practice offered hy
ather farms of patronage. As a consequence his
huilt works come in clusters accarding to
favourahle outcomes of campetitions: twao large
projects wan in the late 1980s and four in the late

1990s. The French system aof competitions, while

a4

it serves the demacratic ideal of an arhitrated
means of distributing public warks, alsa breeds
the disappaintment of producing numeraus war-
thy projects that do nat come ta terms due 1o bu-
reaucratic camplications. Several af Kagan's best
winning schemes, such as the industrial plant far
Reuilly and the French embassy in Zimbabwe,

have languished unbuilt.

Fram the time aof his earliest published project,
‘Hause at an intersection’, which wan the Alherti
Prize in 1978, Michel Kagan has demanstrated a
desire to approach the design aof a building fram
the section. Pursuing an idea close ta Le
Caorbusier's 1920 prototype for Artisan dwellings,
a cube was hisected by a diagonal mezzanine loft.
This liberation of the section, which exposes two
levels 10 a dauble-height space, recurs in bath the
plans far dwellings, such as Kagan's awn loft in
Mantmartre ar in the artists units at Cité
d'Artistes, and thase of institutional projects, such
as the competition for the Palace of Justice at
Melun (1994). In the rasearch building far
University of Cergy-Pantaise (1999} the apen sec-
tion reveals the virtue of exposing the circulation
ta different levels, charging the plan with the
sense of an articulated itinerary, what Le Carbusier
referred to as an ‘architectural promenade’. The
privileged pathway through the section of a build-
ing, with its play of vertical and harizantal slots, in-
stils a compelling sense of interactive arientation.
In almast every Kagan project there is also an in-
terior courtyard, a mare secluded opening to
gather light. Araund these care ideas of the apen
section and the interior caurt the surfaces are fre-
quertly delaminated to create a series of layered
planes that generate an active dialogue between

shadow and light.

The first campetition for which Michel Kagan re-
celved international attention, the Honk Kong

Peak, 1982, demonstrates ane of four compasi-

tional strategies for deploying an architectural
promenade that have become his warking gram-
mar far approaching architectural morpholagy.
The peak, which was planned far an exposed hill-
tap site that needed to address open landscapes
in appasite directions, strikes & single grand axis
along the crest of the hill off which separate val-
umes are attached in balanced asymmetry. This
articulated spine was an embryo in Kagan's stu-
dent thesis praject af 1978 a half-kilometer long
bar of hausing in which the section of the bar is
expanded and contracted to allow cross-axial
mavements. He contributed a similar monumen-
tal axis to same af Henri Ciriani's hausing
schemes during the two years he warked far him
inthe late 1970s. Such a strategy creates a recog-
nizable urban farm forex-urban circumstances
that Halian theorist Vittaria Gregatti has referred 10
as an ‘architecture of the territary’. Thus when
confronted by a condition of vast apenness, such
as in the competition far Téte Défense (1984)
which was awarded an honarable mention - or
the realized project for the Cité d'Artistes, where
the volumes of a cubic, eylindrical, and triangular
prism are positioned along an exposed walkway,
an uncompromised spinal arganization estab-
lished a rigorous sense of arder far a place of un-

determined scale.

An alternative strategy for addressing the new
megalopalitan scale of European dities has been
to pravide & large, layered frame within which var
ious volumes can be arranged. The frame can be
positioned either vertically, as with the competi-
tian far Ministry of Finance camplex at Naisy-Le-
Grand {1992}, ar harizontally, as with Kagan's un-
built winning scheme far the French Embassy in
Harrare, Zimbabwe (1989). The major volurmes aof
the competition entry far the bank of France
headquarters in Martpellier (1993) are likewise
held together with a thin harizantal frame. The

virtue af this arganizational methad, which carre-

sponds to Henr Ciriani's invacation 1o create the
‘urban room’ (la pigce urbaine) with large urban
prajects, are evident at the CitéTechnique (1991},
where a lang, freestanding plane serves ta de-
marcate the complex against the immense scale
of the Périphérique highway, while the havering
undulated roof provides a unifying shelter for

three different volumes with varying functions.

This method of arthaganal framing, clase in spirit
to the wark of Giuseppe Terragni, addresses hath
the majestic scale of the metropalis, giving it a
canventianal geometric reference as a unified
black, while pratecting the intimate dimension of
warking and living environments in the interior
voids of caurtyards and atria. As a type it const-
tutes a first step toward what Kagan theorizes as
the ‘Eurapean grid” that is, an urban pattern that
might have the averall rationality and flexibility of
the American grid, while maintaining a marked
cultural distinction in the abstract and syncapated

distribution of planes and surfaces.

Far mare canfined sites Kagan aften takes the s-
trategy of the single axis and either crosses it
with a secondary axis ta create a cruciform com-
pasition relating to the multiple directionality of
the city, ar adds an eccentric valume to one end,
creating a bady with a head. In the competitian
entry for the Music Schoal at Nanterre (1991) the
volumes for auditaria and practice roams hang off
af the intersecting axes giving the complex a dy-
namic pinwheel organization. In the competition
tar a Children's recreational center, also at
Nanterre (1992), the flexibility af the axial type of
compaosition is enriched through the syncopated
placement of a series af small courts that serve a
variety of semi-secluded, ancillary activities like art
classes, day-care, and exhibitions. The scheme
henefits fram the legibility of an averall axial args-
nization while maintaining a secondary reading as

an intimate village. In the competition for the
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Warld Metearalagical Organization in Geneva
(1993, second prize), the praject strikes a major
arganizational axis to maintain pre-existing urban
alignment sand adds an avaid figure to house the
meeting rooms toward the busiest intersection.
This type will be rewarked an a smaller scale far
the sacial center at Alengon, where the rounded
figure halds down the acute carner of the site,
protecting a laoser camposition of staggered

planes in the inner caurtyard.

Mast af the sites for the competitions to which
Kagan has been invited involve very dense con-
texts far which his mast frequent salution is a
compasition of sliding volumes. The space of slip-
page between the two valumes in the winning,
but unhuilt, praoject far an industrial camplex at
Reuilly (1991), becames charged with potential
far circulation, courtyards, and the artful disposi-
tion of reflecting surfaces. The extremely tight
site for 8 music canservatary on rue de
Rachechauart, Paris 10e {1995), would have been
apened up through a similar slipping of valumes.
At the Centre cultural de Champs Maneeaux in
Rennes harizantal planes have been slid like an
apen drawer to create a dynamic play of light in

the circulation care.

Many of Kagan's hausing schemes, induding the
campetition for 22 units at Breteuil, Paris (1989)
and the two Parisian projects at Cité Fougéres et
rue de I"Amiral Mouchez, emplay a subtle slipping
af valumes that registers an the fagade. On the
latter the crate-like brise-soleils have been grace-
fully detached from the wall and shifted up and
aver fram the ground flaor and the end wall 1o
perform its shading effects. Fram this operating
language of campasitianal salutions Kagan pro-
ceeds taward what Le Corbusier once termed
‘carract syntax and the right words’. At the kinder-
garten schoal aof Jules Ferry, in the Parisian sub-
urb af Naisy-le-Grand one finds the familiar mad-

em vacahulary of strip windaws, fin-like sun-

6

shades, detached volumes, cut outs and layered
walls, which have been comhbined at a scale that
addresses the dimensian of small children. The
low awning an the frant fagade is folded upward
to indicate the entry and this creates a wonder-
fully dynamic cantrast of light and shade. Each
classroom is treated like an apartment with subdi-
vided spaces on the exterior edges ta give the

child the feeling af being at hame.

As inall his prajects the Jules Ferry schoal exem-
plifies a8 masterful handling of slots of fenestra-
tion, catwalks, deep sunshades, long cut outs,
and dividing planes that have been used as ab-
stract elements in a scintillating game of solids
and vaids. The result is a dislogue of forms that
are activated by natural light. If one recognizes reft
erences to Terragni's comice fins, to Aalta's use
af clear staries, ar even ta Art Deca window mul-
lions, there is nathing in Kagan's designs that is
gratuitous or predetermined by style. Each farmal
decision relates back 1o the dictates of the sectian
and 1o the functions of the program. He treats ar-
chitecture as a language far a city that is made of
discannected arthoagonal fragments. Each wark is
arganized around the conventions of human ori-
entation and circulation but is then nuanced with
a passian far interacting geametric shapes.

The success of the interiar is partly the contribu-
tion of Kagan's wife and partner Nathalie Régnier
whao has specialized during the past decade in de-
signing the interiars of his waorks. Kagan's cam-
mitment ta the madern Ratianalist tradition is ma-
tivated with a certain respect for the canstraints
of urbanism he is intent on making samething
new without seeming avertly ariginal. The clever
geometric play in the spaces between the layers
af the walls, the slats of light, the rotation of
planes, the echoing of valumes, the inversion of
repeated elements is achieved with farms that
are familiar in their clean, machinetaoled maoder-

nity but absalutely fresh as a gift of luminosity.
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The Placeness of Modern Space

by Michel Kagan

My ideas about architecture are derived from ex-
perience ta experience, from project 1o project.
My culture is that of the praject, which | feel is the
best way ta learn. This began with winning a
competition, the Alberti Prize, arganized in 1976
by L’Architecture d’Aujourd’huil. It wauld take ten
years, hawever, befare | wan anather competi-
tian! This drift fram project 1o praject does nat im-
ply that | pass from one idea ta the next. There is
no greater pleasure than that of consistency. In
each af my projects | develap certain constants
transversally in the search far a madern ‘“trans-
trend,” a pasition that does naot averly sacralize or
mythaoloagize, but still retains complete recagnition

of the greater masters of madern architecture.

‘The state of things’ (Wim Wenders)

What characterizes my generation is having gone
to schaal during the first two majar petraleum-re-
lated economic crises of the past-war periad. My
training as an architect was marked by an impar-
tant divergence between that which | longed to
discaver spatiality and that which | was offered a
nostalgia for the lost city. We were given young
hahy-haomer teachers wha were twenty-five
years old during the student uprisings of May
1968, and wha faor the mast part refused to teach
us the warks of the great masters. In 1974-1975,
after Alvar Aalto and Louis Kahn passed on with-
aut much natice, our teachers praclaimed ‘the re-
turn to the city,” a fairly reactionary position that
rejected on principle the sort of student | was.
And it was nat until taking courses with Henri
Ciriani, someone who thought differently no
daubt because he came from abroad that | en-
cauntered the living material of madern architec

ture without lamentations.

It was thus necessary to search beyand France in
the 1970s: a visit to the autskirts of Rome to wit-
ness the kilometer-long black of Maria Fiarentina
to understand the attempt 1o create an architec-
ture of a territory; a lecture by James Stirling in
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1974 at U.P.b ta understand the meaning af con-
structivism; ar the encounter with the first mono-
graph on Louis |. Kahn by Romalda Giurgala ta put
ane’s own ideas into arder, the ‘order of things’
and their beginning. It was then that | discovered
architects like Richard Meler; houses made of
wood; hausing blacks made of bricks in the
Bronx; the Barbican Center in the heart af
London; the case-study houses in Las Angeles;
Josep Luis Sert’s apartments on Roosevelt [sland,
New Yark; and warks such as the Gallaratesse by
Carlo Symanine and Aldo Rossi in Milan that can-
stituted veritable ‘pidces urbaines’ (urban entities).
There were alsa the first hauses of Mario Botta
with their simple truths. What interested me then
was the essential relationship between anather
madernity and urbanity, which was a far ary from
the tendency that reigned in French architecture

schoals.

Since the dissaolution of Postmadernism during
the 1980s and the rapid rise and fall of
Deconstructivism, after the death of Manfreda
Tafuri and the advent of a schalastic minimalism
surraunded by all types of conceptualists, the
question of the future of architecture and its re-
current themes is still very much apen. What will
we bequeath ta the twenty-first century? This
was the fundamental question asked by ltalo
Calvina in his American Lessans {1985) when he
chose six themes that we cauld transmit to the
next century: lightness, speed, precision, visibility,
multiplication, and the last theme which he never
finished writing about: consistency. Fram my
paint of view as an architect, the legacy should fa-
var the primacy of space, the materiality of light,
the conversion of function into comfart, the hu-
man dimension of mavement, the legibility of pri-
mary forms, and architectonics as the determi-
nant of farm. These are ingenuous themes ar e
quations that are inherent ta an architectural cul-
ture that is otherwise behalden to ecanamics and

social abjectives.

Taday, however, the architecture that we praduce
can no longer be canfined ta simplified and ideal-
ized situatians; it must project us into the cam-
plexity of the real warld. This is why architecture
cannot be born fram pure theary. There is no
break fram thaught to design: they are part of the
same process. El Lissitsky insisted that the nature
af his ‘Prouns’ was as warks that are ‘in a state of
becaming.” There is no separation between the-
ary and practice, as much as it might bather eritics
and histarians, wha through a disinterest af the
warld af the living have been unable 1o recognize
the urbanistic disasters of the new city which
they have assisted by insisting an reductive and
categorial histarical cohesion. Laoking for the next
seductive wave, they promote kitsh and still
blame architects, accusing Le Carbusier ar the

American city far the paar quality of contemparary

French urbanism. This is in my mind & historical

lie. The approbation that surraunds the Madern
Mavement has paved the way far the architec-

ture schoal’s disparate canception of the last city.

‘Parti pris’ (Francis Pange)

Apartment from the media stars of our globalized
architectural world, the ‘everyday accurent archi-
tecture” that is emerging at the heginning of this
century reflects a ‘measured creativity,” which is
also characterized as a tempered madernity.” This
iz the expression of anather philosaphy: a ‘parti
pris” for universality. "Universality is the lacal with-
aut the walls.” This is perhaps the comman de-
naminator that unites my waork: the principle for
an adequation af things, an architecture of rela-
tions which is an attentive architecture. It is not a
critical understanding and an chjective interpreta-
tion of the architectural histary of the twentieth
century. This approach implies a new critical aes-
thetic appraach in the making of architecture, an
articulated dialectic that establishes clear ties be-
tween rationality and functionality including cam-
fart and sustainable renewal development, con-
temparaneity and madernity withaut opposing vi-
sians of time, architecture and urbanism as part aof
an assumed landscape, spatiality and construction
as a whale architectanic; space as structure and
structure as space. The interdependency of the
architect with the engineer and the building can-
tractar have ta be assumed in an ecanomic as-

sessable assertion.

An architect must aceept the world as it is, but in
arder to confrant cantradictary realities he must
also attermpt to influence what is given with an &
valving criteria that will be emancipatary and gen-
erous with its awn creativity. If we pretend to nat
know what the ¢ity of the twenty-first century will
be like, we shauld &t least give it the chance of
having a direction: that which we build today will
still be here tamarraow if we sao desire. | am as
convineed as ever that it is passible 1o analyse ur-
ban demands and projects of the city of tomar-
row. And like the architects of the 1920s, we
shauld feel as if we were at the outset of an in-
credible adventure. Architecture and urbanism are
indiszaciable. One cannat think of a windaw with-
aut reflecting the city. Real space is bhetween

things; we have 1o have a critical position with aur

saciety. Taday, we do not live with ideas but with
images. To understand where we stand is a s-
take. Cities cortain all the histary of humankind.
There are parts of cities and landscapes which
need contact and others which require no contact
at all. Ta project contemparaneity with the idea of
time is 8 necessary dialogue with past, present
and future. As the scientist, llya Prigogina, re-
minds us, Western saclety has left us with two a-
gendas: ane for which the intelligibility of bath the
natural world and human culture farm a system of
ideas that must be necessary, coherent, and in
the semnvice of all of the elements of human expe-
rience that can be interpreted; and the ather, that
of demacracy, based on the presumption of hu-
man liberty, creativity, and responsibility. Even if
these are still anly idess, they need nat be cantra-
dictary. To achieve the city of tomaorrow, consider-
ing the ever-present indeterminism of urban pali-
tics, architects must attempt to pander their awn
predictions and still be pertinent. When one de-
signs & praject it is always possible 1o propose
samething extra, 1o imagine adding samething, ar
to have samething repeated. When ane con-
structs a new city, at the beginning there is nath-
ing except geography. Prescience helangs to our
competence, and we need ta have the ambition
to presume, it we want to master the future af
the cantemparary city, an agglomeration that has
unwittingly became a free plan without a scale, a
warld in a state of incessant hecoming, 8 mea-
sure without limits and a vast domain of emerging

limits and centers.

To anticipate the future one must understand the
present. But befare being ahle to understand one
must be able 1o cbserve. Ta know how to ab-
serve is already an act af creation. Architects have
by definition & ‘geometrical” eye. But there is an-
ather, singular aspect that gaes beyand this static
form of perception suggested in Le Carbusier's
demand for architecture to mave you.” To be
maved is natural, it's part of the behaviar of daily
life. All of architecture is made to engage our
senses, relative 1o the sublime as the art of living
and the ardinary as the way of living. One maves
while looking, and that is one of the maost exem-
plary discoveries of the Madem Mavement. From
a fixed contemplative world we have passed ta &

warld af traversing space. To be maved by archi-

tecture is also ta evoke the memary of sacial
practices and culture, The putting in place of ma-
terials and the organization of space and light
tends to make architecture an autonomaus disci-
pline, but one far which the major effect is sacial:
architecture’s autonomy is relativized by the inter-

relation hetween man and the urban world.

Placeness of modern space

Luis Barragan spake in an interview of his meet
ing with Louis |.Kahn: “Kahn, wha | did nat know,
asked me to design the gardens aof the Salk
Institute--- On the site they had already started to
agrow a few arange trees: they were very little. |
tald him (I am an architectlandscape architect)
that since the first sight of it there is anly ane
thing: 'nat a single leaf ar botanical garden. Do
you understand me? Do nat put a single leaf, nor
plant, nat even a flower, nor speck af earth.
Absolutely nothing.’And | tald him: (here one
needs) ‘a place that unifies the twa buildings and
in the end allaws us ta see the line of the sea.” He
responded withaut reflecting: “Very goad, | prefer
that!” he then said: "We wiill decide in ten minutes
when Dr. Salk comes; he will decide what ocught
ta be done.'After ten minutes Dr. Salk arrived. |
explained the same thing to him, and Dr. Salk an-

"

swered the same way: This will be a place.””

In this anecdate resides the meaning of my title: a
‘nlace’ as a humanity, that is to say a geometry,
an idiosyneratic compasition, a figure and a rela-
tion with the ground and geography, a spatial
choice, the pertinence of a landscape. Here the
architect is the one wha determines the ‘raison
d'étre’ of a site with the enlightened consensus
af the client. The word "place’ has always dis-
turbed me; we can attribute ta it a physical capac-
ity, a sacial conceptian, an urban farm. The goal is
ta elahorate an urban praject. The notion of place
does nat pertain exclusively to the past urban
forms but is also a madern cancern that is part of
dally life and does not pertain to any architectural
pragram. The place af spatiality is what the archi-
tect programs: an entry hall, for example, is also a
place -'an interiarity is an exteriority,” a relative
area that must be found in a space somewhere
between the building’s exterior and the utilitarian

areas. There are the captive spaces of architecture.
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The nation of place is a demacratic understanding
about shared spaces. The architecture for this
century should be demacratic in the mast noble
sense of the term. A place that achieves urbanity
integrates into a whole the various logics of pro-
gram, economy, saciolagy, and aesthetics. Like
an enclave that is bath apen and dased, it can be-
came a source of continuities and ruptures. &
place should be a positive totality, 8 wark of art
autside of art, outside of museums, capable of
generating from multiple situations a spatial sys-
tem rich in reality and revealed through the
pracesses af conceptiaon and canstruction. By in-
teqrating different sacial practices and their spe-
cific histary, architecture lacates the issues that
are germane to it as a discipline so that con-
structed space can acquire sacial relevance, which

i3 itself the key 1o the pertinence af architecture.

A place af urbanity is a centrality as a convergent
domain. A place is a noble and domestic space, a
space af cammon space that puts into play intu-
itive perceptions within the scheme of averyday
life in which the body is ergonometrically, physio-
logically, phenomenalagically brought taward the
equilibrium and harmany af the environment.
What Hanna Arendt called the space of public ap-
pearance,” the foundation of man in society was
certainty nat understoad as an architectural space
but remains as its beginning. Man cannat live in
saclety without a sense of the presence of his
awn being and the ather. This feeling, which lies
at the arigin of aur civilization, is nat possible ex-
cept in a convivial structured space that has over
come nature. In the Roman city, the basilica was
the place where ditizens wauld meet 1o speak un-
der a single roaf, free aof religious restrictions and
sheltered fram incivility; it embaodied the place of
the republic, and was invested with freedom of
mavement and freedom of speech. It is the ‘ur-
ban condition.” In an ancient basilica the architec-
tural structure becames the space. The Basilica of
Maxentius in the Raman Farum contains a space
that the Parthenan cannaot. Where in today’s city
are the places where we can converse as freely
af our affairs? At the end of the 20th century the
ideas of well-being, generosity, and the improve-
ment of the human condition no longer interested

anyone. One prefers to evoke cancepts as ‘virtual-
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ism,” absence, neutrality, and the ephemeral. 1
seems that architects should nat farget that it is

aur bodies that are at stake.

The idea of place asdllates between the large di-
mensian on the infinite seale of the city's mor-
pholagy and the small dimensian of transition and
articulation that corresponds to the scale of the
hand and the eye. The comhination of these two
dimensians, the near and the far, governs the co-
herence of urban spaces and situates a building in
its cantextual and geographic dimension. Built
space, the place of urbanity, should also be recag-
nized as plastic space. The rale of architecture is
to reveal the essence of a context while at the
same time creating it through plastic means. The
specificity of a project relies as well on the
graunded significance as on the concept af a fig-

ure graund.

The cantemparary imaginatian amid the prafusion
of what is proposed in magazines and on video
screens is hastily drawn into an interrupted flux of
images and forms which leaves one in a confused
state of amhbiguity and error, between a forbidden
metaphysical fear and a functianalizing order, be-
tween the canstraint of making sense and a need
far gratificatian. The city of taday is withaut end. It
no langer extends aut from its awn edges but in-
stead spreads internally within an unlimited terr-
tary, which has became like city-regions ar even
city states, what the Halians call 'la citta diffusa.’ |
believe ane has 1o find limits within this city with-
aut limits. In each project one must insist on
defining the faces of the city by integrating experi-
mental structures, that fit with the new dimen-
sions aof the city surrounding us. As Kenneth
Framptan put it: "Mega farms are urban land-
scape;’ these are the territories of the new ur-
banisms. In that direction, one has to develap the
criteria for other centralities, threshalds and ecor
logical carridars as has Bernardo Secchi, to pre-
serve or ta renew the built ar the unbuilt, the ur

ban ar the agricultural, the natural ar the artificial.

Taday, cities are chactic landscapes of a new kind
ta be discavered or rediscovered. These new
apen landscapes should be recovered apart from
the city consalidation af the histaric fabries.

Taday mare than ever the task of architecture is

not a question of presenting an architectural mir-
rar af the world or of building one mare hit of an-
quish for the warld, but on the contrary, of recog-
nizing spatial richness, a possible arder, a
clemencay, a right to relax in the ¢ity. The architect
finds in abstraction the best means for transcrib-
ing the act of architecture and far inventing the
space of life. The 2028 blacks of New Yark City
were decided in 1804 when Napoleon to hecame
an emperar and obliged Fontaine, the architect of
the 'rue de Rivali” with Percier, to redesign the in-
teriar of Natre-Dame, the ‘gathic cathedral’into a
greek temple for his crowning! As 1o the question
af style, it seems to me that geametry is nat in it
self a style it is an intellectusl toal, an instrumen-
talization of rules. Thase wha dao not acknowledge
this prabably do not themselves design or forgat
the rules for measures. If geametry produces a
style, sa much the better; if it praduces a manner-
ism, then it is probablyless successful. But ques-
tians of stylistic interpretation seem to have little
critical interest if the project is nat inherently
good. Kenneth Framptan once spoke of a little
knawn building by Richard Neutra as a ‘goad job.”
In this little schaal from the 1950s built in Puerta
Rico, each classroom was served by a large

awning sa that the class could have the option 1o

stay outdoars on warm days. The ratianalist vo-

= ZEiD.

cabulary was very clase to that of Terragni, and

therefare very ‘styled.” But what is important in
my mind is to have thought af having class outside
that is the hasis of the ‘good joby’, the something
extra. Questions af style tend to undo them-
selves, which is why | prefer 1o speak of 8 mad-

arn "trans-trend.

‘Simple, clear and easy’ (Chet Baker)

| believe there are three requirements for a good
building: first, that it fits its site so that it will res-
onate; secand, that it offers a symbalic presence
that cames from its abstract dimension and nat
fram allegary ar metaphar; and third, that it is very
representative of a type. If the type does not exist
yet, then one must invent it, since our new cen-
tury needs new types adapted to new needs.
When Kahn says you have to ask a building "what
it wants 10 be,” | am tempted to add you should
alsa ask it where it wants to lead you. This is of
course a revacation of the Carbusian cancept af
the ‘architectural promenade.” In the experience
aof a building ane enters, one traverses it, and ane
lives in it, carrying aut the necessities of life. The
architectural promenade is nat a playful proposi-
tian, a simple indication cast down on the pave-
ment. On the contrary, it involves a profound di-
alectic between things lived, the transition fram
the street to ane's dwelling, and the plasticity of
forms, all of which can be very functional. The ar-
chitectural promenade contributes to a social
bond in & demaocratic architecture and poses the
real aesthetic question for modermn cantextuality.
Despite the respect | have for Rem Kaolhaas, one
must allow buildings ta breathe and fight against
the culture of congestion. The architectural praom-
enade is an effective manner of being in space
that can visually engender a sense af the posses-
sion of space inserted in the necessary density

nawadays.

My methad of design far a praject is through the
sectian. The nature af the section is primardial in
architecture. It must be designed before the
fagade and thus becomes the fagade. But a sec
tion is nat a presentable drawing: it is incompre-
hensible. It is the key ta space and light but is also
the mast ahstract and recandite drawing in archi-
tecture. | favar the materialization rather than the

dematerialization af things, and the section helps

me understand haw | can accomplish this in con-
struction. Ta put things into praportian, 1o see he-
yond the frame of the landscape, to lack inta a
space and to see where ane is gaing ar where
one is, to arient oneself, choose freely ane’s
mavements, cammand the utilitarian light fram
the narth ta sauth and east to west without pre-
tending to cantral everything, these are internally
generated effects that will give what is mast com-
fartable and most essential for the individual.
Often one needs ta physically pit oneself against
samething or ta choose successive paints af
views so that the question of the bady becames a
game; when | think aof the well-being that architec
ture can promate | remember the Clartébpart-
ments af 1930 in Geneva by Le Corhusier, which
are still unequalled in the deplayment of trans-
parency, in the utilization of woad in the bal-
conies, and in the prefabricated metal canstruc-
tion. A building's material in this case is no longer
a mask far hiding what goes on inside. It seems
characteristic of the change of centuries that the
debate an omament reappears. For me, if [ am al-
lowed the analagy, dothing is made as much to

reveal the human body as to hide it.

Whether in rural or urban locatians, the art of
building is mingled with the art of living. Whether
architects like it ar nat, it underlies all program-
matic needs for architectural projects. Coupled
with the idea af 'sclution elegante” described by
Le Carhusier, the tradition of interiar and exterior
comftart transcends the nation of singular build-
ings that are thereby overruled. t would be dread-
ful 1o admit that all that remains for us taday is
compulsary individualism. This takes place in a
canception of physical whaleness, in a mertal en-
semhle of a culture where strolling and haredom
are necessities often described by such authors
as Benjamin, Praust or Babel. Free time amounts
to encaurtering metaphysical emptiness as a true
canfrontatian to one’s self,” so put it Mare Dilet in

an essay far Gallery MA in 1996.

My deep conviction is that all buildings should
possess farmal dignity. My language is instru-
mental: linearities, datums, angles, width, depth,
height, apenings, holes, partitions, walls, apacity,
repetition, segmentation, maodularity, arientatian,

transversality, undulation, geometric shapes---

Freedom is 1o be found in the heart of constraints.
It's the principle far recipracity: what is given and
what you give. Abstraction is merely a syntax that
uses geametry as its system to arder, to relate
and ta contral.” (Homage ta the square Joseph
Albers). It is not unusual but only becomes part of
human consciousness after infancy. Considering
space as a material, ‘Elementary forms, they do
the job far me,” says Richard Long. This does not
mean mere minimalism, which avalds the ques-
tion aof resolving the measure af man in space.
These statements helang 1o the daily universe of
measures and observations that mediate the ten-
sian between the new as a pracess and the exist-
ing what is already there, with projectual situa-
tians. In the pracess af design, cantext, land-
scape, urban situation, building--- one must face
back and farth the unmeasurable to confrant the
measurable. Refusing Marcel Duchamp’s ideal-
agy: ‘there is no question there is no answer;’
Frank Lloyd Wright, who understoad this very
well, said ‘simplicity is thearetical.” The nature of
essential elements that are right for pure farms is
that they result in clanty rather than in simplicity.
Therefare, it signifies a human need and qualifies

man’s thinking and daing.

Transceription af a lecture by Michel Kagan:

Nathalie Régnier

Translation n English: Richard Ingersall
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Interview of Michel Kagan
by Pentti Kareoja, architect, Finland

Paris

e

R ———

PK: Could you first tell us a little abaut your back-

ground? You graduated from the Grand Palais
schoal of architecture and the Belleville schoal of
architecture in Paris, which many still consider the
hest schaal in France. What was the atmasphere

like in your time?

MK: Henri Ciriani with Bernard Huet had a pro-
found influence an the atmasphere of the schoal
and still does today . These personalities com-
pleted ane anather: the first abaut the canception
of space and sacdial concern and the second about
histary and urban culture. | think yau need such
‘father figures’ when yau first start studying, until
your own ideas have time to take shape. In the
eatly stages, paragons have a particularly impar-
tant role to play when values are being defined.
Tawards the end af the 1870s, | also worked
awhile in Ciriani’s aoffice. | realized the difference
between theory and the making of a praject, what
the Halians were calling ‘projetation.” For me, prac-
tice became a necessity, a ‘savair-faire,” a know-
how which can nat anly be instinctive; nowadays
rules have consequences on the act af building.

Then, | developed my own wark withaut distin-
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guishing theary from practice in a way which inte-

grates both wills inta a thearetical practice.”

PK: Soan after graduating, you maved ta New

York. Why?

MK: | received the Villa Medicis scholarship from
the French Gavermment, which gave me the op-
partunity ta choose where | wanted to be. Sa |
chose New Yark as the city of contemparaneity 1o
avoid the traditional trip 10 Rome as the unique in-
stitutional culture. The structural urban parame-
ters of New York interested me as opposed 1o
thase in Eurape: there is na conventional
streetscape except the rational grid, instead the
four fagades were visible fram all sides. This cu-
bistic visian af the city cantrasted with the
European and Haussmannian city and conveyed
ta me the meaning of the verticality of the skyline
with the harizontality of the urban factory. My stay
also invalved waorking as an assistant professor at
Calumbia University with Kenneth Frampton who
was to publish his essential essay an the architec-
ture of resistance and critical regionalism. Later
an, | put tagether with him a book called ‘New
Directions in Madern Architecture” Intellectually,
New Yark was far me an extremely fruitful periad
because of its apenness: | easily met with Tadao
Anda, Maria Batta, Fumiyiko Maki, Richard Meier,
Daonald Judd... Otherwise, | felt a hit lonely at my
schoal: it was the height of Past-Madernism,
while | was myself mare interested in, say, carry-
ing aut a sacial program in hausing praduction as
well as warks on light, structure and spatiality. My
role was 1o pravide anather architecture, an archi-
tecture of relations and serenity, an altemative to
the histarical kitsch and taday | do not feel so far

fram this standpaint.

PK: You alsa taught at the universities of Quebec,
Taranto, Syracuse. Since returning to Paris, you

have also held a professarship in architecture at

Geneva before you made your way back ta the
Belleville Schaal of Architecture. How would yau
compare architectural training in Europe and

America?

MK: My Vayage d'Orient’ has been in New Yark!
Far me, America has much hetter material re-
sources; far example, the Avery Fisher Hall
Library at Calumbia University is a tremendaus
treasure trave. In my experience, | would say that
the standards of study are naot sa different in the
States than in Europe. There are same Eurapean
schoals where contempaorary architecture be-
longs to a shared cultural tradition: Barcelana,
Lausanne, Parta... But the same truth is valid on
haoth cantinents: in addition 1o resources, a gooad
schaal of architecture requires mativated stu-

dents.

PK: What is the present state of architecture?

MK: Architecture is a relatively independent entity
with laws of its awn in relation to saciety as a w-
hole. At present, | feel that architecture has been
the abject of toa much aesthetism. References
are constantly being made to disciplines autside

the world of architecture, to the visual arts, public-

(he.
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ity, cinema, ete. ---in an effart ta find autharities,
explanations ar quality criteria. Not enaugh trust is
put in architecture itself. Architects shauld redis-
cover thelr self-esteem thraugh the universality of

their avwn culture.

PK: What is the importance of the context?

MK: Ta read the cantext is 1o see what is already
there, its histary, landscape and canstructions
which have their features. & context belongs 1o 8
site, its lighting and arlentation, its farmal topogra-
phy ---in fact, na ground is a flat land! | believe in
the principle af an architecture of madification,
constituting the presence of the past, the pres-
ence of the present and the presence of the fu-
ture. Still, architecture creates its own inner life.
The matives can be found in the room pragram,
the points of the compass and the site, but when
you are actually creating a design all you have
seen and experienced influences your salution 1o
the built cantext. Peaple aften farget that archi-

tecture can also imprave an existing situation.

PK: Da yau feel that you are designing the same

building over and aver again?

MK: First, | will briefly sum up my endeavar in
three points. The first relates to two urban situa-
tians: that which is nearby and that which is far
away. This means that | search for various views
possible fram a given building, and abaut how to
create and use them. The second paoint regards
the interest which | attribute 1o the interiors and
light. t must therefare include a domestic dimen-
sian. The third point arises fram the specific rela-
tianal link which | maintain with an element of ar-
chitectural apparatus, the ‘architectural prome-
nade.” | make this the sacial basis of my wark by
endowing it with a functional dimension. The ar-
chitectural promenade in a flawing gradual fash-

ian, prepares far the leaving behind of street

space and the entrance, far example, inta the pri-
vate space of an apartment. From that point, cer
tain themes repeat themselves which is not con-
tradictary with a specific cancept hecause
themes are grounded ta a methad of work. This
allows a large variety of dispositions befare defin-
ing the 'gaoal raute’ towards a final project, far in-
stance, the way you handle light --- However, | do
believe an architect should make his decisions
case by case and not wark anly on a universal
level. To build on a universal basis is not to built
without lacal constraints. As an example and as
far as the studio building in the ‘Citroén park’ is
concerned, the basic architectural concept e-
merged from the cammon demands of the site
and the plan: by generating a powerful autline in
contrast to the free-flowing park scene, and by
ensuring that the studias had & narthern light. |
thaught | selved the functional and the landscap-
ing requirements,; this hecame the unifying
theme. The building had a datum, a clear visibility
for an understanding, a reference line from which
everything shauld be grasped as one effect and

affect.

PK: Your architecture is rather lavish compared
with the general tendency taday, which ap-
praaches the architecture aof silence. Haw wauld

you comment an this?

MK: The prablerm and danger of minimalism lies
in its becaming too simple and starting to reach
the edges of a stylistic device creating a new far-
malism the substance is empty and the architec
ture has little 10 say except for the picture. My will
is ta define a precise architecture which to me
has 1o be attentive; | feel that the way of living,
the art of living and well-being are the main ele-
ments af an architecture to be expressed and not
only to be seen. Nevertheless an architecture
should be sufficiently easy ta apprehend ta be ap-

preciated. As a counterpoint ta minimalism -

which is today’s Pandara’s bax, | still prefer to re-

fer to Jean-Paul Sartre's ‘existentialism’ as a way
to elahorate essential themes through the ‘the s-

tate af things.”

PK: What is your attitude ta technalagy and haw

does it manifest itself in yaur wark?

MK: In my wark, the structure, which is usually
concrete-built, is alsa a spatial structure. | believe
that space and structure are casely interrelated. |
also believe that the concept of structure can be
divided inta the purely technical and the tectonic. |
like concrete, because it is malleable, yet it has a
presence and if you use it with integrity, there is
no difference between caonstruction and architec-
ture. It is baoth abstract and extremely tangible. 1t
i3 & straight and strict material. As materials, steel
ar wood need anather manipulation, conceptual-
ization or translation inta another language.
Cancrete ‘frees us from the ground,” that is, it is
least bound by the earth’s gravity. | also feel that
concrete is particularly linked with harizantal build-
ing, just as steel is with vertical canstruction. The

concrete plays with light and shade. But the mast
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important material for me in architecture is, how-

aver, light. It costs nathing and gives space its

farm|

PK: | also remember you having said in conversa-
tion that geometry provides architecture with its
maost impaortant theme. What is the relationship

between architecture and geometry?

MK: Far me, geometry is a discpling, something |
use in a very conceptual way. Geometry is 1o
analyse space to inhahit the inmost and the aut-
mast af architecture. According to Le Carbusier,
the only measure we have is the ane dictated by

aur awn bady.

PK: Are you attracted to same specific geometni-
cal principle? Do you cansciausly rely on certain
rules of design in the Galden Section or Carbu's

Madular system, for example?

MK: Consciously and nat consciously, but | aften
noticed my geometrical intuitive spproach has
made me cbserve certain mathematical rediscav-
ered proportions. | believe they could be used as

architectural aids, like many others, although |
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have no campulsion about them. It serves as a
toal because we shaould nat be too canfident
abaut it, to verify canstantly the reality and the

knawledge of dimensions.

PK: On the subject of architectural concepts,
what da such cdlassical definitions of Madermism
as, for instance, the correspandence between

form and function mean to you?

MK: Recently, | have often painted out that a
room program does nat itself embaody space ar
light. The cancept of “function” has been inter-
preted far too concisely in histaries of architec-
ture. | believe space and light shauld be incorpa-
rated into the cancept of function. In my work as
a professar in Geneva or Paris, | always ask my s-
tudents to analyse what architecture means ta
them. For me: ‘Brchitecture is the art of creating
spaces, to see life and to understand the visible.”
The canstruction of an idea must yield an end re-
sult which is dynamic and very appealing 1o all our
senses. Light endaws peaple with a sense of the
propartions that exist between and within chjects

themselves.

PK: If | have understood you carrectly, far you ar-
chitecture is primarily a means of visual expres-

sion am | right?

MK: There can be no architecture without visual
reality and tactility, which is the majar difference
hetween architecture and philosaphy. Philosaphy

needs no space.

PK: I'like yaur idea af architecture as an indepen-
dent farm of art with its awn laws. Last time you
also said that you think of yourself as an cbserver.
Yau sound as if you apprave af alternative ap-
proaches to architecture and architectural expres-

sion.

MK: The aesthetics of architacture is nat what |
generally have in mind; | think about the tangle of
the ‘isms’ which is like land that yields na retum. |
don't believe in this cancept of style. Histarans by
convictian have a tendency to classify and catego-
rize things too soan. The emergence of a new
technique, often goes alang with a new architec-
tural trend; a simple material becomes an ican, an
ephemeral alternative which doesn’t cope with
the essentiality af architecture. There are archi-
tects that | greatly admire like Luis Barragan, for
example, ar Le Carhusier, Schindler, Terragni.
These architects had alternative approaches in

their search of authenticity.

PK: | sense a strang sacial element in your work,
althaugh it is often thought that architecture  if
cultivated and beautiful s elitist and theretare in

conflict with social aims. Is this true?

MK: The issue is ane of education and general
knawledge. We must develop them and not em-
bark an the road of populism. |t is also ane af the

tasks of architecture and society.

PK: What is the future of architecture?

MK: We have seen the mistakes and the suc-
cesses of previous generations and can leamn
from them. In the twenty-first century, we need
to redefine our values. It might even be possible
1o reestahlish the condition far a ‘new CIAM, in
the sense of thinking for new critical universal val-
ues. Should the question af Eurapean cities be
seen as the American ane, ar the Oriental one?
The future of architecture lies in the city of taday:
are we capable of responding to a sustainable
woarld in which architecture will bring the right an-
swers ta develop humanity in harmany with its

anvironment?
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BIOGRAPHY
Michel W. Kagan (Paris, 1953 - )

Michel Kagan was born in Paris in 1953 and stud-
ied architecture at the University of Paris 7 -
Grand Palais. He received his diploma in architec-
ture (DPLG) in 1979 with Henri Ciriani and was
awarded the Thorlet Prize in Arts-Sciences-Letters
from the Académie Francaise. He received the
Alberti Prize in 1977; obtained the ‘Albums de la
jeune architecture’ and won the grant ‘Villa Médi-
cis hors les murs’ in 1981; he was nominated for
the Mies van der Rohe European Architecture
Prizein 1990 and 1992 as well as the Prize for a
First Work in 1991, and for the 'Prix de I'Equerre
d'Argent du Moniteur'in 1992. He was awarded
the First Prize in International Architecture from
the Buenos-Aires Biennial in 1991 for the
‘CitéTechnique et Administrative de la ville de
Paris" and the Silver Medal from the Académie
d'Architecture in 1997 for his work. In 2006,
Michel Kagan was the Lauréat of the ‘Pyramide
d'Or," the annual grand prize of the Fédération
des Promoteurs Constructeurs de France
(Federation of Developers and Builders of France),
for his apartment building constructed in Rennes
in 2005.

Michel Kagan is currently Professor at the
Architecture School of Paris-Belleville, Architect-
Consultant of France for the Ministry of Public
Facilities, and member of the Board of Directors
of the Le Corbusier Foundation. He is also the
consulting architect for the tramway project of the
city of Reims, and a member of the scientific
committee of LIPAU of the University of Milan.
His career in architecture and teaching began in
the United States at Columbia University in New
York where he taught from 1981 to 1984, produc-
ing his first projects. Subsequently he was a visit-
ing professor at the University of Quebec in
Montreal in (1982-83-86), Syracuse University in
New York (1986), Director of the Study Abroad
program at the University of Toronto (1984-1988).
In 1985, he was curator and coauthor with
Kenneth Frampton of an exhibition and work enti-
tled ‘New Directions in Modern Architecture’.

Upon his return to France in 1986, he was profes-
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sor at the Architecture School of Geneva from
1989 to 1994, at the Architecture School of Lille
from 1994 to 1998 and since 1998, at the

Architecture School of Paris-Belleville.

His agency has been locatedin Paris since 1987
and is dedicated to the conception and project ex-
ecution of public edifices, schools, university
buildings, administration centers and apartment
complexes. The agency participates in many na-
tional and international architecture competitions.
It is also developing renovation and interior design
projects of private residences and stores as well
as renovations of apartments in association with
the architect Nathalie Régnier. Its first buildings
attracted international attention, in particular the
‘CitéTechnigue et Administrative de la ville de
Paris’ built in the thirteenth arrondissement in
1991, and the ‘Cité d'artistes’ situated the length
of the Parc Citroén-Cevennes in the fifteenth ar-
rondissement in 1992. It also designed the head
office of the OPHLM (social housing organization)
of Alencon in 1997; a university building in Cergy
Pontoise in 1999; housing in Paris in the twenti-
eth arrondissement in 1998 and in the fourteenth
arrondissement in 2000; a school in Noisy-Le-
Grand in 2001; the renovation of a town house in
Paris’ seventeenth arrondissement in 2003 and
an apartment building in Rennes completed in
2005.

For Michel Kagan, the architectural project is use-
ful in revealing and analysing the city’s particular
set of problems. He works towards the reinter-
pretation of the ‘architectural promenade’, not
only as a comtemplative exercise, but also for
what it can best offer culturally to the urban
space: it assures the identification of functions
and spaces that find their purpose in the quotid-
ian, to put into proportion the near and the far.
Rather than a culture of congestion, Michel Kagan
prefers ‘apartment blocks that breathe, buildings
that draw in the light, so that the people live the

architecture.’
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