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6 | Introduction

Jean Nouvel is known for his capacity to

dematerialize architecture. His works,
regardless of their large size, appear to us as
light and ethereal. But Nouvel has also shown
himself capable of introducing the image-
whether on screens or printed on panels-as
a constitutive element of architecture. Finally,
he knows how to build structures by basing
himsglf on abstract ideas-such as virtuality.
These elements, along with the architect's
great capacity for innovation in terms of
techniques and materials, are for many people

what marks his personal style.
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But in fact these elements are at the service
of each concrete piece of architecture. High
technology or intellectualism are tools that
Nouvel uses to build a reality; they do not
constitute aims per se. The Cartier Foundation
answers given needs, shared by Nouvel's
doubts, which create a reality that differs from
a "simple" office or a "simple" exhibition room.
The large arch of the Lyons Opera House has
a specific functionality, both in terms of use
and in terms of the visual: it is to make livable
a space, an artistic moment, a social gathering,
a city. It is to make passable a density-both
physical and mental. Nouvel's architecture is

human action empowered, condensed life.
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Location: Rue des Fossés Saint Bernard
s/n, Paris, France

Date of construction: 1981~ 1987

Floor space: 181 850 sq. ft.

Jean Nouvel won the 1981 competition with
a project that proposed risk-taking solutions
which over the course of the years have
proved correct. The building acts as a buffer
zone between the University of Jussieu, in
large rationalist blocks, and the River Seine.
The river facade follows the curve of the
waterway. With this rounded flow, the building
loses the hardness of a rectangular block and
is adapted to the visual trajectory obtainable
from the Sully Bridge. At the same time, it
also appears to fold itself back in the direction
of the Saint-Germain district. The opposite
facade, on the other hand, is rectangular
without apologies. Facing it is a large square,
a visual space that opens out toward the ile-
de-France and Notre Dame. Above this glass-
clad front a metallic structure unfolds with
moving geometric motifs that act as a “brise-
soleil”. They are mounted like diaphragms and
can be graduated to let light enter according
to the weather conditions and the season of
the year. This generates interiors with filtered
light, very natural to Arabic architecture and
its climate-oriented strategies. This building
catapulted Nouvel to fame and is one of the

cultural reference points of Paris.
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Perspective
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Location: Avenue General Leclerc.
Nimes, France

Date of construction: 1985~1987

Floor space: 110 752 sq. ft.

The construction of these officially protected
houses is the critical response to the idea
of the “Existenzminimum” of the 1920s and
1930s. This was the dictum according to which
houses destined to use by workers should
be raised by investing a minimum amount of
money, achieved by reducing the built space
to a minimum as well. Nouvel's version of
this type of housing consists in breaking with
the pre-established forms and expanding the
space in the houses. The project is developed
on two rows of buildings, with 17 different
models of one, two, or three stories. They
include semi-subterranean garages and have
their main entrances on the northern face. The
apartments themselves have natural lighting in
all of the rooms with large garage-style doors
that open the dwellings to the exterior. The
construction has thin concrete walls finished in
aluminum that are extremely cost-effective. It
also uses industrial elements, as in the stairs
and the balcony railings. The houses that
come out of this project are a hybrid between
a loft and a Mediterranean house. They use
elements of industrial architecture in the most

shameless way.
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