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The FRAC of Dunkirk by Lacaton & Vassal: About Incommensurability, Duplication

and Openness

LEBATA4E R - B 57 / Beatrice Moretti
SR 1%/ Translated by ZHU Lin

WAL VAl S ——E TG R Regsat
IHREL

B EH: ARG HERE, KRIF - HRE,
KRR -T2 - 5T E4F

R EEERIT R - R (1955) Hik-34)
R BRE R (1954) 694F Szt F o 1 22 SR BRI
sgraA", (a4 E R B ASE At AT T A A&
BHERLR RBERERAL—FH - L -2 F
R mA PRI, ZERERF—K, RMELBMNTE
MBI, 2019000 A - L - 12 - TEREH
T1960FRIER % 693N AMECHCEFTRILE W SR &
TR (S30AETHRE——ETFRR S RA
B, 5EEAL - G5 LBt - HEE,
2014-2017) , JEFME5 RLF REAFSHEAA AT
HABEABER, MABRTTERIFELF. EH.
AAFIAE RE F @GRS, BFRE —RIFhAg
TN BRFIST 8T A, EAIFF A EAEEST

Memory and Regeneration: More with less: the
radical contextualism of Lacaton & Vassal

Column Editors: Alberto Bologna, Michele Bonino,
Pierre-Alain Croset

The work of the French architects Anne Lacaton
(1955) and Jean-Philippe Vassal (1954) is probably little
known to the public of Chinese architects” although their
international notoriety has recently been increased with
the reception of the most prestigious architecture prize:
the European Union Prize for Contemporary Architecture —
Mies van der Rohe Award, awarded every two years to the
best building realised in Europe. The 2019 Mies van der
Rohe Award recognises the high qualities of an exemplary
intervention of transformation of three social housing
buildings of the 1960s in Bordeaux (Transformation of
530 Homes - Grand Parc Bordeaux, with Frédéric Druot
and Christophe Hutin, 2014-2017). Instead of demolishing
and rebuilding old and ruined buildings, Lacaton &
Vassal demonstrate the advantages of regeneration,
which are at the same time economic, architectural, social
and cultural. Economic advantages: while a demolition
and reconstruction would have cost around 150,000
- 180,000 Euros per apartment, the architects used a
limited budget of only 50,000 Euros per apartment to
radically renew the spatial quality of the apartments.
Architectural advantages: they add an independent
structure of 3.80m deep greenhouses and balconies, in
front of the existing buildings, which allows to enlarge the
apartment and to create an intermediate climatic space
between inside and outside. Social advantages: thanks to
an intervention in addition to operations of prefabricated
components without touching the pre-existing structure,

the inhabitants can stay inside the apartment during a

114 WA 2020/02
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construction process that lasts only 12 to 16 days. Cultural
advantages: the project critically questions the legacy of the
modernist European tradition of massive social housing
production, offering concrete answers that demonstrate
the possibility of obtaining more space, more light and
more flexibility, thus guaranteeing a higher quality of life
for the inhabitants” .

This exemplary social housing project is the latest
in a series of design researches begun in 2004 with the
publication of a book™ and continued with two other
realisations® . Offering more space, more light and more
flexibility with less investment is a radical motivation
behind all the work of Lacaton & Vassal, regardless of the
functional programme and whether it is a new construction
or a transformation project® . The FRAC of Dunkirk,
introduced by the precise and acute critical reading of
Beatrice Moretti, brings into play on the scale of a public
building some architectural principles already used in
social housing interventions: more spaces within budget,
indeterminacy and flexibility, construction with ordinary
and prefabricated industrial components, greenhouses as
intermediate spaces for distribution and thermal control
between inside and outside. However, there is something
unique about this intervention. While habitually Lacaton
& Vassal proceed from the inside, from the programme and
from the uses, in this case the new building is conceived
starting from a principle of strong formal identity. The
factory and its critical double: a replica of the industrial
building, similar in volume but radically different in
materiality, which houses the entire museum programme
in order to preserve the empty space, and free it for
multiple uses. A memory of substance, therefore, and not

of image. (Pierre-Alain Croset)

WAE S A LAE T TR B PR a5 FiEN 5
Tt RARE: ERECEACZES TR, FHh
FMEABR N AR A G TR T e AT
BEEAFTAN, REZEGEREASNGRE. A,
EARE A SO F e, RAEEAREEFRS R
FRESFAAFAEN . AheAEA EAFRT, £iX
ASTE d, 23R A TR A 0 KA AETF 44
8. L) AE SIS ——RAT LR TH &, K
FHMAmMA T TR, BH R T R
B, MMIRG MR T MH S Z6 N, IS
1A . Bk, X—IR A RAWR YT, @ REH R

#iele. (BORR-FT2£ - L FR4F)
275 3k /Reference

[1] LACATON A, VASSAL J P. Plus. Large Scale Housing
Developments[M]. Editorial Gustavo Gili, Barcelona, 2007.
(original edition Paris 2004).

118 /Notes

1) Z2EBHBSHMEH “ERIER” —F&£T, X4
HIRAFPEZHNECM R P EER I EIE K/ See
the website of their professional studio, where under
the heading "publications" (www.lacatonvassal.com/
publications) the rich list of articles lacks any reference to
Chinese architecture magazines.

2) ZZ R EMEERIRIE “530MMEEHITH
BE— I IRERAR ", HpX s ERDN
KRR T XNZIE B & E IR, /See the video
"Transformation of 530 units of housing _ Cité du
Grand Parc Bordeaux" by Karine Dana (https://vimeo.
com/329987418), where interviews to some inhabitants
demonstrate the high appraisal of the intervention.

3) E#Bois-le-PrétrelF96 E(EFHIMNIE (2005-
2011) ; Z44P%/RLa ChesnaiefE XS (2014-2016 ) /
Transformation of 96 dwellings in Bois-le-Prétre Tower in
Paris (2005-2011); Housing transformation at La Chesnaie,
Saint-Nazaire (2014-16).

4) N AINE A : Latapief% (1993 ) 7FJRH
A E8om  EINE AR FIE &0 F, HEERT
180m*; JH/RZEHERE (2009) , FERE] T IIHER
912,500m” “IREZH)” ZHMNEHI T 7500m’ “ H H
ZE[A]” , /Tt is sufficient to quote the first House Latapie
(1993), with a realised surface of 180m” with the same
budget originally for only 80m”, or the Bordeaux School
of Architecture (2009) with a surface of 12,500m’ of
"programmed spaces" and a supplementary surface of

7500m’ of "indeterminated spaces".

1 BIFIAP2KST/Existing AP2 Hall, 2009 ( [ 7 5E1E/Sources:
B R itk iRl 5/ Communauté Urbaine de Dunkerque )
2 4N /Exterior view, 2014 ( ##5Z/Photo: Philippe Ruault )
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B RN ERIFEENMIRG “REBE" NEE, Bk
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A FOIE PR EE R 2R 5 1990 4EA, BRI “ig
FEIR” — @B XA R, BEI/RE
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du Grand Large” FFAEXIVERIMI, SEEENET
BRI —80sy, HErEFrrEsEN, CUEAR
[FIZEH , RIFR ERESRAIA T2 Alss kel 1,

2009 £, BZ/REETHBUPREAEAGER IS X
RIS R E AR B S S (FRAC) ¥ #RE] AP2
T RIT, BIEAFEANKRITE T HINIIEE, M
BTSSR EEER RS R /RER
HEF (B L&V B ) EESRARARIESR
BUS T AR, TR ERIER LT KTH
THYITE 2 AIES, Ao bR as HAS R, el
W EEE FRAMZ . MW ZE AP2 1N
RGN T —%, F—EEHNERSEHE, [
FRAC EYIEFRTERIES /. X —#IERE AP2 KT
RS R IR R — S EIEE, BER
RIS, JHEIES . R e SRR ENES °,

FZI/RyE FRAC EYITE (2013-2015) FHiE
Btk BEFER “Hh - B0 JLEs, W
R FEMREERSN TR NE, 5T
IR — TR R, XEO—EAF
TE—AFEiA kB N R RE e OiE TS
RIS —FRE LSS SRR =, (HF sk
TEERER, LIV EHT T B S AR
E—— AU DL . KT R 2, s
HZ/RTE FRAC 1TEEIR S RIS LR R EERT
i, XEERE TR E R —FRE,

SR, TEPITE 2013 ENIJRIEIREE, AP2 KT
SEE il s R B X 2 AR
M, EERERFZH, FrEE e Ty E— L]
BUARIRES . B2 FRIIJLEH, ST MBS [ AHT
MTEsD, SR T BN ARt 530k
A ERVRTEME, DT EFR X RS D,
BB SREZRSEFAINERL: : HELEZAR
PEIERN S EARIIEREEZS AR 5 Hk, THEAS
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KHAVEERE M T S XIphsEm e, 15
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ERUT—NABXIE, AT RSRIE ER T
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3 #N5t/Exterior view, 2016 ( ##5%/Photo: William Veerbeek,
Flickr, Creative Commons Licence )
4 AP2XJT/AP2 Hall, 2013 ( #5:5%/Photo: Philippe Ruault )
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5 N5, 55/ Interior view, stairway, 2013 ( ##5%/Photo:
Philippe Ruault )
6 IIEEST/Coffee shop, 2013 ( #£5%/Photo: Philippe Ruault )
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EREEZARTUL (2001-2012) 80 HIRHYK
7R (2009-2013) M EANTE XN, L&V
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imE, ENERERSHET 7EEE S5 EET
B, [

E

7 %5 /Belvedere, 2014 ( #£52/Photo: Philippe Ruault )
8.9 1= i 753/Forum exposition 3, 2014 ( #55%/Photo:
Philippe Ruault )
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Set on the long strip of sand overlooking the
North Sea, Dunkirk is the entry port to French
waterways coming from England or from other
countries by sea. From 1929 onward, the port
expanded outwards along the coast in a south-
westerly direction. As occurred in other port cities
of the Northern Range, during World War II, 90%
of the city was razed to the ground and the port
became a silted-up marine lagoon subject to the
tides.

During the massive post-war reconstruction,
many companies experienced a boom. Among
these, the Ateliers et Chantiers de France (ACF),
a major shipyard founded in 1898, was totally
rebuilt and modernised. In 1949, ACF opened a
new hall, the Atelier de Préfabrication n.2 or AP2,
immediately nicknamed "the cathedral" for its
vastness and profile: 75m by 24m with a height
of 30m, containing two 30-ton cranes to handle
prefabricated welded hull components.

Closed in 1988, the AP2 hall has been preserved
as a relic of the French ship-building industry and, in
the 1990s, was involved in the Operation Neptune,
an urban development process with which the
municipality aimed to orient the city back towards
the docks. The AP2 is situated at the outermost edge
of the development area "ZAC du Grand Large", a
component of the Operation designed along the
principle of sustainability to combine different
types of building and public spaces on a diversity of
scales” .

In 2009, the municipalities association
of Dunkirk moved the Fonds Régionaux d'Art
Contemporain (FRAC) Nord-Pas de Calais” to the
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AP2 factory hall with the aim of converting the
former hall for the new use. A competition was
held for this purpose which ended with the victory
of French architects Lacaton & Vassal's (L&V)
dissonant proposal. Instead of filling the former hall
factory with museum spaces altering irreversibly
its structure, they decided to privilege mutability
over posterity. Their project doubles the AP2's
volume and juxtaposes alongside it a twin building
which contains the programme of the FRAC. This
operation frees up the AP2 allowing it to do what
it does best: to be empty and to accommodate not
only art installations but concerts, sport events and
other to-be-determined activities” .

Rather than pursuing an inclusion in the pre-
existent urban-port plot, the FRAC of Dunkirk
(2013-2015) aimed to establish a relationship with
the industrial and maritime context based on the
achievement of the "right" measure of architecture.
The port always poses an inescapable problem of
scale: it causes a disorientation that, though, opens
up the opportunity to experience a difference
forcing the limits of classifications. Regeneration
projects like this one has to confront with oceanic
proportions: beyond the scale of quays, dams and
ships, in fact, the FRAC of Dunkirk dialogues with
the size of the sea and the horizon, losing the urban
dimension to become a landscape.

However, when the museum initially opened
in 2013, the break between the AP2, its double
and the urban renewal district was evident. The
immediate surroundings still consisted of vast
tracts of empty land and it took some time to

incorporate the new building in the skyline. In the

| ‘| h

following years, the cultural institution gradually
established new activities highlighting the flexibility
of this architecture to host a wide range of different
social and cultural uses. Visiting this hub on the
edge of the sea today offers a dual opportunity to
experience art and architecture: firstly, through
the confrontation of an artistic programme with
a colossal bare space and, secondly, through the
regeneration of a piece of industrial heritage which,
for the people of Dunkirk, symbolises a both
personal and collective history.

Access to the museum is possible from different
entrances, undoubtedly the most spectacular is
the pathway that runs to integrate the interior
spaces with the outside. This pedestrian passerelle,
completed in 2015 and designed by architect
Brigitte de Cosmi, continues east out of the
museum, connecting the Grand Large docklands
area with Dunkirk's resort zone. The 300m-pathway
jumps across the Exutoire shipping canal landing
in the quarter of Malo les Bains, making the FRAC
accessible from the city.

Arriving from the footbridge, a tall slot of space
is topped by a transparent greenhouse roof more
than 20 metres high. To the left is the concrete wall
of the AP2 hangar and, on the other side, the post-
and-beam structure of the FRAC. This 5m-wide
space is exactly the gap between the two buildings: a
threshold-like area through which moving back and
forth without even entering the exhibition rooms.
This in-between circulation space offers the best
view into L&V's architecture since it is a climatic
buffer performing the insulation functions typically

consigned to surfaces, an inhabitable zone with a
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distinct third climate between the outside weather
and the uniformly air-conditioned interior” .

Even if you are still outside the galleries, art
is already on display: looking up and down, left
and right, it is possible to catch the depth of the
artistic containers fitted with balconies, bridges,
overhanging structures and mobile equipment
that allow a full-height exposure. The transparency
of the skin permits to see the background of the
opaque volume and the permeability of the facades
enhances the "public character" of the FRAC making
it hospitable to unexpected forms of inhabitation.

Each FRAC floor has a different programme. At
the ground level, there is the loading area connected
with the goods access from the outside. At the first
floor (+5.25m) the store, the information point
and some flexible event spaces are positioned.
At the second floor (+8.75m) the administration
department is open on a double-storey-high space,
while, at the third level (+12.25m) the development
laboratory is combined with a double-high store
reaching the fifth floor (+15.75m). At this level,
there are the main art galleries: this floor stretches
the full length of the building as an observation
deck. Even higher, the mezzanine (+21m) contains
other galleries and a wide-open platform called the
Belvedere.

Conceiving architecture on the basis of the
interior — as L&V clearly did in this project — is a
founding gesture since making architecture starts
with decisions about floors, walls and ceilings® .
Internally, the building has a solid core made by
prefabricated concrete parts that house the useful
areas. On the outside, instead, a lightweight bio-
climatic envelope — made in part by polycarbonate
panels and part by glass screens — lets in light and
air enclosing the concrete structure like a shell. This
double membrane consents visitors and staff to be
constantly in contact with the outdoor atmosphere.
Automatic doors controlled by temperature,
wind and humidity sensors separate the interiors
influencing how the museum is used and how the
rooms connect people or else keep them apart.

With the FRAC of Dunkirk, L&V take the
opportunity to reflect on what is missing and, above
all, to recognise that in certain cases architecture
is already there” . Not only in this project, they
frequently manipulate the pre-existent, even
correcting it, to resolve one of the most unfortunate

clutter of the past decades: the association between

A
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typology and use. By dissociating this combo,
actually, a possibility emerges to experiment and
even invent "new" architectural typologies. In L&V's
design method, typological transfers are tools for
exploration, regardless of whether the end result is a
house, a university, a storage or a museum.

In the case of the FRAC, the typology changed
due to a shift in scale: the act of duplicating the
AP2 hall and leaving it empty, in fact, produces a
previously unimaginable oversize space provoking a
detachment from the former physical-dimensional
rapport and, as a consequence, a necessary
adaptation. Through this process, L&V's architecture
exceeded its category of building and approached a
"diverse dimension" that altered forever its identity.
As for the Parisian art centre Palais de Tokyo (2001-
2012) or for Le Grand Sud theatre in Lille (2009-
2013), this attitude confirms that L&V have never
abandoned the optimistic idea that architecture
owns an endless transformative potential and,
furthermore, possesses a genetic impulse to regulate

itself and its surrounding.[']

18 /Notes

1) BEZERNZEER(1]/For further information
refer to Ref[1].

2) MXESHRZEAREES, dEESEHEISL T
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—AEHEREARPOE, FEEX T RARFFIL,
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5, W SFZREMEELZHOGELRAVFERZAR
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MEESE A, HaZT19834F, 2— et
FISCAEaS (Al 19964F ¥ ARy IS, ALHBINsE
X SR ERE SN D A A E bRy At
KRGS, HigH£E, MUGET15001F
LRERER, BT HERIZLCRITRARIIES)
5&1E. /The Fonds Régionaux d'Art Contemporain
(FRAOQ), created in 1982 by the Ministry of Culture
as part of its decentralisation programme, are very
special phenomena in the French cultural landscape.
Their principal mission is to establish a collection of
international contemporary art, to make it available
to a broad public, to raise the public's awareness of
contemporary art through outreach activities and to
pay special attention to contemporary young artists
through support for artistic production. FRAC Nord-
Pas de Calais, the first FRAC to be founded, in 1983,

is a multidisciplinary cultural space. Based in Dunkirk
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since 1996, FRAC Nord-Pas de Calais is one of the few
FRACS with an international dimension, as seen both
in the wealth of its collection, which includes nearly
1500 works of contemporary art, and in the activities
and collaborations it has carried out since its founding.
Source: www.fracnpdc.fr

3) EZ(5 B IS #ER[2]/For further information
refer to Ref[2].

4) HZI5E ILESZCER(3]/For further information
refer to Ref[3].

5) (5B ILE7#ER[4]/For further information
refer to Ref[4].
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