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This edition of a+u features architectures that are “Structured 1o
Capture Light.”

Architects explore the essence of natural light. such as gradient
light, light that simulates sunshine filtered through foliage, and
cave-like light. which create a multitude of spatial experiences.
This issue focuses on how the structures are built to produce
these various qualities of light. From the featured architectural
pieces found all over the world, we find not only the innovative
structural expressions of modern technology. but also structures
that respond to their local cultures and natural environments,
In this book, we included the introduction from “Henri
Labrouste: Structure Brought to Light.” an exhibition held at
MoMA in the spring of 2013, In his design of the Bibliotheque
Nationale, Henri Labrouste adapted the peaceful atmosphere

of natural zenithal lighting to the library’s program where
people gather. He was able to materialize this atmosphere by
using a structure built with cast iron, the newest malerial of

his time. As mentioned in the introduction. the curators state
that his pioneering approach at realizing spatial images hy
means of incorporating new materials, construction methods.
and programs is considered a “marker” inherited by today’s
architects.

Given the number of newly developed technologies in the
present age. how do architects approach the theme of natural
light and structure? We invite you to explore natural light. which
defines the bodily senses. and its architectural aspects. (a+u)
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Essay:
Henri Labrouste:

Corinne Belier, Barry Bergdoll, Marc Le Coeur
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— This is an exhibition presenting renowned 19th century
architect, Henri Labrouste who designed Bibliotheque Nationale
and Bibliotheque Sainte-Geneviéve. This is an except text from
introduction of the catalogue Henri Labrouste: Structure Brought
to Light. The exhibition was held at MoMA from March 10 to
June 24, 2013.

Generations of writers and eminent intellectuals have worked
beneath the domes of the Bibliothéque Nationale. generations
of students have succeeded each other beneath the barrel

vaults of the Bibliotheque Sainte-Genevieve. Those two reading
rooms, which are among the most beautiful spaces in Paris,

are the source of Henri Labrouste’s fame as an architect. Their
powerful expressiveness, the rational solutions that the architect
implemented in response to the complex programs entrusted to
him, the haunting and strange refinement of their ornaments,
and, above all, the importance given to new materials —
particularly cast iron, magnified by a subtle play with light -
have from the beginning provoked universal admiration and
inspired many photographers, from Durandelle in the 19th
century to Candida Hofer today. While the former buildings of
the Bibliothéque Nationale are undergoing an unprecedented
renovation campaign, it seemed to us a good time to reevaluate
the approach of one of the most uncommon and demanding
artists of the 19th century, a contemporary of Eugene Delacroix
and Victor Hugo, and also to show how important his works and
undertakings were in their time and how they have remained so
ever since.

Like the masters of the Renaissance or the great architects of the
20th century — Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, Alvar Aalto —
Labrouste created a very personal architectural language and
means of conception, combining a deeply classical culture and
sentiment with a strong inclination for boldness and innovation.
Labrouste is one of the rare 19th century architects whose works
have always been a benchmark, both in France and abroad.
Since the 1970s and the pioneering work of Neil Levine, we
have known that part of Labrouste’s originality was first and
foremost due to his awareness of the ties between artistic styles
and the social history of peoples, then in his search in turn for
an architectural expression suited to the mores and spirit of his
era. The controversy between Labrouste and the Académie des
Beaux-Arts over his restoration of the Greek temples at Paestum
was less about strictly archaeological details than about the very
issue of models in architecture: at the age of 27, refutling the
ideal and fixed image of Antiquity upheld by the neoclassicists,
the young architect wanted to believe there could be a flexibility
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Structure Brought to Light

of style under specific conditions or circumstances. Later. his
decision to use iron and cast iron forced him to reconsider the
structure of buildings, their distribution and ornamentation. He
took traditional masonry, although he refined the expression
and thickness of ils varied stone courses, and combined it with
an architecture of assemblage. In his two libraries, he set large
metal frameworks within a stone enclosure and gave those
frameworks proportions that fit their properties. Attenuated
supports, detailed as columns, skillfully relate human and
monumental scale and play a decisive part in the perception
of space. Labrouste thus inaugurated a new building practice
and heralded the fruitful research that architects would devote
for the next century and a half to shaping industrial materials.
particularly composite materials such as reinforced conerete.

By individualizing each element of the construction and
demonstrating that such a heterogeneous whole could create a
strong sense of harmony, he thus paved the way for the great
rationalist trend in European and American architecture at the
end of the 19th century, which made a distinction between
supporting structure and infill, expressively playing with
materials and color. That architectural language would exert
international influence, up to and including the commercial
architecture and office buildings in the United States in the
late 19th century, among them, the proto-skyscrapers of Louis
Sullivan.

Labrouste’s work is as poetic as it is rational. Decoralion.
which arises from the construction and underscores il, has an
essential part to play. Ornamentation. which carries a symbolic
discourse (inscriptions on the facade, sculpted torches and
pedestals, fictive gardens, etc.), follows the sequences of cleverly
composed spaces in which shadow and light, thickness and
transparency, power and lightness intersect. His reading rooms
are magical spaces. At the Bibliotheéque Sainte-Genevieve,
Labrouste was one of the first to introduce gas lighting into

an architectural composition, using it to produce artislic,
sensory effects. At the Bibliotheque Nationale, the natural
zenithal lighting - soft and diffuse — and the view of simulated
trees help give the reading room. despite its size. a strikingly
peaceful atmosphere, perfect for study. The two libraries are

a testament to the importance Labrouste gave to the general
ambience, and to his influence on the work of library-goers. His
approach is strikingly contemporary for architects and artists
engaged in creating immersive environments today. One need
only visit the remarkable Rolex Learning Center (2007-2009.
a+ull:01), built by the architectural firm SANAA, at the Ecole
Polytechnique Fédérale in Lausanne, to see just how much a



university building, a place meant to spread knowledge, can be
the paradigm for a new approach to social relations.

Labrouste’s libraries also express shared values. Their respective
reading rooms, which are so suited to individual work. were
also designed to help a community of researchers: solitary study
cannotl be separated from the progress of knowledge within
society as a whole. Built at a time when modern library science
was developing and the first great bibliographic catalogues were
being compiled, they are a testament to the 19th century’s
knowledge revolution and as such are important markers for a
history we have inherited. in our own digital age.

Over time, everyone who has traced the history of modern
architecture has underscored the prominent position of
Labrouste and his two libraries, although each time they have
been ascribed a different meaning to his work. In 1975, he

was one of the great figures of the 19th century. with Charles
Garnier. singled out by the “manifesto”™ exhibition “The
Architecture of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts™ at The Museum of
Modern Art. while in 1976 he was the subject of an important
monograph presented by the historian Pierre Saddy at the Caisse
Nationale des Monuments Historiques et des Sites (at the Hotel
de Sully).
no less of our time: they include such key themes as assembly
and hybridization. light and immersive environments. We are
not interested in considering Labrouste as a simple precursor to
modernity, as did Sigfried Giedion, who looked for forerunners
of 20th century constructions in the productions of the 19th
century and saw Labrouste as a misunderstood genius. It seems

I'he interpretations we are now presenting in turn are

to us that the issues he raised and the answers he provided were
very meaningful in their time, and that they have never ceased
to be since, and that it is precisely for this reason that his work
has enthralled generations of architects and historians.

Text excerpts from the catalogue Henri Labrouste: Structure Brought to Light. pp.
20-23. Edited by Barry Bergdoll. Corinne Belier, and Marc le Coeur. With Essays
by Neil Levine. David Zanten, Martin Bressani, 2013. © 2013 The Museum of
Modern Art. New York.

This page. above: Henri Labrouste
(French, 1801-1875). Bibliotheque
Sainte-Genevieve, Paris, 1838-1850).

View of the reading room. Photograph:

Vichel Nguyen. © Bibliotheque Sainte-
Michel Nguven. This

page. below: Bibliotheque Sainte-
Genevieve. Steel trusses of the reading
room. Bibliothéque Sainte-Genevieve.
Photograph: Priscille Leroy. © Priscille
Leroy. p. 9: Bibliotheque nationale,
Paris, 1854-1875. View of the reading
room. © Georges Fessy.
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pp- 10-11: View of the city of Cérdoba
Jfrom the roof. Opposite: View of the
east exterior wall. It has numerous
openings with embed LED light which
illuminate in the evening. Photos

on pp. 10-12 by Roland Halbe. This
page: Aerial view from the east. All

photos on pp.10-29 except as noted by

Fernando Alda.
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