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the architecture of jakob+macfarlane
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“In a phase space, every parameter of the system is represented as an axis

of a multidimensional space. For every possible state of the system,

or allowed combination of values of the system’s parameters, the phase diagram
represents all that the system can be, and its shape can easily elucidate

qualities of the system that might not be obvious otherwise.”
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Jakob+MacFarlane conceive of the architecture they develop as contributing to a critical fransfigura-
tion of the very notion of the project. Their architecture not only succeeds in avoiding any idealistic
understanding of a formal representation of the architectural object but also eschews any assump-
tions about the internal logic of architecture, or of rationalism aiming to confine architectural expres-
sion to a limited grammar or syntax, or even the idea of architecture still being held to comply with
the structural laws of a language. While the architecture of Jakob+MacFarlane is indeed deeply
contextual, the role of context is not merely intended as a response to the universal and collective
codes of the historical environment of the city, in order to create new links between typologies and
morphologies at the heart of the urban discontinuity. Far more importantly, it is their attempt to gen-
erate complex hybridized forms touching the most immediate phenomenal aspect, the exploitation
without hierarchy of a physical and cognitive materiality, from which the project can draw upon to

emerge from its environment. From the simple interplay of tectonics in the House T (1994) and the

House Puzzle (1997), to the Restaurant Georges (2000) atop the Centre Georges Pompidou and the

project for the Quai Branly Museum (2004), their use of the interplay of topologies was based on

the exploitation of spatial geometric frameworks from which their architectural forms seemed to

emerge. But their approach quickly evolved toward a deconstructive hermeneutics and a radical _

critique striving to meld the whole range of semantic, historical and social values of the context into
a new material, one redefining multiple links between simple physical values, historical or technical

references, and new functional parameters.

The intensified economy of transfers, the affirmation of this hyper-materiality qualified by the grad-
ual sedimentation of historical forms and social uses brings a fully generic and genetic dimen-
sion to each project, opening the way to the dynamic of a new constructivism drawing its vitality
from the very heart of the infinite field of information available in the urban context. Thus, in the
practice of Jakob+MacFarlane, the architectural object arises from internal structural constraints,
is genuinely involutional, and avoids any excess expression, or even the supposed autonomy of
a language or logic that might overdetermine the semantic and material domain which accom-
panies and delimits the specificity of each project. The accomplishment, the actual construction
and the actual carrying out of the act of architecture are thus a realization in the literal meaning of

the term; the reactivation of the contextual domain as a whole, conceived of as an open field of
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complexity, the blending or the grafting of structural or qualitative and sometimes antinomic ele-
ments into a new phenomenal domain, an actualization in which architecture appears as some-
thing shared - between restitution and creation - in which the new architectural object seems to
have swallowed the semantic and cultural dimension of its domain of intervention. The calculated
economy of mutation implemented by Jakob+MacFarlane, already at work in the renovation of

the Maxime Gorki Theatre, Petit-Quevilly (1999), has attained its most advanced level of achieve-

ment thus far in the design for the FRAC Centre in Orleans (2011) and of course in Docks on the
Seine, Cité de la Mode et du Design, Paris (2008), which together constitute a veritable manifesto

of their thinking on the generic re-materialization of architecture.

As an issue of identity, architecture can no longer cling to the static presupposition of a form, wheth-
er of a skin, of a structure, or even of a simple decorative motif (The Orange Cube, Lyon, 2010). The
singularity of each architectural object has more to do with the dynamics of emergence, linked to a
field of constraints, with the interaction of internal and external forces, and with finding equilibrium
in a self-organizing process. The architecture developed by Jakob+MacFarlane offers answers to
essential questions about the intelligence of morphogenesis, tackling changes in symmetries, play-
ing with the phases of transitions (in order to define as in physics or biology the unstable balance of
scale for a spatial-temporal domain), and affirming the architects’ work as the resultant of a dynamic
inferaction between different agents, the conjunction of local processes. To redefine the emergence
of a new active singularity at the heart of a complex system is to evade the static temporality of the
project, to assert the architectural construction as a generic instability, a simple state of equilibrium,

as seen in the Euronews Headquarters in Lyon (2013), which seems to be nothing other than the

sounding box for a virtual spectrum of information, a volumetric screen whose green aluminum

surface opens like an echo chamber, in which images of the world shimmer.

Frédéric Migayrou,
architecture critic
Deputy Director — Chief Curator, Centre Georges Pompidou MNAM-CCI, Paris

Chair, Bartlett Professor of Architecture, Bartlett School of Architecture, University College, London
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“...coming from the inside, trying to understand why it is so,
and what is the goal we are trying fo reach...
We used the geometry of existing conditions to generate new ones.”

Jakob + MacFarlane

If an architectural object can be described as an enclosed fragment of space, strategically laid out
and lit, then a book, too, can be designed as a piece of architecture. Iis texts are walls that define
the space, but they are also circulation paths that guide you, offering larger or smaller liberty to
choose your itinerary. They both discover and unwind the essential logic of the program content,
while visual imagery acts as a lighting scheme with its combination of natural and arfificial light.
Photos are windows into the reality of the natural light outside world; other kinds of graphic im-
ages — drawings, sketches, diagrams — stand for spotlights that single out key elements of the

project and help visualize its development.

“Anyone who sees architecture as fixing a situation is wrong; architecture is about ideas that
become the motor of our work. The fundamental idea has to have a lot of levels of meaning. It
needs this pertinent resonance — then it becomes a form, touching issues that are important to
society, and to what people think about themselves,” says Brendan MacFarlane. Designing a book
on Jakob + MacFarlane is about creating a mental and visual space where these levels of mean-
ing — intellectual, historic, sensorial, conceptual layers — are highlighted and at the same time

shown as integral parts of a bigger context.

Based on a series of interviews with Brendan and Dominique, fifteen stories reveal the internal
logic of each selected project, as well as the unifying moves and trans-methodologies that under-

lie the totality of Jakob + MacFarlane’s work.

Seen within a larger creative flow, each individual solution acquires a new kind of mindfulness —
as a next stage in an evolving continuity, or, alternatively, as a pivotal point. The decision to demol-
ish an existing building in order to open the project towards the city gains an additional dimension

when presented alongside a whole number of designs deliberately based on various kinds of
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succession, be it the case where Jakob and MacFarlane sought for the way to introduce a
new program info the sacred and legendary Centre Pompidou; or another one, where they
chose to maintain the old Parisian Docks as an iconic element of the city’s history and infra-
structure; or the OPAC story where they aimed to recreate the magic of their first visit to the
project site... On the other hand, this approach allows tracing common methodologies be-
hind seemingly unrelated buildings: note how the deformation of the basic grid at the Centre
Pompidou and the convergence of two historic grids in Orleans give shape, respectively, to
the restaurant Georges and the FRAC Centre. The book’s non-hierarchical structure makes it
equally effective to read the stories in order of appearance — Frédéric Migayrou suggested
grouping them into four big chapters, from Topological Growth to Dynamic Involutions, — or

pick them out at will, creating your own links between projects.

Punctual comments scattered throughout the book uncover still other levels and layers: in-
genious structural or spatial solutions; sources of inspiration; techniques imported from other
industries; projects-within-projects... A layer of “visual hyperlinks” uses graphical codes that
point out further connections and create their own statistics of common ftraits, conditions
and strategies. Visual content, too, has a layered structure. A series of regular elements — a
model, a site plan, a set of facade drawings and sections — serves as a formal introduction
of each project and creates an internal rhythm, while the vibrant irregularity of sketches,
animation-based sequences, glimpses of construction works, and final photos galvanises

this rhythm as you witness the process of materialising ideas and concepts into built forms.

If we go on with architectural analogies, then roof is probably the only element this book
does not have because the whole thing keeps growing. Each project — and especially the
most challenging ones — contains seeds of future ideas that will germinate when occa-
sion comes. Each question that emerges from not taking anything for granted generates

a new layer of meaning.

Anna Yudina,

editor
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