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The transformation of the Bois le Prétre tower is
causing a stir in the Parisian landscape. Its visual
impact has opened up a sensitive debate on the
economic and architectural issues involved in
revamping existing social housing stock.

The project shows the spectacular results that
can be achieved when performance and pleasure are
introduced to a building where these features have

never been known.

By Karine Dana

Photography by Torben Eskerod

THE BOIS LE PRETRE tower, situa-
ted in the north of the 17th district
close to the Paris ring road, is un-
sable. Its former air of sad-
nd dejection - an image that
still afflicts the nearby Borel tower
~hasbeenwell and trulyobliterated.
Its location = where the munici-
palities of Paris, Clichy and Saint-
Ouen come together - is highly
typical of an outlying urban area
that has slowly evolved over the
last 50years, Thisareaof Pariswas
shaped by the ambitious plans of
architect Raymond Lopez in the
19505, and has an elevated section
of the ring road running through
it, the Batignolles cemetery, utili-
ties sitesand socialhousing. These
days, byvirtueofthedifferent uses
to which it is put, it is a vulner-
able, fragile area, fairly densely
populated and informally focused
around pockets of 3 y. But
there's a feeling that it is about to
be knocked into shape - covering
some 15 hectares and with around
1000 residents, itispartof amajor
urban renewal project aimed at 11
Parisian areas considered a prior-
ity. There's a hoarding on site ex-
plaining what's going on. A screen
opposite the ring road shows im-
ages of offices and hotels. There's
going to be a new public square
and the utilities will be relocated.

Apartments are being built - new
ones on the rue Rebiére in par-
ticular, while the day nursery of
the Bois le Prétre tower is being
demolished and rebuilt, and the
Borel tower and the northern part
of the adjoining block are being
knocked down. The Bois le Prétre
tower, though, hasasomewhatam-
biguous positionasaninvoluntary

iconofapreserved pastandwillbe

spared. Itistheveryfirstundertak-
inginthismajorurbanproject, and
looks out of place in a district that
has undergone such fundamental
remodelling over the years that it
is has lost its identity. The tower
embodiesafeelingofeertainty that
it's still possible to plan a city and
the hope that there will be lasting
cohesion, luidity and tranguillity.
But it's hard not to retain a touch
of scepticism - it would be naive
not to. Does the day nursery at
the bottom of the Bois le Prétre
tower really have to go? Couldn't
anything have been done with the
Borel tower and block? Was there
no way of preventing the rue Re-
biére, withitsabsenceofshopsand
cafes, from looking like a dormito-
ry town? There's afeeling that the
town plannerscould havecomeup
withsomethingabitdifferent and
applied theattitude and vision that
they adopted towards the Bois le

Prétre tower - enhancing and car-
ing for the existing - to the whole
area. The heavy urban machine,
which invariably creates manu-
factured environments,could then
have been stopped in its tracks.
For the project to transform the
Boisle Pritre towerhasbeenalong
timeinthemaking. Itisthestoryal
resistance, and the culmination of
a thought process kicked off eight
long vears ago by the Ministry of
Culture, which challenged archi-
tects to come up with an alterna-
tive to the very expensive policy
of demolition and reconstruction
that Jean-Louis Borloo, Minister
of Urban Planning at the time, had
introduced as part of the Law on
Solidarity and Urban Renewal.
The architects submitted an
analysis in favour of transforming
high-density housing estates and
opposing their demolition, which
they viewed as a cultural and eco-
nomic travesty given that these
assets were effective and often
imbued with great qualities. They
wanted toshow theycould achieve
a better and more pleasing result
by spending less - it costs 100,000
euro to transform an apartment,
compared with 170,000 euro to
demolish and rebuild it - than by
building new housing.

THE MAGIC OF WINTER GARDENS
Itwasatrulybold move. Theold fa-
cades of curtain walling - double-
skin asbestos-fibre parapets and
inward-opening panels - have
been replaced by layer upon layer
of cheery-looking see-through ex-
tensions, The existing structure -
comprising concrete floors and
cross walls on a 7.5 metre frame-
work that was separate from the
original facade - provided an ex-
cellent base from which to make
the stunning transform: Thae
objectivewas toachieve acomfort-
able temperature and improve on
thesmallness of the housingunits
and the lack of natural light in the
communal foyers and other areas,

A further problem was that the
F0-metre tower, comprising 17
floors and 96 apartments (32 with
6 rooms, 28 with 3 rooms and 36
with 2 rooms), lacked any large
apartments classified as T4 or 15.
During the transformation, four
units were added and the surface
area of all existing apartments
was increased by 40% through
the addition of winter gardens -
unheated buffer zones capable of
creating different ambiances - on
the east and west facades, and a
number of heated extensions ere-
ated by extending the floors along
the north and south sidewalls, All
theapartments have been rewired
and replumbed and had newventi-
lation units installed.

When viewed from below, the
sparkling facade of the apart-
ments in strong sunlight causes
the viewer to raise an evebrow. It
soon becomes clear that thisis not
acheap trick but hints at the cun-
ningdesigninside. Theapartments
have been fitted with blinds more
commonly seen in greenhouses.
And because some of the blinds
areopenand some areclosed, they
create an unexpectedly lively air
arpund thewintergardens -which
measure 7.5 m by 3 m and come
with a prefabricated metal frame
and concrete floor - and make
them look deeper than they really
are, Glimpses o

Ittakesabitof nerve toenvisage
a building zo clearly when there's
already one in existence...
Passers-hy enjoy imagining what
it'slike toliveinoneofthese glazed
cabins. Theylook softand unobtru-
sive, and not all of them are fully fit-
tedout. Thelocal residents haven't
had much time to get used to them.
One striking feature is that you
can make out people sitting in
them, coming and going, watering
the plants, going about their busi-
ness, They enter and leave as they
would asmall house. The facade is
definitely unique. In fact,it's nota
facade at all, but an urban feature.
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"By allowing the residents to

define the usage and climate of

their new surroundings, this

project allows them to change
their living space like a stage set -
something rarely encountered
because of a lack of alternatives

and interior space.”

Karine Dana

Lifts have been attached to the
facade to provide street-level ac-
cesstotheapartments, Communal
lobbies and other areas have been
re-modelled. The old uniform
sterility on all sides is gone. The
safetydoorsaretransparent, asare
the crosswalls, Eachlanding gives
the feeling of a protected external
area, a ground floor in mid-air. It
would be good to see them put to
newuse, now that they are so nice
andbright. Theyarenolongercells,
but distinct spaces.

This is an ambitious project,
designed around sympatheticand
enjoyablerelationships withspace.
Relationships such as these are
very rarely considered in the pro-
duction ofsocial housing, whichis
driven so much by saving energy
that the key principle of sustain-
ability - people’s attachment to
where they live - is relegated to
the bottom of the pecking order.

SUDDENLY, THE INTERIOR
SWITCHES
Weenterasingle-aspect two-room
apaﬂment.ltoﬁginallymensured
45 m?, but the floor of the living
room and the bedroom has been
extended to make an 18 m* win-
ter garden and a 1 m wide balcony.
It's fitted with triple glazing and
locks really inviting. The existing
curtain walling has been replaced
by afull-length glazed facade com-
prising aluminium sliding doors
with a flush sill. It opens on to an
intermediate space with fixed and
mobile panels glazed in polycar-
bonate, A baleony with transpar-
ent screens runs along the length
ofthenewfacadeand - likeanopen
border - provides the winter gar-
den with the backdrop it needs
to be an inside space. In addition
to increasing the living area and
light, this project allows residents
to change the habitable space ac-
cordingtotheseason, Theexisting
floorplan for thisarearemains the
same, with the kitchen located in

60

the living room and receiving in-
direct daylight. Because it opens
onto the outside and is brighter,
the space becomes a retreat, like
aviewing platform. The bedroom,
which previously had only one
entrance, is connected to the liv-
ing room via the winter garden. It
isnolonger adead end, but a start-
ing point, whichimprovesthesize
and proportions of theliving room
enormously. The winter gardenis
asensitive space, like a skin. It be-
comes the main room during mild
weather, freeingupthe kitchen. In
cold weather, the residents will
maost likely move back into the ex-
isting living room to sit, while the
wintergardenbecomesasafe place
forchildren to playand for garden-
ing. Byallowing the residents tode-
fine the usage and climate of their
new surroundings, this project
allows them to change their living
space like a stage set - something
rarely encountered because of a
lack of alternatives and interior
space. Residents can create an
ambiance to suit their mood, de-
pendingon the position of the sun
(using curtaing), the amountofair
that comes in (there are several
points of ingress), and the level of
intimacycreatedinthesittingarea.
They can sit in different areas and
tryoutdifferentcombinationsand
positionsaccording totheweather.
The residents were in situ when
the works took place, so theywere
very much involved in taking the
project forward and adapting it.
This was a very challenging proc-
ess, but one that started a rela-
tionship and helped the residents
gradually come tounderstand the
architects’ intentions. They were
able to see that relationships with
new things are all the stronger if
they develop alongside existing
situations. This is a much more
powerful experience than simply
entering a new environment be-
cause it creates a new vision from
two states of existence. Although

the apartments did not undergo a
massive restructuring, they have
all profoundly changed. Such a
switch can be highly confusing:
life contains the same things, but
isdrivenbysomethingeompletely
different.

A winter garden cuts heating
costs in half, and at the moment
costs are not charged according
to the increase in habitable area.
In France, heating is often ap-
proached from the angle of mate-
rials and barriers, but when you
go into an apartment in the Bois
le Prétre tower, you understand
how beneficial it is to view this is-
sue in terms of openings, light and
flows,

It goes without saying that we
need to return to the tower in sev-
eral months’ time to find out how
its ocoupants are transforming it.
Butinanyevent, thisoperationhas
now set a benchmark for creating
social housing in France. It must
not become an exception. It must
inspire, be reproduced and set in
motionas manywaysofincreasing
existingcapaeity astherearesitua-
tions. [t representsanewapproach
tocityeconomy,andastep further
than anyone has ever gone before.
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Karine Dana, a gualified architect,
was section editor at the French ar-
chitecture review ame for 12 years
and now works as an independent
author and journalist. She regularly
works with Lacaton & Vassal and has
contributed to their new monograph,
which is due to be published by GG.
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Interview with
Ms Jean-Charles

Ms Jean-Charles, 44, has lived

on the 16th floor of the Bois le
Prétre tower since 2000. She
was really pleased with the trans-
formation to her apartment and
told us how herway of Iis

had been radically chang

ow was this on-site tran
platned to
Therewerelotsof meetings, which
createdamuchcloserrelationship
with the locals. At first Y
was gceptical. The older people
were anxious acking away
their memori 5 and hav-
ingtogetrid cdth]m;- But Iwasup
forit, Thisprojectembodied anew
start. At the beginning, no one be-
it would work. We thought
ble to do this sort of
rchitects converted
an 1!J.Ll‘tt‘.|'|1‘:l1t into a show apart-
ment so that the residents could
get abetter idea of what was going
to happen. From that moment on,
we were really able to imagine it
and get on board.

What was it like living in fhe tower

d a half months in tempo-
y nmodation. It was d':f
ficult living there
werevery nicely
after. What kept us going was LhL
project itself. Once the ws
been taken down and the e i.l'.ting‘

facade removed, [ could see it was
going to be magnificent!
Duringthe works, the firm and
the architects came to see me fre-
quently to ask me to choose the
wallpaper, thecoloursand the tiles,
I think it's really important to in-
volve people and give us the right
to change our lives, The advice

the architects gave me on fitting
out the rest of my apartment was
veryuseful too. I reallyappreciated
these meetings.

What wasvourinitial feeling about
the transformation?
My apartment was one of the
smallest in the tower, about 50 m?,
and now it's about 80 m?, and my
rent hasn't changed! The trans-
formation has really changed
our life style and the way we live,
even though very little was done
to our existing apartment. It was
repainted, and the bathroom was
renovated; it's better equippe
he only real change is the
extra space, this extra room. We
nuwh.n'u npm which is thc m—'m'l

so 1 r'l.‘.'ﬂl}" 1ppm

freedom. But I don't

this room is going to be lik
winter as it's not heated,

What do you do in the winter gar-

and inspired when I'm in it.

never goinmyold living room now!
Evenwhenguestscome round, we
automaticallyeatinthewinter gar-
den. And I get z=ome great sunsets
in the evening.

"Once the walls had been taken down,
| could see it was going to be magnificent!

How do you manage this space in
termsafelimateand mainte
When it's hot outside, it feels like
there's of natural climate
control. T wnings are effective
soit'salways cool. Beforethe trans-
formation, when itwashotoutside,
the living room would be like an
oven - it was unbearable. [ had to
shut all the windows and d

As for maintaining the space,
I'veboughtasteam cleaner forthe
windows. So they're pretty easy to
clean now.

Has thi
relatior
J"Lhmlute]

w space changed your

something going on. I ft.‘.l:!l like
I'm more involved. Before, when 1
opened the windows, [ used to get
areal feeling of vertigo,

I think that if t] arried on
with this project, it could change
people’s mindsets.

Changing things inside a per-
son‘shomecanbeallthat'sneeded
to change how they view things.




"The transformation has really changed
our life style and the way we live, even
though very little was done to our exist-
ing apartment. It was repainted, and the
bathroom was renovated; it's better
equipped now. The only real change is the
extra space, this extra room.”

Ms Jean-Charles
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Interview with
Ms Darsemaine

"You get a totally different
feeling of depth.”

Mrs Dorsemaine, 90, has lived
on the 6th floor of the tower for
maore than 30 years. Although
she was upset by the works to
start with, she has just started
to enjoy some major benefits
from the transformation,

Didyou feel involved in the way this
project waos carried ot ?

Yes, [ was very active in the many
meetings that took placeabout the
project. I got involved to defend
the residents and I think people
still respect me for that today, My
husband and 1 found it difficult to
visualise the project. We didn't
think it would possible to extend
theapartmentsoutintospace. But
wiewere reassured by the fact that
therewere balconies. My hushand
has since died; he didn't see the fi-
nal result...

I think I might be the only resi-
dentwhostayedin theirapartment
throughout theworks. Iwasscared
they would break my things. The
works were very disjointed and
caused me alot of inconvenience -
there was dust everywhere all the
time, I'veonlyjust started toenjoy
myapartment andsee the positive
aspects,

Andwhat are they?

The living room hasn‘t changed
but as it adjoins the winter garden,
yougetatotallydifferent feelingof
depth. It gives the impression that
this room is larger, and most of all
that you're no longer confined by
the walls, That's very important,
even though there are lots of glass
surfaces to clean now.

And I've put a desk where my bed-
room used to be and moved my
bedroom next tothewintergarden,
It's much more pleasant like that
becauseitleads out tosomewhere
and there are two ways of getting
to it now.

Iz your apartment more corfor-
table now, in particular in terms of
warmith and air guality?
Tlovethewarmth, itdoesn‘tbother
me. | have no problems managing
it. I move around tofind whereit's
hot, not to avoid it. The small ex-
ternal awningis more thanenough
to manage it. The thermal curtain
seems useless to me. [ told the
architects at the very beginning
that I didn‘t want it because it
wasn't to my taste. [ already have
double-lined curtains which are
just the job, Ive always felt good
in myaparment. [t'sdifferent now.
There's more air and 1 can sit in
several places, T can walk around.
But I'vealwaysfelt good here, even
before the works, This room gives
memorespace, which lappreciate,
I can putsmall things here without
cluttering up my living room. I sit
on the sofa or in the armchair; [
plant herbs - parsley and chives.
I like tending this bit of outdoors.
I have more options for moving
around.
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Also, 1 often go on to the balcony
and putother small things there. [
really like having air. | see the sur-
roundings differently now. Last
night I watched the sunset, and I
couldsee Mont Valérien reallyeas-
ily, over there, directly opposite. I
really should go up there one day.
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"Also, | often go on to the balcony
and put other small things there.
I really like having air. | see the
surroundings differently now.
Last night | watched the sunset,
and | could see Mont Valérien really
easily, over there, directly opposite.
| really should go up there one day.”

Mrs Dorsemaine
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