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Green in Grey
Architecture in Hybrid Mode

s gishE Sk any
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HIR LY, X—VIRETBENRL. BHNSEAEENE. FAELTEK. DMK EEFEE, FAAERAXNERILSE
TA—HFE, ARS A, JETFEENAXNT N BBELER, Xt TXLERFEBAFT, MEZFFEER BAE
B,

EHSHR, BEHERTAXBUAANN, MRBHERASEANRELNT HXBEESER LA, BFAVASE
RAEER), BRAEMAXBFNFNEIZN., RENER. BRARETLEIAS ORIRABATE, AR AKHRAEXVEN
R, FIBBARFNMAIRARNRE, SEHTUBABEMNEN, EFNTREUMANNSELL, RUEFT YVRANXAEELR
B, REENE. IHENERTRSARKRNOTNERE, T PSIAEZNRATE. LS TAORERT OAITTES,
BVERR A A SIS, BE SRR, BHIH 2R mEATSAR.

Nature has served as a prime reference as long as man has tried to shelter himself in building. From the cosmology of the
primitive hut to the natural order of classical ornament, to be “natural” would practically mean to be true, or ideal. As human-
ity tried to emancipate itself from the inevitability of its “natural” habitat, nature still remained relevant even in the form of
_ something opposite to which the human intellect would make its claim. In the industrial era technology is defined the arti-
ficial in defiance of the natural. The quantification of processes and outcomes created a universe where man established his
presence with short-term gain — e.g. financial profit. Similarly the “pasteurization” of everyday life', namely humanity’s battles
against germs, saw nature as something potentially unhealthy. Artifice became the new norm, and nature was to be tamed
in the form of parks, zoos, collections, and other similar human achievements.
By the dawn of the twenty-first century things have resolutely changed. For one thing, issues like global warming through
carbon emissions, deforestation, the extinction of species, etc. are considered as critical as direct crimes against humanity,
their impact hardly being disputed and their appeal as topics of interest hardly being neglected by advanced societies.
In our day it seems as if technology is used not to empower man over nature but to re-establish the terms of their symbiosis.
While this involves strategies on a hugely larger level, architecture cannot help but position itself in the new norm. Without
forfeiting the pleasurable aspect of nature, buildings nowadays stand as powerful hybrid machines, utilizing nature and
its ways in fusion with man-made technology to create self-sustaining habitats, micro- and macro- climate regenerators,
and powerful containers of minimal energy footprint. Most importantly they stand as prototypes, one building serving as
a model for a wider adaptation, with the most apparent — as well as ambitious — scope of negotiating the terms of a new
urban ecology, transcending divisions and blurring the lines between urban and rural, man-made and natural. Ultimately this
becomes a problem of awareness, and the buildings in our survey are exemplar at exactly that aspect.
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Architect has always been fascinated with nature. Vitruvius has
written extensively in De Architectura? about the fundamental role
nature plays in architecture, mastery of winds, climate, soils and
water being the very condition for the act of building. In quite simi-
lar terms, nature has provided for archetypical references, being
itself “a builder” of sorts, in as much as the act of shelter becom-
ing a most fundamental part of architecture. Nevertheless man has
strived to elevate his base needs, covering a range from utility to
the very extreme of aesthetic appreciation. In this position man
can be thought of counteracting to the inevitability of nature; he
no longer thinks of it as a necessary condition but rather as a con-
text that can be formulated to suit his survival needs, then his en-
deavors, become ultimately his fantasies.

In these terms architecture has responded to nature in ways as nu-
merous as the meanings that were assigned to it in the history of
human discourse?. Sorlin® basically distinguishes nature in archi-
tecture for its role either as a formative element or a decorative
theme: from flowing spaces and curving surfaces, to animals and
satyrs, helixes and vines, to the very programmatic principle of ar-
chitecture, namely a function(e.g. a garden or a zoo) or an arche-

typical reference (e.g. the "natural” principles of classical geometry

348, 1820-1823, Francisco Goya
Fight with Cudgels, 1820~1823, Francisco Goya
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or the cosmological reflection in the round shape of a camp, hut,
or yurt). In this context one can also not escape the mirror claim
for a “purely conceptual space”, one that negates the necessity for
reference to nature, a sort of counter-juxtaposition to the found-
ing principle by means of human genius. Covering a range from
square form or axial arrangements to the empowerment of gen-
erative design principles based on programming, architecture thus
sought not to imitate nature but to analyze its rules and supersede
it, looking to create coherent universes that appeal to the ideal of
human achievement.

Still, these are aspects of the same coin; only, nature should be
thought of as the substance of this coin, while human activity is
merely engraving its sides. As the natural sciences know too well,
nature is largely indifferent to human activity. The former will re-
main consistent to sustain its elaborate equilibrium regardless of
the various narratives that man assumes trying to maintain his
position in the picture, In the opening chapter of his book “The
Natural Contract”® Michel Serres evokes a painting by Goya where
“[a] pair of enemies brandish sticks [are] fighting in the midst of a
patch of quicksand”. While the composition of the painting puts

the duel of the two men center stage, Goya “has plunged the du-
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ERERHESHEAR, TBHEX, EE
East Paris Scientific and Technical Pole in Marne-la-Vallée, France

FE&, A TROEEHRER, REFOAETAFZARREIMIIRE
BARM, MiEAZUBNRL). DESEEER,"°

SerresfE TRER KA TXBER —MRIM4RE . - PARIERTE?
SR R BFEEEAZSUENAC, RIBAEHABEEZEXIREE
EHLOR AN, EEENR, RINOEAEFENEE, BE, 2K
B TAs3, ARk ISR RREEBEMA AREE R, 19935
Wik EPiaE BRI E AR EIEISE. ARFFIEF,
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elists knee-deep in the mud. With every move they make, a slimy
hole swatlows them up, so that they are gradually burying them-
selves together. How quickly depends on how aggressive they are:
the more heated the struggle, the more violent their movements
become and faster they sink in. The belligerents don't notice the
abyss they're rushing into; from the outside, however, we see it
clearly."®

‘Further on the chapter Serres suggests that the “usual question” is
who will die, and who will win. Better ask yourselves, where are we
standing as we're reading this passage and —more importantly—
how. By the time subjects like global warming, industrial pollution,
and the melting of polar ice became central to public awareness,
and this argument of 1993 becomes a matter of pressing reality. In
the realm of architecture, a new way of looking at buildings, city
planning and land management in general have emerged. The
principal focus now is on what was termed “a sustainable course of
development", a concept that is founded on establishing equilib-
rium rather than on the ever-growing commodification of process-
es and artifacts our industrial society (unwillingly?) put first place.
Perhaps this marks a new point of departure for the twenty-first

century, establishing programmatic thinking before an outcome
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that is immediately capitalized. In spite of an architecture that still
stands “remarkably void of sustainable principles”®, new buildings
aim to act as an interface between human aspiration and “natural”
adaptation to a wider, more global understanding of their environ-
ment.

The cases we examine in our survey may be seen as “hybrids”. Ex-
tending beyond the utilization of “nature” as formal reference or
ornament, they aim to fuse it with man-made materials in order to
design atmospheres, landscapes, or machines that manipulate the
climate of a place. Furthermore they submit entities that bring im-
pact on a wider scale, taking part in an architectural trend of great-
er significance, its impact being perceivable in paradigm; namely
in terms of educating an unsuspecting audience on the benefits -
and also the responsibility — of thinking in a more global context.
This hybrid architecture transcends dichotomies between city and
country, landscape and building, major and minor — Serres’ duel-
ists. It produces micro-ecologies. Descriptions such as “places to
be proud of”, “places to dream”, “places that teach’, places act as
urban regenerators or repurpose the tensions of a failing environ-
ment.

The Primary School for Sciences and Biodiversity by Chartier Dalix
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Falcon Headquarters 2 in Mexico City, Mexico
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Architects is set in an urban enclave that “stands apart”, introduc-
ing a natural landscape into the city at the same time it is pro-
tecting it. Wrapped by a stone facade the building encompasses
a multi-layered environment in which greenery and concrete are
blended in shared terms. As a school, it aims to reconnect poetry
and education with nature; as a feat of architecture, it aims to rein-
troduce biodiversity to the heart of its urban context. As a whole,
people ultimately animate it. Local children will “go to fulfill their
potential” while local residents will use it as “a social hub”, as the
building’s very function and presence will ensure it. All in all it
looks to act as a fully blown ecosystem, planted in the heart of the
city, educative in purpose.

East Paris Scientific and Technical Pole by. Jean-Philippe Pargade
Architecte is another building that draws from the idea of shaping
artificial space into the form of a natural landscape. Using tech-
niques from the construction of bridges — a very French legacy®- it
maximizes space under its long-spanning green roof and dissolves
the built envelope into an artificially “natural” horizon. The proj-
ect is environmentally conscious, engaging passive energy saving
technologies and techniques to establish a minimum energy foot-

print. In a gesture of a very fundamental architectural language,

BQH?E{% ©Jaime Navarro
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Vertical Forest in Milan, Italy
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the green roof unifies the disperse structures on the site, offering
both a rich visual stimulus and a functional recreation area.

Falcon Headquarters 2 by Rojkind Arquitectos and Gabriela Et-
chegaray is a complement and at the same time a reverse mir-
ror to the company's first installment of office space on a green
courtyard in Mexico City. Both of the buildings fuse the natural into
a hybrid form of distinctive conceptual merit. In Falcén 1, nature
can be seen as a reflection on the yellow glass surfaces of its box-
shaped outer shell as well as a series of fragmented views from the
inside. In subtle contrast, the Falcon 2 was “conceptualized as an
extension of the garden itself’, defining its interior volume with a
transparent glass curtain wall that is distinctively marked by no less
than 510 modular planters in linear shape. These planters serve as
sunshades from the inside, yet they function prominently from the
outside as a visual extension of the dense flora that surrounds the
building. Both of the two buildings’ exercises integrate the natural
element as an intermediate interface, almost in intangible yet fun-
damental to the overall experience. Still, Falcon 2 does not fail to
also act as a living organism, growing and changing its face in the
passing of time, establishing presence by hiding rather than stand-

ing out as its yellow glass box counterpart does.

#8124 ©Daniele Zacchi
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25 Green in Torino, ltaly
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25 Green by Luciano Pia is undoubtedly a strange beast. Utiliz-
ing the*means of narrative more than mere form and geometry, it
evokes an experience that is fundamentally uncanny. The program-
matic principle is quite simple: Pia means to facilitate “a smooth
transition between the inside and the outside” by installing a filter
between the residential units and the street. By design, this filter
is a metabolist’s dream; a three-dimensional grid of steel beams,
trusses and columns, stands as the supporting frame for a number
of plug-in elements including curve-shaped balconies and — per-
haps most imposingly — plants. The artificial blends with the natu-
ral, not only in juxtaposition but also in form. The columns turn
into metal trusses, transforming the apartments into tree houses
and the balconies into forests, with the oversized planters used to
plant trees rather than typical decorative greenery. Entering the
complex structure is an act of entering into wonderland, evoking a
child-like response to an environment. At the same time, the build-
ing will work silently in controlling micro- and macroclimate, sav-
ing energy and establishing biodiversity in a former industrial part
of the city. In spite of the fact that the extravagance is not always
Pia's architectural language, 25 Verde stands absurdly distinctive

within its surroundings in order to infuse our lives with something
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of a dream.

Green Renovation residential project in Hanoi by Vo Trong Nghia
Architects stands out first and foremost as a strategic repurposing
of the very building's failing conditions; for example, security bars
were exchanged with a galvanized steel trellis where green climb-
ers would grow, or the ground floor was elevated to prevent ris-
ing damp and condensation. The facade, dubbed as a “greenfall’,
allows for a two-fold view: one from the inside of the residence,
where the owners enjoy a forest-like image (in the place of a typi-
cal urban settlement), and one from the outside where the leafy
wall acts as an attractor to an otherwise dull area. While this facade
acts as a shade against punishing west sunlight, the more filtered
natural light bathes the interior through a thoughtfully placed sky-
light at the redesigned staircase, also working as a natural ventila-
tion duct. Evidently the building is considered as a prototypical
design, its scheme being applicable to many typical houses in
tropical cities. In reintroducing the benefits of living with nature
in the heart of the city, the project is, at the same time, a modest
approach. As such, it is indicative of a stance that exemplifies the
simplicity of means needed for this kind of regeneration.

Point 92 by ZLG Design puts in operation an intricate idea of verti-
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. Cf. Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France, Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard Univ. Press, 1993.
Vitruvius Pollio, The Ten Books on Architecture, (15t century BC).

Sorlin (“Nature”, in Arne Hessenbruchled], Reader’s Guide to the History of Science, [Fitzroy Dearborn:
London; Chicago, 2000], pp. 122~127) recounts Lovejoy's(“Nature” as Aesthetic Norm, Modern Lan-
guage Notes, Vol. 42, no. 7, November 1927, pp. 444~450) claim that “nature” “had approximately sixty
established meanings [and that] this number has not diminished since’("Nature’, p. 123).

Sorlin, Nature, p. 124.

Michel Serres, The natural Contract, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995,

6. M. Serres, The Natural Contract, p.1.
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cal zoning, responding in a rather unexpected and creative man-
ner to the particularities of both the geography of the site and
the typology of a tower building. In this framework the architects
propose a building that develops in three parts: a green clad park-
ing space base that blends with the sloping site, a two story trans-
parent arrival hall in the middle, and a taller volume dedicated to
office space envisioned as a white concrete block. Looking beyond
the building’s various formal and technological statements, nature
is integrated in a similar three-fold manner: an almost camouflage-
like cladding in the base level, a civic plaza in the middle, and a
prominent exhibit area in the terraces-that are seemingly carved
out of the main volume on the upper level. As is the case with all
the other buildings in our survey, the building obviously functions
as a green machine. Yet, it seems that the principal merit of the
design is how a building of such magnitude can show concern for
co-existing with the natural tensions coming from the site and its
surroundings.

Finally, the Vertical Forest project by Boeri Studio seems to sum up
every single argument we made in this introduction. It consists of
two towers inserted into the historic Porta Nuova district of Milan,

containing no less than 400 condominium units, which are articu-

7. See World Commission on Environment and Development(ed.), Our common future, Oxford, New
York: Oxford University Press, 1987), p. 16; also known as The Brundtland Report.

8. Sorlin, Nature, p. 126.

9. [9]See: Ecole des Ponts ParisTech [Ecole Nationale des Ponts et Chaussées] established in 1747,a pres-
tigious "Grande Ecole” founded on the study of the building of bridges, canals and roads, and the
training of civil engineers. www.enpc.fr

10.Boeri Studio, Vertical Forest, http://www.stefanoboeriarchitetti.net/en/portfolios/bosco-verticale/
Accessed 28/5/2015.
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lated in a series of interlocking green terraces and apartrﬁents‘ By
the word of the architects™, the two towers also stand as proto-
types for a largely ambitious project of “urban reforestation”. Over
2000 plants are used for the terraces, varying from small shrubs to
large trees, the equivalent of a 7000m? area of forest. At this level,
the natural element not only contributes to the immediate envi-
ronment of the residences, but also practically stands as a terra-
forming machine for the larger part of the city. Using the available
technology to cope with the high structural loads and operational
needs, the towers themselves take the core idea of the high-rise
(minimum footprint and maximum density) to establish a new ur-
ban ecology using the same principles by which our cities became

almost devoid of any relationship to nature. Angelos Psilopoulos
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B &R Primary School For Sciences and Biodiversity
#h 25 Boulogne-Billancourt, France

E3A: Chartier Dalix Architectes

& 1EH. structure _EVP fluids_CFERM,
economist_F.Bougon, HEQ _F.Boutt, ecologist _AEU,
biodiversity _ Biodiversita
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©David Foessel (courtesy of the architect)-p.10, p.12,
p.18, p.20

©Cyrille Weiner (courtesy of the architect)-p.11, p.16~17,
p.21
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Primary School for Sciences and Biodiversity

The project presents a mixed program to build a school and a
gymnasium, but also incorporate a third element: encouraging
biodiversity. It has been designed as a particularly innovative
program, environmentally speaking. The concept of the building
relies on the development of a primary landscape which would
draw its textures and components from the landscape in which it
is set. This project may well signal the start of a new trend: striving
to return biodiversity to the heart of urban areas. More than any

other project, building a school is an opportunity to rethink the

fundamental conceptual connections between poetry, education

and nature, drawing inspiration from new aesthetic impulses. Thus,
the building takes up the challenge of recreating a fully functional
ecosystem as a place of learning, a space where local children will
go to fulfill their potential, but also a social hub for local residents.
The project involves two structures: a school with eighteen class-
rooms (seven preschool, eleven primary school) and a gymnasium
which will be open to local residents. It is located in the old Bou-
logne-Billancourt, now a densely built area. The two structures are
united in a single volume, bounded by a same skin: the mineral
wall.

There are two distinct parts to the building: a mineral section — the
facades —and a section made of plants, the roof. This envelope wraps
itself around the school, a general volume with smooth contours and
supple lines, revealing fluid interior spaces and elastic exterior ones,
avoiding ruptures between volumes. The highly compact building
opens onto the neighborhood, offering a multitude of perspectives.

The playgrounds are two outdoor spaces in conversation, in plain




