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Extended Abstract

The grands-ensembles in the work of Lacaton & Vassal:
An analogical essay with the palladian villa

1. IntroductionThe present investigation arises from an ongoing concern over the future of 

the collective housing heritage, constructed in the outskirts of large European 

urban centres.1 Having in mind the sad reality of its increasing degradation, 

devaluation and inadequacy – contributing for the definition of a kind of “no 

man’s land”, anonymous and slowly drained of its communitarian pride – 

this study intends to shed some light over effective methodologies that can 

invert this ruinous path, in a sustainable way, without having to consider the 

heritage’s destruction.

For the sustenance of this motivation, we took as our thematic of investigation 

the acclaimed interventions of requalification applied in a particular strand 

of this heritage (the so-called grands-ensembles),2 by the French architects 

Anne Lacaton (1955) and Jean Philippe Vassal (1954), so forth address as 

L&V.3 Beforehand, it is important to brief the reader that these requalifications 

– named by the architects as “transformations” – depart from an announced 

desire to establish the architectonic Luxury in each one of its pre-existent 

apartments, by transposing into them, the characteristics of a villa. To study 

this apparently odd methodology – in which, in a first analysis, was found an 

uncommon bound with the villas drawn by Andrea Palladio – we’ve settled 

two main goals: First, the analysis of the methodology used by L&V in the 

grands-ensembles transformation, seeking to understand in which way it 

established their qualification. Secondly, the trial of an analogical relation 

1 For a broader understanding of the thematic see: Ana Tostões, “Modern Built Heritage Conservation 
Policies: How to Keep Authenticity and Emotion in the Age of Digital Culture”, Built Heritage, vol. 2, no 2, 
2018; Ana Tostões and Liu Kecheng (eds.), Docomomo International 1988-2012: Key Papers in Modern 
Architectural Heritage Conservation, Beijing, China Architecture & Building Press, 2012.  

2 Large residential complexes normally located in the suburbs – banlieue – of sizable urban centres. In 
France, most of this architecture was constructed and managed by a group of public institutions, each 
one responsible for a city, in the aftermath of WWII named as Offices publics d’habitation à loyer modéré 
(OPHLM).

3 Some of these interventions were also designed with the architect Frédéric Druot (1958). Complementing 
the present study – only focused in the work of L&V – it would be also necessary an additional study that 
could shed some light in this architect’s practice and its consecutive influence in the development of the 
grands-ensembles interventions here analyzed. 
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between the product of this methodology and the model of the Palladian 

villa, in order to identify, and study, the influence of the villa’s architectonic 

characteristics. 

For the development of these two goals, we will take as prime case studies the 

transformation of the Bois-le-Prêtre tower (2005-2011; Frédéric Druot, L&V), 

in which is included the study of its original project (1959-1961; Raymond 

Lopez), and the villa Foscari (c.1555, Andrea Palladio). Since it was later 

found that this methodology was defined by a clear and precise structure, 

that was also transversal to other programs and contexts undertaken by 

L&V, the present study will take place in the matter of a methodological 

decantation, instead of a chronological one, assisted by brief examples 

taken from other distinct projects. This decantation will start with a general 

explanation of this methodology, followed by the analysis of its employment 

in the particular case of the grands-ensembles.

In order to reach a comprehensive understanding of the transformations 

foretaken by L&V in the grands-ensembles, one thus first need to take 

conscience of the general methodology that drives their projects: namely, its 

intended final architectonic product – its resulting object – and its respective 

conceptual foundation – its main goal. 

Having this path in mind, we must start by highlighting that since their very 

first projects L&V’s intended methodological product as always been what 

they named as a Capacity System.4 What does it then mean to define a 

house as a Capacity System?

First, one must understand the role of the second term: System. For L&V, a 

project must always be defined as a System, just like a precise electronic 

hardware. It must be necessarily constituted by a set of connected 

architectonic elements, backed by an equally interwinding set of principles 

and ideas (laid out by the methodology), that operate together to achieve 

a common purpose: a high architectonic Capacity.5 This means, and now 

moving to the role of the first term, an architectonic object that can offer 

as much Capacity as possible. When one understands that the meaning 

of Capacity is “to contain something”, one immediately realizes that L&V 

intend to define a highly versatile System, that can be able “to contain” 

life itself, as better as possible. Either in quantity, by achieving a surplus of 

space, in relation to the standard area required by the program. Either in 

quality, by achieving a surplus of space richness as well as multiply distinct 

4 Definition used by Anne Lacaton, during the interview that we undertook for the development of the 
present investigation - “Interview with Anne Lacaton”, Paris, 2018, p. 1.

5 Ibidem, op. cit., p. 1 – 4.

2. Beyond substance: Luxury 

as pleasure

1 Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe Vassal, 
School of Architecture (2003-2008), Nantes 
- Plan at the level +19,45m and longitudinal 
section. © Lacaton & Vassal
At Nante’s School of Architecture, the 
architects sought the definition of a System 
that could establish a bigger architectonic 
Capacity, not only in quantity – through the 
surplus area resulting from the multiplied 
stratification of all the available compact 
implantation – but also in quality – through 
the surplus of different spatial realities 
allowed by its higly flexible structure, 
borrowed from the parking lots buildings.  
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realities, also not contemplated in the program. With this Capacity they’re 

able to define an architectonic object that is autonomous in relation to its 

function. Defining a System that not only, in a short run, can accommodate 

a multitude of uses that are not contemplated in the program, but also, 

in a long run, allows the inevitable programmatic modifications, or even 

replacements, without the need of major interventions.6

We’re now able to address the goal that drives this quest for Capacity: 

“Luxury”,7 as they commonly refer to it. Translated from the Latin “luxuria”, 

derived from luxus, the term Luxury has in the later its etymological root, 

meaning, “excess”.8 Luxury has thus its primordial base in the idea of a 

surplus, an excess, that goes beyond the strictly necessary to man’s survival 

on earth. In the contemporary society, however, this surplus has been taken, 

in its more prosaic understanding, as a means for one’s affirmation of power. 

As all the paraphernalia that surrounds the “Generation Wealth”,9 so acutely 

captured by Lauren Greenfield’s lenses, seems to demonstrate, an idea of 

Luxury that is associated to the accumulation of surplus substance – matter 

– of high symbolic value, almost solely for the purpose of an affirmation of 

one’s power over his peers. How can this paradoxical idea of Luxury give 

birth to a Capacity System?

The answer is on a different understanding of this concept, this is, on an 

idea of Luxury where this surplus is pursued, not for power, but for the 

psychological concept of pleasure. With this assumption, we’re then face to 

face with an idea that is not present in the symbolic value of the substance, 

but yes in the Capacity that its systematic organization allows.10 For L&V, 

Luxury is thus directly associated to the pleasure that flourishes from the 

free use of these highly capable spaces. As they later stressed, a “pleasure 

of inhabiting”11 that arises from the use of generous spaces, with nice views, 

transparencies and luminosity, climate and ambience.

The materialisation of this “utopia” of “generosity”, that wants to give 

“more”, with the same budget as a conventional architectural project, needs, 

however, of an operative approach different from the common. Luckily, L&V 

6 Cristina Díaz Moreno and Efrén García Grinda, “A Conversation with Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe 
Vassal”, El Croquis, nº 177/178, 2015, p. 25.

7 Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Plus, Barcelona, Gustavo Gili, 2007, p. 41.

8 Ryu Susato, “Hume’s Nuanced Defense of Luxury”, Hume Studies, Volume 32, nº 1, 2006, p. 171. 
Excess, if one’s compare it with the Modern Movement concept of Existenzminimum launched by the 
German group during the CIAM II (Frankfurt, 1929) and CIAM III (Brussels,1930).

9 Expression used by the photographer Lauren Greenfield (1966), in her movie (2018) and book (2017) of 
the same name, in order to designate the contemporary materialistic culture.

10 Cristina Díaz Moreno and Efrén García Grinda, “A Conversation with Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe 
Vassal”, op. cit., p. 17.

11 Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Plus, op. cit., p. 29.

2 Lauren Greenfield, “Ilona at home with 
her daughter, Michelle, 4”, 2012. © Lauren 
Greenfiel

3 Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe Vassal, 
house in Cap Ferret (1996-1998), Gironde.  
© Philippe Ruault
As visible at the house in Cap Ferret, it was 
the ingenious coordination of elements at 
first sight dispensable to the basic needs of 
an house – its great openness towards the 
sea, its generous living room in open space 
or even its following large balcony – that 
allowed an architecture that goes beyond the 
simple “inhabiting machine”: an architecture 
of pleasure, a Luxury beyond substance.  
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have long tackled this issue in a very intelligent and efficient way. They’ve 

obtained the necessary funds for adding this surplus – the real responsible 

for the establishment of Luxury – by constantly resorting to a very precise 

group of operational principles: performance, optimization, sustainability, 

precision and, above all, economy. Only they allow the crossing from the 

oneiric utopia to the luxurious reality.

The development of these operational principles has lead L&V to an original 

and unprejudiced approach towards the context: to them, the resources 

already present in the context are priceless projetual raw materials.12 

Whether they be constructed, or non-constructed, natural and social. 

This is why they first start all their projects with a thorough analysis of the 

reality were they’ve to intervene. This analysis has as a purpose, not only 

the identification of its latent potentialities – the elements that should be 

maintained or protruded in order to achieve the desired architectonic Luxury 

– but also the problematics that condition them.13

It is due to the adaptation of this original methodology to the specific 

context of the grands-ensembles, that the interventions in them operated 

by L&V, many of them with the architect Frédéric Druot, owe their success. 

This particular attitude towards this heritage has first appeared in a study 

written by these three same architects in 2004 – the later well-known Plus 

study14 – in order to elucidate the political classes of the absurdity of the 

demolition-reconstruction policy, that the French government had one year 

earlier started to implement on a great number of grands-ensembles.15 

It is important to contextualise, that by the 90’s, and early 2000’s, just as 

Mathieu Kassovitz had ingeniously evidenced in his 1995 movie “La Haine” 

(“Hate”), the grands-ensembles had become a symbol of social segregation, 

criminality and unemployment.16 For the political classes, blind of the 

inefficiency of their social integration policies, the problems in the origin of 

this prejudiced symbolism were of the architecture’s sheer responsibility, a 

complication that could only be sorted out through its total replacement.

With the Plus study, the architects presented a different understanding of 

12 Ibidem, p. 73.

13 Ilka Ruby, Lacaton & Vassal, Barcelona, Gustavo Gili, 2006, p. 8.

14 This study would come to have a tremendous importance in the shifting of opinion over the future of this 
heritage, resulting in several built repercussions throughout Europe, from which the rehabilitation process 
of the Lignon complex (originally built between 1963 and 1971), in Geneva, is a fine example. For a further 
understanding of this singular case see: Franz Graf and Giulia Marino, “Modern and Green: Heritage, 
Energy, Economy”, Docomomo Journal, nº 44, 2011, pp. 24 – 31.

15 Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, “Transformation of Bois-le-Prêtre Tower, Paris”, El Croquis, nº 
177/178, 2015, p. 222.

16 Ilka Ruby and Andreas Ruby, “Récupérer le modernisme”, in Plus, op. cit., p. 15.

3. Raw materials

5 Paul Klee, “Super-Chess”, 1937.              
© Kunthaus Zürich

4 Raymond Lopez, Bois-le-Prêtre  tower 
(1959-1961), Paris - Plan of the even floors.
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the situation. Yet, they did not restrict themselves to demonstrate that the 

architecture was not the prime responsible for this social plight. They also 

presented a group of articulated solutions of qualification, mostly derived 

from the already explained methodology, that could, unlike the ineffective 

state policies, invert this process of social decay, with an operation that 

would be less expensive, faster, and of better quality than the official tabula 

rasa.17

The transformation of the Bois-le-Prêtre tower was their first opportunity to 

put into practice the solutions presented in this study. Built between 1959 

and 1961, this 96 apartments tower was originally designed by the French 

architect Raymond Lopez, integrating a larger residential complex – the 

Porte Pouchet grand-ensemble – located within the city centre of Paris, 

nearby its northern limit, next to the Boulevard Périphérique18.19 This tower’s 

design was borrowed form a sophisticated “immeuble-tour” model, first 

developed by Raymond Lopez and Eugéne Beauduoin for the 1957 Interbau 

exhibition, in Berlin. A model that exemplarily expressed the paradigm that, 

at that time, ruled the construction of French collective social housing: the 

association between an unprecedent industrialisation of the construction 

with the trigger off the Modern Movement’s architectural culture.20 Both 

adopted in order to try to reduce the huge habitational crisis then felt. In 

this exemplary building, it was not only applied the rationalisation and 

standardisation measures affiliated to the existenzminimum – in order to 

achieve the maximum commodity with the minimum use of space21 – but 

also the development of new constructive solutions in association with 

the improvement of pre-fabrication and standardization methodologies – 

verified not only in its tunnel structure in armed concrete, but also in its 

system of light pre-fabricated and standardized façade modules, aleatorily 

intercalated by small balconies, in order to achieve a similarly appealing 

rhythm to Paul Klee’s “Super-Chess” (1937).22 Unfortunately, due to the 

degradation caused by time, this rich modern base would later be completely 

transfigured by a requalification applied in 1990. Their blind quest for an 

optimal sound-proof and thermal efficiency, would result in the revetment 

of this careful façade system with amorphous, bright coloured, insolation 

17 Cf. Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Plus, op. cit.

18 Large ring road that confines the city centre of Paris.

19 Max Blumenthal (ed.), “Porte Pouchet”, Techniques & Architecture, 22nd series, special number, 1962, 
p. 66.

20 Cf. Joseph Abram, L’architecture moderne en France: Du chaos à la croissance: 1940-1966, Paris, 
Picard, 1999.

21 Ana Tostões, A Idade Maior, 1st ed., Oporto, FAUP publicações, 2015, p. 304.

22 Jean-Philippe Hugron, “Controversé, politiquement incorrect, Michel Holley. Et alors?” [Consult. on jan. 
22, 2018], available at http://www.lecourrierdelarchitecte.com/article_2899.

6 Raymond Lopez, Bois-le-Prêtre tower 
(1959-1961), Paris. © Archives Paris Habitat 
- OPH 

7 Raymond Lopez, Bois-le-Prêtre tower 
(1959-1961), Paris. © Pavillon de l’Arsenal

8 TECTEAM, rehabilitation of the  Bois-le-
Prêtre tower (1990), Paris. © Archives Paris 
Habitat - OPH
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boards, that also lead to the closing of the original balconies.23 

This was the reality found by Druot, Lacaton and Vassal when, in 2005, they 

first started to work in the project for the transformation of the tower. Just 

like in L&V’s previous works, they preceded any kind of projetual decision 

with its unprejudiced analysis. From it, they identified as potentialities: its 

constructive solidity; its architectural minimalism; its potential of views and 

transparencies; the densification potential of its surrounding non-occupied 

territories; and, above all, the value of the intimacy and personalisation 

developed in each apartment by their inhabitants.24 And, as problematics: 

the reduced space of the domestic environments; its lack of relation with the 

exterior; and the monofunctionally of the building.25 

These are the “raw materials” that later would be taken as the prime elements 

for the development of the transformation solution. For their reprocessing, 

the architects would then recur to three major modelling principles: 

preservation, recycling, and adding. They would develop the project, first, 

by preserving everything of beneficial already present in the context, then, 

by recycling everything that was harmful to a renewed favourable purpose, 

and lastly, by complementing – adding –  these previous two with the new 

“materials” that were still lacking for the implementation of the desired 

Luxury.26

However, these are just a set of principles. Simple tools for the achievement 

of a purpose. If not guided by a specific will, they’ve little or no effect. It 

is here that the important role of the villa comes into part: it is the will to 

establish the architectonic Luxury, in the grands-ensembles, by the loan of 

the qualities of a villa, to each one of the pre-existent apartments, that will 

drive the effective handling of the modelling principles.27

Choosing this residential type as a model is, nonetheless, far from being 

innocent: the ideology in the base of its raison d’être is perfectly aligned with 

the concept of Luxury as defined by L&V. This type intends the construction 

of a house, in the country side, that has also as its main purpose the 

psychological “pleasure of inhabiting”.28 In other words, the establishment 

23 Pavillon de l’Arsenal, transformation de la tour Bois-le-Prêtre 1959/2006, Pavillon de l’Arsenal, Paris, 
2006, [Consult. on sep. 5, 2018], available at http://www.pavillon-arsenal.com/fr/expositions/9764-
transformation-de-la-tour-bois-le-pretre-1959-2006.html, p. 4.

24 Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Plus, op. cit.

25 Ibidem.

26 Ibidem.

27 Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Freedom of use, Cambridge Mass/Berlim, Harvard University 
Graduate School of Design/Sternberg Press, 2015, p. 51.

28 James Ackerman, The villa: form and ideology of country houses, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 
1990, p. 9.

4. Andrea Palladio: 

a reading beyond form

9 Raymond Lopez, Torre Bois-le-Prêtre 
(1959-1961), Paris - interior of one of the 
apartments. © Philippe Ruault

“When you live in a basic block, your space 
is limited by walls, with only windows looking 
out into a void. These are not very nice con-
ditions for everyday life. You should be able 
to live there like you would live in a villa, even 
at the 10th or 15th level.” - Anne Lacaton 
and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Freedom of use, 
op. cit., p.51.
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of an architectonic base, for recreation and relaxation, that serves as 

an epicurean escape – remembering one’s self of the natural pleasures 

pictured in Giorgione’s “Pastoral Concert” (1509) – from the troubled and 

unhealthy city life. This ideology has maintained itself almost unchanged, 

since it first appeared in the Roman Empire29 – taking with it a group of 

equally interporal architectonic characteristics – and maybe has not been 

more masterfully explored than by the hands of Andrea Palladio. These are 

the reasons why we will followingly take his villa Foscari – also known as 

“La Malcontenta” – to explain how does this Luxury is implemented through 

the villa’s architecture. 

Thought to have been built in the second half of the 1550’s, villa Foscari 

was originally designed for the brothers Nicolò and Alvise Foscari, and is 

located in front of Brenta canal, at the time an important fluvial route of 

communication between Padua and Venice.30 Its architecture followed, in its 

vast majority, the typical precepts associated to the design of the Palladian 

villas, demonstrating a dextrous handling of the principles and language 

that branded the Humanist Age’s architecture.31 The villa was thus defined 

by a compact and regular volume, with its main entrance highlighted by a 

portico with pediment (just like a classical temple main façade), where its 

interiors were organized according to a clear vertical stratification: a piano 

nobile – for the chambers of the house’s signore – between a basement 

and the attics with mezzanines – for the servants and all the services 

necessary to the house’s running.32 In what regards to the piano nobile, it 

was planimetrically organized along a main central axis, with its heart in a 

large central hall, aligned with the entry loggia, with one line of 3 rooms with 

smaller dimensions in each one of its sides.

Within this scheme, beyond its form and its amazingly complex, but 

apparently simple, compositional relations, it is important to underline the 

spaces responsible for the “efficient” implementation of this villa basic 

ideology: the loggia and its following hall. Together, they define a system 

that not only forges a gradual transition between the exterior and the private 

chambers of the family, but also, in the several levels of this transition, a set 

of architectonic characteristics of high recreational and relaxant potential: 

the loggia – the entrance’s manager – with its space that is covered, but at 

the same time opened to Nature’s brises, smells and views; the hall – the 

29 Ibidem, p. 7.

30 Guido Beltramini, “La villa Foscari o “La Malcontenta””, in Palladio, Barcelona/Madrid, Fundación «la 
Caixa»/Turner, 2009, p. 95.

31 Cf. Rudolf Wittkower, Architectural principles in the age of Humanism, London, Alec Tiranti, 1971 [1949].

32 Andrea Palladio, The four books on architecture [I Quattro Libri dell’Architettura], Cambridge/London, 
The Mit Press, 1997 [1570].

10 Giorgione, “Pastoral Concert”, 1509.      
© Musée du Louvre

12 Andrea Palladio, villa Foscari (c. 1555), 
Malcontenta. © Centro Internazionale di 
Studi di Architettura Andrea Palladio

13 Andrea Palladio, villa Foscari (c. 1555), 
Malcontenta - Hall. © Goran Lindahl and 
Julio Morosi

11 Andrea Palladio, villa Foscari (c. 1555), 
Malcontenta - Plan of the piano nobile.
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domestic intimacy’s guardian – with its large dimension, almost 1/3 of the 

piano nobile’s area, its access to most of the remaining rooms, its climatic 

ambiguity and its openness to the garden and landscape. 

This same interest for the importance of the domestic transition spaces in the 

establishment of the “pleasure of inhabiting”, is something that will also be 

recurrently explored, by L&V, in their projects for individual housing. Mostly 

through a very specific Capacity System – firstly used at Latapie house 

(1991-1993) – that they named as “Double Space”.33 This is, the duplication 

of the domestic areas reserved to the elemental inhabiting functions – living 

room, kitchen, bedrooms and bathrooms – by an unprogrammed “extra-

space”.34 This last one is the prime responsible for the intended Luxury, 

here enabled by the possibility of its free and rotative use with the most 

distinct leisure activities. At Latapie house, this extra-space corresponds 

to an unprogrammed duplicated volume, settled next to an elemental one, 

defined by a group of architectonic characteristics inspired by the Californian 

Case Study Houses (most probably long-lost heirs of the Palladian villas).35 

However, now embodied through a very original and much more efficient 

constructive solution: the agricultural greenhouse – so forth addressed as 

winter garden. Its optimised constructive solution translates the economical 

potentializing36 of the spatial principles present in the admired characteristics 

of the Case Study: fluidity, transparency, luminosity, climate and freedom 

of use. This leading us to suppose, that just as in the Palladian villa, the 

heart of the “pleasure of inhabiting” of L&V houses is not so much in the 

occupation of its surrounding environment, but much more in the use of its 

transition spaces.  

By this moment, it lacks the answer to one final question: How did they then 

transposed, in the transformation of the Bois-le-Prêtre tower, this isolated 

and rural model, into an agglomerated and urban context?

The answer is hidden in the utopic “1909 theorem”,37 published in one 

of the Life magazines from the same year, and was posteriorly seriously 

addressed, most likely without knowing this first experience, through Le 

Corbusier’s immeuble-villas (1922). In this project, inspired by the crossing of 

his admiration for the Monastery of Ema, in Florence, with the architectonic 

developments of his Citrohan house (1920), the swiss architect demonstrated 

33 Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, Freedom of use, op. cit., p. 17.

34 Ilka Ruby, Lacaton & Vassal, op. cit., p. 6.

35 “Interview with Anne Lacaton”, op. cit., p. 9.

36 Ibidem, p. 13.

37 Cit. by Rem Koolhaas in Delirious New York: a retroactive manifesto for Manhattan., Rotterdam, 010 
Publishers, 1994.

5. The American utopia 

brought into reality 

15 Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe-Vassal, 
Latapie house (1991-1993), Bordeaux - 
Winter garden. © Philippe Ruault

14 Anne Lacaton and Jean Philippe-Vassal, 
Latapie house (1991-1993), Bordeaux - 
Transversal section and Ground floor plan.  
© Lacaton & Vassal

16 “1909 theorem”, Life Magazine, 1909     
© Life Magazine
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that one could transpose the model of the villa to the collective residential 

building, by superposing, one on top of another, several habitational cellules 

defined by the characteristics of this rural model.38

It was this same solution of superposition that later Druot, Lacaton and Vassal 

used for the transformation of the Bois-le-Prêtre tower.39 Nonetheless, since 

the French architects intended to preserve the pre-existent apartments – 

that could not be replaced by Le Corbusier’s tabula rasa solution – they 

recurred to a different model of habitational cellule: the Double Space 

originally developed at Latapie house. If taken the pre-existent apartment as 

the elemental half of this System, one just needed to add its complementary 

winter garden, now also joined by a small balcony. Something that they 

easily did by placing a new structure, almost like a 2nd skin, around the 

original building’s façade. This structure was composed by metallic light 

pre-fabricated modules, each one with a base of 7x3 meters (defining a 

winter garden 2m deep and a balcony 1m deep), related with the metric of 

the original structure.40

Its winter gardens were then contained between two lines of sliding 

windows: one interior, in glass, replacing the old façade and connecting the 

winter garden to most of the rooms of the pre-existent apartments; another 

exterior, in sheets of corrugated translucent polycarbonate, that operated 

the transition between the winter garden and the balcony. With this to lines 

of windows thus enclosing a space that, just like in Latapie house, could be 

climatically modelled for a huge manifold of uses.

In the end, without any direct reference by the architects, this operation 

culminated in a system of spatial relations and proportions – although 

not verified at a geometric level – that are very similar to villa Foscari’s 

piano nobile. In both cases the heart of the house is defined by a space 

of large dimensions, correspondent to 1/3 of the total area, branded by a 

certain climatic ambiguity, that is not only accessible to the majority of the 

remaining rooms, but also operates the transition between these and the 

exterior. Giving onto the loggia, in the villa, and onto the balcony, in the 

tower’s transformation.

This analogy between the transformed apartments and villa Foscari ends 

up by testifying the existence of a group of architectonic characteristics, 

38 Pierre-Alain Croset, “Immeuble-villas: Les origines d’un type” in Le Corbusier, une encyclopédie, Paris, 
Centre Georges Pompidou, 1987, p. 178.

39 Anne Lacaton e Jean-Philippe Vassal, “Architecture must be direct, useful, precise, economical, free, 
joyful, poetic and cosmopolitan”, a+u, nº 498, 2012, p. 10.

40 Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal, “Transformation of Housing Block, Tour Bois le Prêtre”, a+u, 
nº 498, 2012, p. 80.

17 Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean 
Philippe-Vassal, transformation of Bois-le-
Prêtre tower (2005-2011), Paris. © Frédéric 
Druot

18 Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and Jean 
Philippe-Vassal, transformation of Bois-le-
Prêtre tower (2005-2011), Paris - Winter 
garden of one of the apartments. © Philippe 
Ruault

19 Above: Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton and 
Jean Philippe-Vassal, transformation of Bois-
le-Prêtre tower (2005-2011), Paris; Bellow: 
Andrea Palladio, villa Foscari (c. 1555), 
Malcontenta.
Scheme of the similarities found between the 
spatial relations of villa Foscari’s hall and the 
Bois-le-Prêtre tower’s winter garden. In these 
two plans are also perceptible the propor-
tional similarities between these two spaces 
and their remaining rooms (approximately 1/3 
of the total area). 
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that seem to have an interporal tendency to efficiently answer to the most 

primordial psychological human needs associated to the “pleasure of 

inhabiting”. Besides, it also proves that it is possible to transfer them onto 

an urban context without losing their meaning. Thus, leading us to consider 

that the villa’s crucial key is in the use of the spaces that operate the transition 

with the exterior, and not that much of the surrounding environment. 

However, this does not mean that Nature’s importance disappears in the 

high-rise building. As seen in the transformation of the tower, Nature still 

remains as one of its prime influences: in the fresh air and in the sun that 

freely enter through the winter garden, in the silence and in the amazing 

views that are granted by the building’s height, and at last, but not least, in 

the inevitable contamination of the balconies and winter gardens with the 

most varied types of plants and flowers, the best representatives of Nature 

itself.  

With this investigation we can then present two different level of conclusions, 

each one of them related to one of the goals initially settled.

In a first level, we can thus conclude the 4 different correlated components that 

form L&V methodology, not only for the grands-ensembles transformation, 

but also for their remaining projects. In other words, the 4 methodological 

components responsible for the production of Capacity Systems. By this 

meaning, that it is the precise correlation between a goal – Luxury – a 

raw material – the context – a set of well-defined architectonic principles 

– operational, modelling and spatial – and their consequent architectonic 

solutions – from which the winter garden is an example – that produces the 

System responsible for the Capacity, with which one qualifies the grands-

ensembles.

In a second level, we were able to verify that the prime solution responsible 

for L&V’s qualification of the grands-ensembles was this new added space – 

the winter garden – defined by the characteristics of the transition spaces of 

a villa. Particularly, although not directly referenced by the French architects, 

the characteristics that define spaces similar to the Palladian villa’s halls. 

Such an observation leading us to conclude, that these same characteristics 

are desirable, and of paramount importance, for the effective qualification 

of the decayed grands-ensembles. As revealed by L&V’s intuitive approach, 

proving themselves to be perfect for the definition of a space, that in its 

proximity to Nature, can establish the freedom of use, from which a true 

luxurious “pleasure of inhabiting” is born.

 

6. Conclusion

Note: The drawings without credits were 
produced by the author.


