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Nimes has its magnificent Roman amphitheatre. The oval structure, erected in the first
century AD in Flavian times, is a notable 133 metres long and 101 metres wide. Its facades
are characterised by the typical rhythm of massive rows of arcades, the lower row ordered
by pilasters, the upper by engaged Doric columns. The best-preserved Roman theatre,
with its 7000 seats and a new, spectacular roof by Labfac architects, is used today for
large-scale events ranging from a night of opera to a tennis tournament. To the north and
west, the building becomes a part of the old town with its tightly packed houses. Narrow
streets unexpectedly open onto the Boulevard des Arenes that circles the big round in the
north. The only exception in the dense urban tissue is the wide Boulevard Victor Hugo. It
leads north to another building of antiquity, the Maison Carrée, a well-preserved podium

temple, and to the Carré d’Art, the city’s cultural centre designed by Norman Foster. The
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Facade detail of the elementary
school “ de la Placette ” in Nimes
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change from the density of the old town to the expanse of the large square with the

amphitheatre is striking. Seen from different directions it is surprising again and again.

Only 250 metres to the west of the theatre there is a totally different situation. Upon
entering Rue de 'Hotel-Dieu behind Clinique Saint-Joseph, one steps onto the small Place
de 1'Oratoire, a triangular square in one of the most beautiful parts of the old town. On its
northern edge, the square is bordered by a long, very technical looking facade of aluminium
slats. This is the first, to begin with puzzling encounter with the architecture of Jérome

Brunet and Eric Saunier.

This facade speaks their architectural language on several levels. In an exemplary
way, it demonstrates how Brunet and Saunier tackle a design problem. First of all, it
is characteristic that the architects do not hesitate to develop a fundamentally new and
innovative facade structure. Upon closer inspection, however, it also becomes clear that

they nevertheless succeed in integrating the building into its surrounding ensemble, in this
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case the historic fabric and the adjoining church, Temple de 'Oratoire. Brunet and Saunier
took the brief for the new building and the redesign of the Place de I'Oratoire to be one
task demanding a harmonious balancing-act. With great resoluteness in design they
created a four-storey school building for 500 pupils, establishing a new visual focus in the
neighbourhood. Completed in 1991, the Ecole de la Placette comprises a building from the
early 1900s and a new building. The architects simply “doubled” the old building volume
on its south side. Old and new are engaged in an intense dialogue best experienced in the
central corridors. Here the interior walls, with doors to the classrooms of both building

'

parts, stand face to face.

Their resoluteness in design, however, is most apparent in the new facade facing the square.
Up to the parapet of the open roofstorey, the facade is one continuous, long front made up of
simple aluminium slats grouped into panels, a delicate structure producing an ever-changing
play of shadows. The architects think of it as a “transcription of a greatly enlarged Venetian

blind” . Each framed panel with its fixed slats—except those at the level of the parapets or in
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front of a closed wall surface-can be pivoted around a central axis. The unobstructed view
of the square is therefore available to all.

Fundamental considerations of context constitute a further theme in the architects’ work.
Unwilling to be categorised by building type or vocabulary, this is taking a risky position.
They are not interested in searching for the easy, perhaps obvious path. They want to
transform a place architecturally, want to redefine it. With their daring attitude, it is
astonighing that ever since they founded their practice in 1981, Jérome Brunet and Eric
Saunier were awarded almost all commissions as the result of architectural competitions.
In these competitions, time and again they presented unconventional, newly developed
facades. With great dedication, they managed to present their concepts in a vivid and

convincing way.

In the competition for Nimes, they chose to clad the new building’ s southern front with an

aluminium structure to counteract the extreme overheating of the building in summer. The
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aluminium slat wall was set in front of the actual, mostly glazed facade in a way that seems
self-explanatory to the architects. Because only simple building materials were used in
this double facade, construction costs did not exceed the budget. In addition, the building s
certain hermetic quality that results when the slat wall is closed prevents pupils from being

too distracted by gazing out or being seen.

It would surely have been too provocative to extend the uncompromising aluminium skin
across the entire length of the building. It was therefore ingeniously “played down” by
other elements. A sunken playground for the first graders is open to the square in front of the
building. By placing it there, an additional floor was gained, passers-by have a view of this
partially planted open area, and the younger children can play in a space that is outdoors,

but separated from the street.
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Another measure to reduce the dominance of the aluminium slats is a part of the facade
itself. On the second and third floors, two large, loggia-like openings are punched through
the entire depth of the new building to create open-air play areas here, as there was not
enough room on the ground. Finally, the entire length of the new building is topped by a
flying roof, a rigged, white canvas structure that shades the roof terrace and its artificial
lawn. This is the play area for the older children, also installed above the city for Jack of
space elsewhere.

The de’:sign concept for Nimes demonstrates how Brunet and Saunier succeed in using a
homogeneous, seemingly banal, repetitive structural system that appears to be taken from
industrial building, in a new and persuasive way. Other examples, such as the school of music
and dance in Le Havre, under construction at the time of writing, or the temporary building for

Jussieu University completed in 1999, illustrate this quality with comparable facade concepts.

In Nimes, the attitude, uncompromising and yet not in any way dominant, is decisive in

making the building a surprise in this historic place. Because of its facade, some critics
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have put down the entire structure as being too crude, too technical. In the interplay of
closure and transparency, however, it is conclusively structured and all its parts follow a
clear functional logic. There is no conflict of scale, and in sunlight the building and its

many delicate slats gleam like precious silver under the Mediterranean sky.

The exteriors of both the school, on a small scale, and of the Roman theatre, on a
large scale, are transformed into sculptural framework. Naturally, the buildings are not
comparable in terms of their physical presence in framing open space. A very different
impression results in each. But in a purely formal sense, in both cases the effect is that of
the interplay of interior and exterior. The arena’s large arcades open the galleries to the
exterior, the school’ s aluminium structure, extended far in front of the actual building, pulls

together and structures the facade as a whole.

A second encounter will better illustrate how Brunet and Saunier master the work with
reduced facade structures. We move from Nimes, the city between the Cevennes and the

Camargue, to Saint-Germain-en-Laye, a suburb north-west of Paris. Here Brunet and




e
g T Bz

- ; L T —
L
- l.ﬂ “

HR

N
International School in Saint-Germain-en-Laye

A E0OEESHXRNEP




PESME¥EREBHAANLE—HREBNERS. ERFRMHEChiteau
d’ Hennemountfy F /=, FREXRMBERMNTRENEL, HibPEMNERSE
EHENSRFA, BEBATFHIAEN. EATHKENNGEN—NEZE
1, BRIGHASELIRBENIE. —MREFT, —MEFH—/ ESBE. ¥
TREFSRABRNNE, FESRNERRERESRERETEFBNER
BABMACHRASR, i

BAMEXEREZET “FH” HRITBE, BRBHRETF—A28F, &
MRS BTG, AXHNRBEES, HELEAT BNRERRAR
RERTHBER, RIFRENES, NHERETIEREHHREKNRERMIR
MFMERBEIEE S, STEZI TRINRITNLE, 5RBHSRENT

Saunier built another school. A direct comparison is interesting as the schools were realised
at the same time, but based on entirely different concepts. The International School
commanded a large estate with the Chateau d Hennemont. The former working quarters
located below the castle, as well as many other structures on the site, were already being
used by the school. The working quarters consisted of two short two-storey wings with
gable roofs and a lower connecting wing. The brief included some of the school’s special
functions: an auditorium, a restaurant and a library. In order to retain the character of the old
ensemble, Brunet and Saunier chose not to touch the wings and to totally integrate the new
rectangular building into the existing structure.

The architects refrained from doing too much. The special location, embedded in a park,
surrounded by isolated historic buildings, and the direct extension to the remains of the
existing structure in particular, called for a neutral solution with no need to flaunt itself.
The architecture of the reinforced concrete skeleton with slender round columns is therefore

emphasised only in the suspended glass skin. It is treated with particular attention and care.
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In contrast to the school in Nimes, where the building structure is hidden by the slat wall,
here the facade structure is immediately legible: it is a self-bearing fixed-panel window
system with aluminium frames, completely prefabricated and made up of identical elements
screwed to the concrete structure, similiar to Dominique Perrault's Hotel Industriel “Jean-
Baptiste Berlier” completed in 1990. Jérdme Brunet and Eric Saunier are friendly with
Perrault. Years ago they took over his office space in Rue Vieille-du-Temple. What is new
in the window system at Saint-Germain-en-Laye is the delicate sunscreen grating between
the two layers of glass. It is a fixed perforated aluminium structure. It admits only subdued
light because of its perforation, that texturally resembles cleaning tracks, but from close-up
the view outside is hardly impaired. The ensuing character of a total enclosure is surprising.
Only after some time does one grow accustomed to it, once seeing outside becomes possible
from the right point of view. Seemingly different at first in terms of its organisation, the
building does allow for a comparison to the school in Nimes. In both cases, the architects

chose a shading device that limits views into and out of the building. Here, however, this is



