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ILE AND FRUGAL

AFFORDABLE ARCHITECTURE IS A DREAM FOR XAVIER WRONA —
E%ETH&T HE BELIEVES IS ALMOST A REALITY. MARIA LOUIS HAS

The intellechual-looking Xavier
Wrona does not seem at oll incongrious
iy the imformal environs of the CEPT Uni-
versity in Alumedabad, where the director of
the Allfance Francaise introduces us Lo each
other during the Architecture Rendemvous.
He 5 in deep conversation with o couple

of students participating in his womsual
warkshop on ‘wearable architecture’, bl
fike it true gentlemion be acknowleldges my
presenee with a smile that lights up his
delicate features. Jokingly, be drwws atten-

FOR ME, ARCHITECTURE
IS BOUND TO FAILURE

-“-‘\:.N\\\\\'-;_

'l_'l.\‘{':-:.ll tion o the dog who regalarly visits

'ﬂ“\mi "-F::.- the classroom that is his base for

i ‘ﬂj—'ﬁ the next fow days. " He comes here

2ol ,——-—‘_:-___H\ﬁ' = anly to pee,” he chuckles, “not to
— }. atterd the workshop,”

2 :% Refreshimg mod very unlike the
= o srrogant Frenchimen one usually
e encounters, But then, Wiona is also
very unlike any architect one nsually
encounters, Candid about hisvul-
nerahility, he admits plainly thar he
became an architeet becanse he was
“u bit too fragile to be an artist.” Born
in 176, he gradunted from the Eeole
Nationale Suptreure ' Architectine
e Paris-La Yilletee omd the Geongia
Institure of Technology in

Atlamta, USA; and ereated his
firrn Est-pe-Ainst in 2006,
Designing n fuxury bou-
 tigue with other architects

(lerts of ey and very littde

spasce) convinoed Wrena that

T s st it ot Jine

ol work. “My tream;, which is

nearly u reality, isto design
“architecture for everybody;
tothing about it dnd cannot
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afford an architect,” he discloses. Small
projects with small budgets mean living
frugally and working long hours, but that's
the wiy his likes it “1s it possible that archi-
fecture 1 & luxury? It seems (o mie that we
should be able to design buildings with ne
1o nothing, ™ he muses

The sensitive architect pursues his work
sl i, almost like an ascetie. “Twe alwavs
felt thnt T was involved] in avers persomal
dialogue with architecture. Today, | think
it wiontled be impossibbe for me to work with
another person,” he maintains, adding that

it ian 't something he's prond of.

housing aré Wrona's favourite domains at
present. He defines his firm's approach as
"o small atbempt at doing things differ-

enithy mndl finding sohutions for n number

of guestions that have been neglected by
contemporary amchitecture.” The architec
tural firm's purpose and working style are
pamsmomt i a coneeptunl process enriched
by writing and litermture: “For each project

[ vt find o book: that | can refer to.”

He is also interested n art history, which
Alnin and Josette Silly introduced him
0. The two lecturers have had n major
influence on Wrona, and their house in
Coupigny has bacome an important refer-
ence toal for his students at the Georgla
Institute of Technology. For eight vears
reaching has plaved an important role in
his architectural worke "It's impossible 1o
ﬂ"]:ﬁ““h'.‘ih’." two; there is no distinction
between my professional and my private
Tife.” declores the architect.

For Wrong, being an architect needs
dedieation “to be able to devote vour life to
understanding the world we live in.” Not
surprisingly, he thinks he is lucky to have
such a magnificent job!

What inspired yvou to study architec-
ture and make o carcer for voursell
as an architect?

I studied nrehitecture alter training in an
in gl schoal. 1 felt a Hitle too “fragile™ to
otk v the arts: | knenw from artists that



lomeliness in front of one's art prichice wis
extremely difficult to sustain. Architecture

sopmmed bess difficult. 1 chose an architectur:

sehonl which had a strong consideration for
art. This has now become a very rare kind of

school n Francee, unfortunately

Whao were the people and places that
influenced vour decision?

A couple of art teachers from high school
Mr and Mrs Silly (this isn'ta poke), Thoy
were able to teach me the depth o beauty
of art history, T built the first building of my

practice for them

Name some of the design icons that
have inspired you.
Most of the “ieons” belong to art his-

tory books and the historians that have

interpreted them. T'm very concerned with

the unbridgeable gap of Achness there is

between

i painting from Fra Angelico and
Le Corbusier's entire work. There is=o
much more to be taken from paintings of
such urfists than from the most important
prchitects, however brilliant. Art history of
the 2othC is a constant reference. Dada, the
Nouveany Reolistes, Arte Povera, Flusus,

CoBrA; and urtists, thinkers, poets, film-

makers such
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betvs, Pler Paolo Pasoling, Ge (Fges Batmille,

Georees Didi Huberman are the works from
which what I'm trving to do rises
Borromini,

bat 1 look m them

There are architects too
Hesjduk, Koolhaas -

through the lens of the fignres | have men-
tiomed previously, Nob directly. 1 believe
that architecture needs 1o really be fed from
everything else rather than architecture,
and that the works of the greatest architects

emerged from a direct dinlogue with “the

world”™ rather than “the |1|-C1|:-|'_\ of archi-

tecture”. For me, architecture is bound to
failure. It's an impossible task, Amd where

artists can succeed, the most wonderful

buildings are (despite all efforts and intel-

ligence) ilures,

Could vou look back and recall in brief
your journey’?

The journey was long — four schools in
three different countries (France, Italy
and the 7SA); four years spent on the
architecture thesis; a lot of doubts about
dropping architecture for art school

or mavbe a philosophy major. And the
encounter of magnificent teachers that
helped imagine that other kinds of prac-
tices could be imagined, After a deep love
of art history, [ really was blown away by
the history of architecture, But the reality
of architecture firms that constitufe our
reality were never a souwrce of fascina
tion, despite mavbe the mirrored work of
OMAJAMO

practice that considers writing to be part

the last major architecture
of the work of architects?

What were the landmark events for

vou? How did they help vour growth?
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Landmarks were teachers ||l.'|l:1ll:'|._‘\.. s
well as continuous and intense wark. Tt
has hesen little stones after little stones

- hut for this recent prize from the
Ministry of Culture that has been a major
help (AJAP). The ‘growth” was simply
education. Lots of mistakes, stress and
diseussion with teachers, hacked up with
a lut of reading. Being exposed to very
different ways of teaching around the
globe hes most cortainly been extremely
helptul, But 1'd sav that the main help

of landmark tenchoers is their ability (o

be non-complacent as well ns very good

at encouraging one’s personal, intimate
intuition about what ought to be done

in architecture.

Which was the first project vou
handled independently? What did
vou learn from it?

The drst built project was for this couple
of art teachers. [t was a bathroom on four
pilotis. It hos been the worst nightmare
ever, as well as the most intense source
af jov. The construction site has been
extremely long and horribly painful - but
the process of discovering the ‘hollet” of
the real that each new budlding implies,
was earth-shattenng. T have encountered
s many problems during this construc-
tion that my emplover told me T could
lavunch my own practice, sinee [ had seen
the worst of what could happen on a

construction site.
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1. French archited

Xavier Wrona

284 The “wear

able architecture
being presented
at the end of the

workshop

3. Wrona with the
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CEPT University
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5. Student Allyson
Chase's dothing
archifecture (2009
denounces the
medarn enslave:
ment of woman

in the world of
underground
Feshion. It is @ set
of sewing patterms
that are constrained
by the movements
of the waman whe
waars il

&. Interior of the
Studiclo designed
by Wrena.

Which projects did yvou find the mosi
challenging? How did vou overcome
the challenges?

The main reason why we do architecture is
to foce challenges. We have never done a
project that did not carev a ot of rgks. We
seriously cannot work without a challenge,
Andd | might say that the challenge has most
of the: times been to réveal that there was

i possiblie real challenge in projects tha
sevined banal or unexciting. 1is by looking
at o kitchen or o bathroom os something that
hae tor be i competition with Bramante's
Tempdetto or a very light Duchamp artwork
such as “three standard stoppage’ that the
st so-callid ‘uninteresting project could
beeome a kever to dialogue with problems
aof our contemporiry world. How did we
vvereome those challenges? By o tremen-
dius swmount of work, o lot of stress aod a
very veonomie lifestyle. Spending this much
erergy, time and effort on projects that hod
such limited budget has implied from doy
o g sort of monk-like lifestvle, both in
terms of dedieation and income.

Do vou play the role of mentor to
young student architeets and design-
ers? In what way?

Very limitedly, becanse | am not an impor-
tanit architeet. But through teaching, there
haas baen thee ereation of a very strong bond
with students with which the exchange
cantinues, and for which [ know that my
teaching has been important. This mainly
has happened because every time [ have
had the opportunity te teach, [ have realh
tried to make it an experienee as importan
as the one 1 have received from my teachers
with the angst of not suceeeding, | helieve
students have been marked by o discourse
which tries to bluntly look at architectune

a8 not an important thing in itself — but an
mcredible means to alter the stabe of our

world with an emphasis on political ssies. Tt
helps them relate to o discipline that has not
yet tonched them sineerely. which is the only
thing a teacher should be aiming for, Onee

a student is comcerned, he becomes his own
engine dnd lis most severe critie, He is part
of the shared debate on architecture,

Could you deseribe vour dream
project?

My dream project is not a building, but an
architecture firm — o place that would be the
exned transposition of arehitecture schiool
within reality; trving 1o build a working
environment that funetions as g business,
voet still have only profound architectural/
philosophicnl coneemns as the only leading
eriterda for all the projects: And not paying
interesting projects with monev-maker ones,
As of todiy, the firm is doing this. Itis o
reality, but we fuil in malking it a funetion-
g ‘business”. The econtmy of the office i
more U frogile, 1t isa constant soumee

of coneern and stress, Bub we would rather
do something else thin hend and produce
builclings to make money,

Do you think architecture is a form

of art? Mention some lundmirks that
you consider art.

That's a tricky ane. It could be a form of
art. It depends on what we eall art. 1f we
follow, as 1 do, Joseph Beuvs, speaking is
art. 1t is o viocal seulpture that is construet-
e between two individuals, Human beings
are of an artistie niture with Beuys. 1 find
that ter be meost true, Pasoling might also
have agresd, in mankind's most humble
existenee which he found in the Rogaze -
the pior, young Italian suburknites, The
guestion would be: how is it possible that
despite mankind's deep artistic nature,
mist of our aetions are non-artistc?

Why is it that despite the gigantic means
deploved in any single building, oo% of the
workd's architecture & an insult to mankind?
They all are, to some degree, like conversa-
tioms; while most of then are extremely had
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art. Tomy understanding, revere-able archi-
tectures of architects, as vou imply, could be
found in San Carlino alle Quattro Fontane in
Rome, OMA's unbuilt Grande hibliothéque
in Paris, the castle and garden of Vauy le
Vicomite... | have o long st of them,

What would you like to be remem-
bered for, by vour peers and succeed-
ing generations?

I wonld hike to be remembered as a prac-
tice that showed that arehitecture can hap-
pen with nothing, o lifetime practice can
exist with 1o00% of its projects having tried
to chunge the conditions of our existence.

L am not saving we did, 1 am saying that 1
wrtdled Tike to.

Could yvou recall vour experience of
working with the CEPT students?

The few that had the amazing enerey o add
to their schedule this non-cradited work-
shap have been truly marvellous students

= extremely dedicated, very intuitive and
with a fantastic ability o creatively bounce
off unfreseen problems. Tve been sincerely
mived by thelr deep desire to seize the op-
partunity that was given to them, of using
architecture to address crucial, muted con-
tempomry political issues of Indian scelety

| sineerely hopse we'll meet again

What will vou most remember about
your trip to Ahmedabad? Why?

Muost definitely, it is the velationship

with nature. | have witnessed a living
coexistence of mankind and nature that
is absolutely non-existent in what | have
seen of the Western world, The presence
of animality and its ability to move among
humans in the same way that humans
evillve among anfmals is the most beauti-
ful example of reality | have been exposed
to. [ sineerely hope that such things as
tradition, religions or Gandhi's concept

of an alternative modernism will prevent
Indin’s economic growth from making
the presence of animals disappear from
everyday (every hour?) life, the way it has
done in the West, @



