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The Physical Thought of Architecture

X FEHANEDE

Laurent Beaudouin

BE R

Architecture is a concrete abstraction. It is produced by thought and crystallizes in a real object. It
is a will or a desire for reality, an experience in which the end term is the relationship between
thought and body. It is not an image. It only exists in a relationship with the human body, whose
capacity is to perceive and to feel reality in its physical dimension.

The physical experience of space cannot be replaced by any virtual reality. The more science
brings us the capacity to use devices to create or communicate, the more we should settle our
body in the real world. We should not mix up technological progress with human progress.
Balance with the natural world is what keeps us alive.

The encouraging of solitary pleasure is one of the mainsprings of the industrial world. Industry
produces essentially celibate machines. The more the industrial object is celibate, the more
industry and commerce are satisfied.

Behind this semblance of democracy hides a will to alienate, to create a state of addiction. This
is how cities become useless and architecture negligible, since it no longer has to represent or
unite the collective body.

This logic of 'to each his own’, of generalized solitude in which the capacity to ‘communicate’
becomes an ersatz that replaces social and family relationships, leads imperceptibly towards the

dangerous ideology of ‘every man for himself'. It is a logic of separating people, of cutting them
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off from relationships with nature and with other human beings. Direct exchange between peo-
ple among themselves in physical closeness is replaced by contact at distance, in which the
machine appears as the vital interface. But the same technology that enables us to draw near to
what is far away will soon cut us off from what is near to us. Architecture is the exact opposite
of this - it is what brings people together in a single space.

This is where the 20th century has changed direction. The modernity inherited from the
Industrial Revolution was founded on the myth of technological progress and on the exploitation
of its image. This myth lives on in the 'technological’ architecture of the late 20th century. An
architecture in which the image of technology is projected as the sole positive value, the
absolute guarantee of modernity. This imagery is as naive as the myth of wild and primitive
nature in the paintings of Douanier Rousseau - but it is nowhere near as poetic.

For it is precisely in primitive nature, in the shreds of paradise that remain on earth, that we are
going to have to seek our survival. Gone is the distant past when nature dominated us entirely.
We now live in an age where humankind destroys nature, and is thus destroying itself.

Yet the elements of primitive nature - water, light, time - are once again the materials of architec-
ture. They are the fragile arms of resistance in a struggle where architecture is always on the

side of the weak.
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The Besancon university library stands on the city heights, on the edge of the

Uniuersity Library. Besancon
KZEHE, R

parc de |'Observatoire. The building sits on a slightly raised base of greenery
that follows the natural slope so as to ensure transparency between the reading
rooms and the garden. A landscaped open court enhances the entrance, creat-
ing a transversal opening towards the park.

The library is placed horizontally. Its plan geometry consists of two squares that
follow one after the other. They are fronted by an entrance sequence with
awning and sunbreakers clearly detached from the facade, superposed at right
angles.

The library’s volume seems to be suspended over a glazed, transparent space
that runs all around the sides, establishing visual continuity with the park. Its
entrance lies in the axis of the place. Near the entrance, under the horizontal
awning, is the general culture room and the exhibition space, which opens at
the corners.

The form of the hall is scanned by three large cylindrical light wells, which bring
to mind architectural themes derived from the nearby Observatory. They are
designed as huge telescopes, which catch the light of the sky and diffuse it in
internal space. Inside the building they create a volumetry that opens above to
the reception, research and administration areas. The light they bring in, thanks
to its slant, lights all these three levels.

The three light wells are concrete cylinders four metres in diameter. They open
onto a 45" slope which enables the grouping in volumetric continuity of the
upper administration level. The posts that support this slanting plane are spaced
at 18 metres. The colour chosen for them accentuates the light-weight effect
and the blue tinge of northern light.

Independent volumetric elements are suspended inside the hall : a sloping yel
low plane, lit by direct southern light; a white cylinder, a curved volume burnt
umber in colour. They contrast with the overall symmetry and create a more
dynamic complementary dimension. A ramp links the reception area to the

research plateau opening on the mezzanine, the hall, and above the terrace, to

) o /
P ~d the landscape.
o N . .
The volume of the large reading room follows on from this arrangement. Once

again it is a square plane, more static and calm, open at ground floor level to the

landscape and toplit by three openings integrated to the structures.
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