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Interview by Marie-Hélène Contal

Marie-Hélène Contal: As both a researcher 
and a theatre director you work on the 
representation of one of the key concepts of 
earth science: What is the “critical zone”?

Frédérique Ait-Touati: The critical zone 
is a concept that enables us to define a 
possible mission for architecture in the 
Anthropocene Epoch. Coined by geologists 
and researchers into “earth system 
science”, the term is primarily striking due 
to its implication that the surface of our 
planet is in a “critical” situation or could 
be particularly important. The critical zone 
designates a section through the earth’s 
surface from the source rocks to the limits 
of the atmosphere. Even though these 
kilometres include both the surface and 
some deeper parts of the earth, this zone 
is still very thin at the planetary scale. It is 
labelled “critical” because it is in this very 
thin zone that all living beings and their 
resources are concentrated.
The result is that we have another way of 
representing the earth that equally concerns 
scientists, artists and architects. Beyond 
the critical zone, life is impossible (or only 
possible with machines that produce the 
right conditions). The term enables us to 
change the way we look at the world and to 
embody, in our representations, the question 
of the preservation of territories and the 

The Territory: 
Threat or Opportunity?

biosphere. If this critical zone disappears 
or becomes more fragile (due to erosion, 
soil sealing, pollution, etc.) it is we human 
beings and all other living creatures that are 
in danger.

But why does this scientific concept have 
such philosophical and architectural 
importance? Because it proposes a 
transformation in how we inhabit the world. 
We must stop thinking about the earth as 
a flat surface: We must understand that 
we are in a “zone” and this modifies our 
understanding of the act of “inhabiting”. 
It’s also a way of designing the surface 
of the earth as a living place, as a series 
of interactions and cycles. It implies a 
relationship with the ground based on depth 
rather than surface.

I work with geologists, notably Jérôme 
Gaillardet1. It’s fascinating to understand the 
extent to which his discipline is constantly 
evolving due to the interdisciplinarity 
inferred by this new area of study: To 
study the critical zone, we need physics, 
geochemistry and geophysics; we must 
understand the oceans, the atmosphere, 
the evolution of the mountains and 
the rocks, nitrogen cycles, the role of 
microorganisms... The concept transforms 
the relationship between the contemporary 
sciences as well as between the social 
sciences, arts and spatial practices such 

Interview with Frédérique Aït-Touati,
Scientific Director of the master’s programme in Arts politiques (SPEAP), Sciences Po Paris, 
theatre director and researcher at CNRS.

1. Jérome Gaillardet, teacher and 
researcher in earth science at the Institute 
for Global Physics at Université Paris 1 and 
the Institut Universitaire de France; director 
of the team investigating the geochemistry 
of external  envelopes; and co-head of the 
national research infrastructure OZCAR, 
which collates the results of a long-term 
survey of the earth’s critical zone.

The current global debate is examining the notion of territory and its relationship with architecture. As 
climatic and ecological crises are translated into concrete facts, the territory is being transformed from a 
mere “inscribed surface” into the vital yet threatened “subgrade” of our inhabited environment. 
The term territory is highly ambiguous. It belongs equally to agronomists, ethologists, historians, urban 
planners, geographers … And it also unites all geographies: physical, human, economic. Is there a territory in 
the entire world that hasn’t been cultivated, fought over, exploited or modelled by societies so that they could 
live upon it?
Looking through the prism of increasingly scarce resources, Frédérique Ait-Touati no longer sees the 
territory as a vacant space or as Danaid’s barrel but, rather, as a fragment of the “critical zone”: a living 
layer on the surface of the planet. Can it be built upon without destroying it? How should we see our new 
relationship with the territory? These challenges broaden the mission of architecture. Architects share 
responsibility for taking better care of the planet. But they can also propose, and provide a model for, a new 
way of representing the world.



as architecture, urban planning, transport 
management, energy… The frontiers 
between disciplines are being blown 
away – which fascinates me in my role as 
a scientific historian. And this is where I 
believe that architecture becomes involved: 
From now on, architects – and other living 
beings – are “architects of the critical zone”. 
In terms of this concept, architecture is 
no longer an activity in which individual 
humans build objects on a flat and empty 
surface but, rather, an interaction between 
living beings as they create their own living 
conditions within a shared, fragile zone.

Despite the planetary scale of the critical 
zone, could the concept still inform the 
work of architects?
Rather than being far removed from 
architecture, it’s central! Such a concept 
obliges us to change certain habits, to think 
beyond the land register and reinvent our 
vocabulary and how we think about the 
earth. It doesn’t have its roots in architecture 
but it speaks of territories. In future, 
architects must work with hydrologists, 
artists who are able to represent this 
critical zone, but also with ethologists, 
geohistorians, etc., all in order to be able 
to occupy territories while taking account 
of the threats to their biospheres. Where 
justified by the threats, we can also use the 
plural “critical zones”. Erosion, for example, 
threatens the planet in many different 
places.

Architects now have an ethical and a 
political responsibility: to avoid killing the 
critical zone. Several bodies are observing 
the situation: l’Observatoire Homme Milieu 
and the OZCAR network, for example, 
precisely record and follow the condition 
of the critical zone in strategic locations, in 
France and around the world. How can an 
architect and an urban planner work without 
first consulting their records? The ongoing 
upheaval necessitates a new collaboration 
between researchers, engineers, architects 
and artists.

Without this evolution, could architecture 
and construction become threats 
themselves?
One could ask the question: what threats do 
construction sites pose to the critical zone? 
One answer could be the use of certain 
concretes, cements and sands, which 
results from a certain notion of modern 
building. It is necessary to reflect upon 
the criteria of architecture and materials 
and our relationship with water. Because, 
if the critical zone is a huge system of 
closed cycles then the question of recycling 
becomes central. 
But architects can also play a completely 
different role, can decide to place the 
architectural object in the background 
and use their tools to shed light on the 
existing: not only the built environment but 
also the milieu in its entirety – other living 
beings, the depth of the earth and its own 
internal architecture. It can contribute to 

On the right:

Frédérique Aït-Touati
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this transformation of how we represent the 
state of the earth: less distant, less two-
dimensional, more immersive.
Currently, the critical zone has no 
representation: it is a layer, a series of 
interactive cycles. At the planetary scale, 
this layer is thin, even invisible. Architects 
can act at this level by employing their 
representative tools to protect it. This is 
the mission of the book Terra Forma2 that I 
wrote with the architects Alexandra Arène 
and Axelle Grégoire. In a sense, these two 
“hacked” the tools of architecture in order 
to represent the architecture of the ground. 
These are architects who are no longer 
impacting upon the ground but, rather, 
shedding light on that which the geologist 
cannot.

While the approach of the Modern 
Movement was based more on the tabula 
rasa than on the territory, with its excess 
of sediment and tradition, etc., today’s 
architecture is turning to the latter: 
in order to protect it and discover its 
sustainable resources, etc. In the context 
of the Loire3, you and Bruno Latour 
suggested that preserving a natural 
entity as a “resource” requires more than 
merely labelling it as such. Do architects 
have to guard against an eco-utilitarian 
understanding of territory?
As a specialist on the 17th century and a 
historian of philosophy, the concept of the 
tabula rasa reminds me of the Cartesian 
paradigm of the domination of nature, 
in which architecture symbolises a new, 
modern and radical relationship with the 
world. This was the birth of the notion of 
space as an “extended thing” (res extensa), 
an empty zone that we can discover, use and 
conquer.
Today’s notion of “territory” often sees an 
ecosystem as a form of support structure: 
the earth that serves us. But it is a new 
paradigm that is still utilitarian. The term 
“resource” hints at the extractive approach 
that has brought us from the 19th century 
to the catastrophe that we face today. Terra 
Forma suggests a shift from “resource” 
to “source”. From now on, the key is to 
integrate the resources of a territory, 
rather than identifying and then exploiting 
them until they’re exhausted. Because 
this destroys the critical zone, empties its 
sources. Today’s society still hasn’t learnt 
(or has possibly forgotten) how to use 
without exploiting.

For architects, humans also produce 
resources, albeit immaterial ones. 
Dorte Mandrup and Martin Rauch, for 
example, study ancient knowhow and 

techniques because these embody a way 
of existing “with” resources that is far 
less extractivist. Can these pre-industrial 
practices be sustainably reactivated?
For me, this idea of territories as sources of 
not just material but also human resources 
is both fascinating and important. And 
we can go a step further and consider 
the resources and customs of other living 
beings. This shift from resources to sources 
returns to the idea that knowhow is the key 
to a sustainable solution. This is a delicate 
balance, because the aim is not to idealise 
ways of life that don’t correspond with ours 
but, rather, to investigate human history as 
we search for appropriate knowhow and 
skills.

You turn to scientists and artists in order 
to demonstrate and describe the state 
of the earth in the Anthropocene Epoch. 
But when it comes to inhabiting the earth, 
our societies already have a somewhat 
hybrid category of actors: architects... 
Why do ecological circles have such little 
confidence in them?
But I work with architects a lot! 60% of 
my master’s students at Sciences Po4 are 
architects. I also study the history of the 
architecture of theatres as cosmograms – a 
theatre can be read as a representation of 
how we see the earth in a certain epoch: 
a cosmological model. But it’s true that 
architects are subject to a certain mistrust: 
their image was harmed by the aftermath of 
the rapid, massive post-war reconstruction, 
the uglification and ghettoization of cities, 
the catastrophe of the new towns, etc. And I 
believe that the profession also suffers from 
a macho, masculine notion of the work of 
architecture – from a monumentality that 
belongs to past centuries and has nothing 
to do with contemporary ideas about the 
need to cohabitat respectfully with the other 
inhabitants of the planet …

In the same reflection on the Loire5, 
you suggest that we should confer legal 
and political status on natural entities. 
Well, this is certainly an architectural 
issue! It’s architecture that “represents” 
such political structures as the nation 
or the public facility or space ... So 
how do we represent the Alps or the 
Mississippi as “natural institutions”?  
Don’t we first have to map the territory  
in a new way?
Ever since the Middle Ages, certain non-
human entities have had a form of legal 
status. The fact that some countries 
now consider rivers to be legal entities 
as a means of protecting them is truly 
revolutionary. The book Politics of Nature 

2. “Terra Forma: A Book of Speculative Maps.” 
Frédérique Ait-Touati, Alexandra Arènes, 
Axelle Grégoire. MIT Press, Boston, 2022. 
Alexandra Arène and Axelle Grégoire both 
come from the agency Baseland.

3. Hearings of Bruno Latour and Frédérique 
Aït-Touati in “Le fleuve qui voulait écrire – Les 
auditions du Parlement de la Loire”, Manuella 
Editions, 2021.

4. The master’s programme Arts politiques 
(SPEAP), at Sciences Po Paris, is a year-long 
programme that trains young professionals 
from a range of sectors to address the 
processes of political decision-making and 
to analyse the major challenges facing 
society, by simultaneously applying scientific 
methods and artistic practices. It brings 
together architects, artists, senior officials 
and young business leaders, etc.

5. Ibid.



7

fired the political debate with its notion 
of the Parliament of Things: things that 
should be able to speak and defend their 
own interests. This need for representation 
echoes the work of architects but, in my 
opinion, these natural entities can’t “be 
embodied” in a built monument – they 
already exist as “monuments” in their 
natural context …
Escaping from a flat representation of space 
means no longer seeing territory as a blank 
page, no longer considering the ground 
from the perspective of Sirius but, rather, 
as a shifting and inhabited layer, a depth 
with which we have to deal – the ground is 
a “buried architecture”, invisible yet part of 
the built world.
Hence, we must see maps as more than just 
“flat templates” on which we draw, remove 
place names and add interrelationships, 
interactions and cycles, etc. In Terra Forma, 
we tried to shed this idea of the “base 
map”. Once this has gone, it is replaced by 
an abundance of flux and interconnected 
and interdependent movement: Spatial 
relationships are turned on their head: No 
longer a container, the map becomes an 
instrument of constant change into which 
things must be inserted.

Your works have a political purpose and 
are driven, for you, by the imagination – 
“if we want to be capable of interacting 
with trees we must see them as entities”. 
Do you encourage architects, who have 
become wary due to the failures of modern 
utopias, to rediscover the imagination?
I would distinguish between imagination 
and utopia. For Thomas More and Francis 
Bacon, the (o)u-topos doesn’t exist. Utopia 
has no need to be realised, even if it remains 
a compass. Today, the key thing is to retain 
the imagination as a source. I see the work 
of the imagination less as an inaccessible 
ideal than as an appeal to the power of 
fiction: It enables us to reconfigure reality, to 
change how we see things, our perspective. 
The book Terra Forma rightly proposes that 
we think about the ground beneath our 
feet and reinvent the rules of mapmaking, 
that we see frontiers as zones of exchange 
and dialogue rather than dividing lines, etc. 
We can escape from the major narrative of 
techno-industrial progress as long as we 
put our imagination to work in every way 
that we can.

Can architects explore the unique qualities 
of territories?
The term “exploration” conceals the issue 
of new ways of exploring. The explorers of 
the space race entered into the collective 
imagination like a vertical arrow that was 
launched into space: higher every time. 
Today, the challenge is to reverse the 
trajectory of that arrow back towards our 
own planet, to retain the emotional power 
of discovery but to redirect it towards the 
earth. Architects are central to this process 
of redirection: not only those architects who 
want to build cities on Mars, but also those 
who harness the effects of exploration and 
discovery in order to place their tools at the 
disposal of rediscovery and offer us food for 
thought about new ways of inhabiting and 
living and moving on the earth.

Biography
A former student of the École Normale 
Supérieure, graduate of modern literature 
and doctor of comparative literature (Paris 
IV, 2008) and graduate of the University 
of Cambridge, Frédérique Aït-Touati is a 
theatre director and a scientific historian at 
CNRS. She is interested in the relationship 
between the arts and sciences, in theories 
about living beings and in earth system 
science. Her most notable publications 
include Fictions of the Cosmos (2011), 
Terra Forma, A Book of Speculative Maps 
(2019), Le Cri de Gaïa (2021) and the 
Terrestrial Trilogy (with Bruno Latour, 
2022). A professor at the University of 
Oxford between 2007 and 2014, she now 
directs the master’s course in art and 
politics at Sciences Po (SPEAP). She 
has spent the past dozen years working 
with the philosopher Bruno Latour on 
the development of different forms of 
performative experiences in which she 
explores the forms of the new climatic 
regime. Her spectacles have been staged 
all around the world (zonecritiquecie.org).

6. For example, by conferring the status of “legal subject” on the Atrato River 
(statute of 10.11.2016), Colombia’s Constitutional Court granted it the rights to 
protection, restoration, maintenance and conservation. 

7. “Politics of Nature. How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy.” Bruno Latour. 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 2004.
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2007
Françoise-Hélène Jourda, Paris, France 
Wang Shu & Lu Wenyu, Hangzhou, China 
Hermann Kaufmann, Schwarzach, Austria 
Stefan Behnisch, Stuttgart, Germany 
Balkrishna Doshi, Ahmedabad, India

2008
Alejandro Aravena, Santiago de Chile, Chile 
Fabrizio Carola, Naples, Italia
Andrew Freear, Rural Studio,
Auburn, Alabama, USA
Philippe Samyn, Bruxelles, Belgium
Carin Smuts, Le Cap, South Africa

2009
Patrick Bouchain, Paris, France 
Thomas Herzog, Munich, Germany 
Bijoy Jain, Bombay, India
Diébédo Francis Kéré, Berlin, Germany 
Sami Rintala, Bodo, Norway

2010
Steve Baer, Albuquerque, Nouveau Mexique, USA 
Phil Harris & Adrian Welke,
Troppo, Darwin, Australia
Junya Ishigami, Tokyo, Japan 
Giancarlo Mazzanti, Bogota, Colombia 
Kjetil Thorsen, Snohetta, Oslo, Norway

2011
Shlomo Aronson, Jérusalem, Israel
Carmen Arrospide Poblete, Patronate Machupicchu, 
Cuzco, Peru
Teddy Cruz, San Diego, Californie, USA
Anna Heringer, Laufon, Switzerland
Vatnavinir, Reykjavik, Island

2012
Salma Samar Damluji, Beyrouth, Lebanon
Anne Feenstra, Kaboul, Afghanistan, Dehli, India Andreas 
Gjersten & Yashar Hanstad, TYIN Tegnestue, 
Oslo, Norway
Philippe Madec, Paris, France
Suriya Umpansiriratana, Bangkok, Thailand

2013
José Paulo Dos Santos, Porto, Portugal 
Ted Flato & David Lake, Lake-Flato, 
San Antonio, Texas, USA
Kevin Low, Kuala Lumpur, Malaisia 
Marie Moignot & Xavier De Wil, MDW, 
Bruxelles, Belgium
Al Borde, Quito, Ecuador

2014
Christopher Alexander, Arundel, United-Kingdom 
Tatiana Bilbao, Mexico, Mexico
Adrian Geuze, West 8, Rotterdam, Nederlands 
Bernd Gundermann, Auckland, New-Zeland 
Martin Rajnis, Prague, Czech Republic

2015
Marco Casagrande, Helsinki, Finland 
Santiago Cirugeda, Séville, Spain 
Jan Gehl, Copenhague, Danmark 
Juan Roman, Talca, Chile
Rotor, Bruxelles, Belgium

2016
Patrice Doat, Grenoble, France
Derek van Herden & Steve Kinsler, East Coast architects, 
Durban, South Africa
Kengo Kuma, Tokyo, Japan
Gion Antoni Caminada, Vrin, Grisons, Switzerland
Patama Roonrakwit, Case Studio, Bangkok, Thaïland

2017
Takaharu Tezuka + Yui Tezuka, Tokyo, Japan 
Brian MacKay-Lyons & Talbot Sweetapple, 
Halifax, Nouvelle-Écosse, Canada
Assemble, Londres, United-Kingdom 
Sonam Wangchuk, Leh, Laddak, India
Paulo David, Funchal, Madère, Portugal

2018
Boonserm Premthada, Bangkok Project Studio, 
Bangkok, Thaïland
Frédéric Druot, Anne Lacaton & Jean-Philippe Vassal, 
Paris, France
Marta Maccaglia, Association Semillas,
Perené, Peru
Nina Maritz, Windhoek, Namibia
Raumlabor, Berlin, Germany

2019
Rozana Montiel, Estudio de Arquitectura, Mexico, Mexico 
Jorge Lobos, Emergency Architecture & Human Rights, 
Copenhague, Danmark
Ersen Gürsel, EPA Architects, Istanbul, Turkey
Werner Sobek, Institut pour la conception
et la construction de structures légères, ILEK,
Stuttgart, Germany
Ammar Khammash, Kammash Architects, Amman Jordania

2020/2021
Teresa Moller, Teresa Moller Landscape Studio, 
Santiago, Chili
Gloria Cabral & Solano Benitez, Gabinete de Arquitecture, 
Asunción, Paraguay
José Cubilla, Asunción, Paraguay
Richard Sennett, Londres, Royaume-Uni
Severiano Porto (1930-2020)

The award-winners of the  
Global Award for Sustainable 
Architecture since 2007
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Sustainable Design IX
Towards a new ethics for architecture
and the city. 
Monographs of the award-winners 2021 of the 
Global Award for Sustainable ArchitectureTM
Teresa Moller, Gloria Cabral & Solano Benitez, 
José Cubilla, Richard Sennett, Severiano Porto ;
Ed. Alternatives - Gallimard, co-publishing with 
the Cité de l’architecture, 2022
160 pages, 25 €

Publications
MONOGRAPHS ON 
AWARD-WINNING ARCHITECTS
Sustainable Design I (sold out)
Towards a new ethics for
architecture and the city
Monographs of the award-winners
2007 and 2008
Ed. Birkhauser, 2009

Sustainable Design II
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city 
Monographs of the award-winners 
2009 and 2010
Ed. Actes Sud, 2012

Sustainable Design III
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city 
Monographs f the award-winners 
2011 and 2012
Ed. Alternatives - Gallimard, 2014

Sustainable Design IV
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city
Monographs of the award-winners
2015 Ed. Alternatives - Gallimar, 2016

Sustainable Design V
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city
Monographs of the award-winners
2016 Ed. Alternatives - Gallimard, 2017

Sustainable Design VI
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city
Monographs of the award-winners 
2017 Ed. Alternatives - Gallimard, 2018

Sustainable Design VII
Towards a new ethics for 
architecture and the city
Monographs of the award-winners 
2018 Ed. Alternatives - Gallimard, 2019

Réenchanter le monde
L’architecture et la ville face aux grandes transitions
directed by Marie-Hélène Contal.
Contributions from Christopher Alexander ; 
Alejandro Aravena ; Barbara Aronson ; Teddy Cruz ; 
Gilles Debrun ; Andrew Freear et Elena Bartel ; 
Jörn Frenzel ; Kevin Low ; Philippe Madec ; 
Giancarlo Mazzanti ; Jana Revedin ; Sami Rintala 
et Daggur Eggertsson ; Phlippe Samyn.
Coéditions Gallimard/Cité de l’architecture
et du patrimoine, Alternatives, coll. Manifestô 2014

La Ville rebelle
Démocratiser le projet urbain
directed by Jana Revedin.
Contributions by Christopher Alexander ;
Al Borde ; Marco Casagrande ; Santiago Cirugeda ; 
Marie-Hélène Contal ; Salma Samar Damluji ; 
Yona Friedman ; Philippe Madec ; Jana Revedin ; 
Juan Roman ; Rotor ; Wang Shu et Lu Wenyu.
Ed. Alternatives, coll. Manifestô, Gallimard, 2015

Construire avec l'immatériel
Temps, usages, communauté, droit, climat... 
de nouvelles ressources pour l’architecture. 
directed by Jana Revedin.
Foreword by Pascal Nicolas-Le Strat 
Contributions from Marie-Hélène Contal ;
Teddy Cruz et Fonna Forman ; Paulo David ; 
Etienne Delprat ; Patrice Doat ; Anne Feenstra ; 
Jan Gehl ; Bernd Gundermann ; Kengo Kuma ; 
Jana Revedin ; Carin Smuts ; Werner Sobek ; 
Takaharu Tezuka ; Chris Younés.
Ed. Alternatives, coll. Manifestô, Gallimard, 2018

L’architecte et l’existant
Construire avec ce qui est déjà là
Directed by Jana Revedin.
Foreword by Charles Landry
Contributions from Marie-Hélène Contal ;
Jose Cubilla ; Ammar Khammash ; Anne Lacaton
& Jean-Philippe Vassal ; Klaus Klaas Loenhard ;
Marta Maccaglia ; Rozana Montiel ; Boonserm
Premthada ; Mette Ramsgaard Thomsen ;
Jana Revedin ; Patama Roonrakwit ; Rotor ;
Richard Sennett.
Ed. Alternatives, coll. Manifestô, Gallimard, 2022

COLLECTIVE PUBLICATIONS
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JR I The amount of credibility that you have 
acquired has allowed you to build projects in 
exceptional sites and territories. How did you 
approach these sites?  
What did they bring to you?

DM I I’ve found many different opportunities, 
depending upon the place and the context. 
And, first and foremost, I’ve found that, in 
every place, there’s something that can 
be evoked and an opportunity that can be 
explored. When you let the place inform the 
architecture, it will express a contextual 
abundance, material richness, texture and 
concept. Examples can differ: The Icefjord 
Centre1 relates to the infinity of time itself 
and the Wadden Sea Centre2 embodies a 
contemporary vernacular interpretation

JR I These territories are facing threats. 
How do you address them?

DM I This depends upon how we view 
threats. The UNESCO sites that we’ve worked 
on are, by their very nature, particularly 
sensitive places that require deep insight 
and reflection if we are to fully understand 
what is at stake. We work in places where the 
conditions sometimes define the architecture 
– as exemplified by the Icefjord Centre, where 

life is harsh and the landscape is defined by its 
vastness and non-human scale.

JR I How do you study the character of a 
place?

DM I We spend a lot of time gathering 
knowledge, analysing and testing. In all our 
projects, we try to keep an open mind as long 
as possible and not to make assumptions. 
We consider ourselves very experienced 
when it comes to reading the situation of a 
site. We are thorough when identifying the 
important questions that must be addressed, 
be they historical, environmental or social. 
We develop several concepts in parallel and 
test these against the parameters defined 
in the analysis. At the same time, we are 
very dependent upon great collaborators 
from many disciplines – such as a range of 
engineering and construction specialists. 
Architecture requires an increasing amount 
of expertise and we can’t possess all this 
knowledge ourselves. Depending upon the 
project, we also often partner with experts 
who can provide insights from disciplines 
beyond the areas of architecture or 
construction. While developing the proposal 
for the Icefjord Centre we brought in the 
geology professor and Greenland expert 

DORTE MANDRUP
COPENHAGEN, DENMARK

FROM SITE  
TO TERRITORY

INTERVIEW BY JANA REVEDIN

1. Built on the Sermeq Kujalleq glacier 
in Ilulissat on Greenland’s westcoast, the 
Icefjord Center (2019) is a Center for the 
study of Icefjords and Interpretation Center 
open to the public.

2. The Wadden Sea Centre (2017) is the 
home to the Wadden Sea Natural Site, 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Open 
to public, the Centre is co-managed by 
Denmark Germany and the Netherlands.

Dorte Mandrup, born in 1961, acquired a global reputation thanks to the beauty 
of the projects that she leads in extreme climates and in locations that, like the 
glaciers of Greenland, have a universal value and that she herself calls  
“irreplaceable”.
Dorte Mandrup addresses ecological building like a science. If she uses wood 
and thatch rather than materials that consume energy or pollute, she doesn’t 
do so for nostalgic reasons. She studies their properties and drives technical 
innovation as a means of creating an architecture capable of helping societies to 
address the dire consequences of climate disturbance.
 Deeply interested in art and the natural sciences, this architect calls herself a 
humanist. In the 21st century, this no longer means that human beings are at 
the centre of the world but, rather, that they have a central responsibility in its 
preservation. The works of Dorte Mandrup remind us of the “irreplaceability”  
of nature and make us conscious that we must protect it.

Right page:

Ilulissat Icefjord Center,

Dorte Mandrup
Ilulissat, Greenland, 2021
© Adam Mørk
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Minik Rosing and in the competition for The Whale3 we 
worked with the marine biologist Nils Øien in order to fully 
understand the unique cycle of the underwater world that 
the building is supposed to convey.

JR I You decided to study architecture after an artisanal 
and artistic apprenticeship in ceramics and sculpture. As 
Vitruvius loved to say on behalf of the young architect:  
“Let him be educated!”

DM I I’ve always found it very interesting to work 
directly with materials, to experiment with limitations and 
possibilities and to explore surfaces, volumes, shapes and 
spaces at a scale of 1:1. But it’s difficult to say how this 
influences my work. Like most young people, I tried out 
many things before arriving at architecture. Part of that 
journey was a year in the USA spent studying sculpture 
and ceramics but, back then, such a career seemed 
almost unachievable because few were accepted into the 
art academy and even fewer became successful artists. 

Returning to Denmark, I studied medicine for 
a year before finally switching to architecture, 
which was an opportunity to combine 
my interests in art, natural sciences and 
social conditions. All these varied interests 
and disciplines have, in a sense, become 
intertwined in our way of working, which 
combines scientific and analytical methods 
with an artistic, intuitive and context-related 
approach.

JR I How do you translate cultural patterns 
into your architecture?

DM I Context always inspires me. Its 
material and immaterial traditions inspire me. 
It’s like listening to music or looking at a piece 
of art. My architecture depends heavily upon 
the context, but not in the sense of attempting 
to imitate what’s already there. In the case 
of the Wadden Sea Centre it was interesting 
to see how one can work with a traditional 
building vernacular and materiality without 
being sentimental.

JR I Your architecture skilfully captures 
natural light and offers views of the 
surroundings. Your buildings “draw 
nature in”, but also open up in the form 
of multiple paths across and connections 
with the territory. How would you define 
the relationship between architecture and 
nature?

DM I Landscape and architecture are in 
constant dialogue with each other. While 
working on a range of UNESCO4 sites, I’ve 
always also found it important not to consider 
a landscape as untouchable. The fact that 
something is irreplaceable doesn’t mean that 
it’s untouchable. However, it’s important that 
an architectural intervention is carried out 
for a reason, that it highlights and enhances 
a landscape rather than taking away from 
it. It must create a basis for experiencing 
and relating to a place. After all, if we don’t 
understand what’s at stake, why would we feel 
the need to protect it? The architect’s ambition 
must always be to give back more than they 
take.

3. The Whale, an interpretation center on 
cetaceans (a project that won a competition 
in 2019) will be built on the tip of Andøya 
Island, 300km north of the Arctic Circle.

4. UNESCO ‘s missions entails the 
procedure for the labelling of World 
Heritage properties (World Heritage List), 
following the World Heritage Convention 
(1972), which defined the concepts of 
conservation of nature and preservation of 
cultural properties.

Below:

The Whale, Dorte Mandrup
Andenes, Norway, 2025
© Dorte Mandrup A/S
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JR I You rediscovered ancient, pre-
industrial building techniques. The Wadden 
Sea Center entails thatched roofs and walls. 
For this project, you had to find and motivate 
experienced artisans to work with you. Does 
this re-activated know-how live on after you 
leave the territory?

DM I Yes, surprisingly enough, it does! 
In order to build the Wadden Sea Centre, a 
rather large building with a thatched roof 
and façades, we needed to find older local 
artisans. And, due to the scale of the project 
and new ways of using reeds, they had to pass 
on their knowledge to a new generation of 
craftspeople. Considering the success of the 
project, I’m sure that the Wadden Sea Centre 
will generate more such work and more 
such projects across the region. Every time 
we work on a project, we try to find a way of 
rooting it to the site – such as working with 
materials and techniques that are sustainable 
within that specific context. At the Wadden Sea 
Centre it was interesting to explore how we 
could use something as traditional as reeds 
in a contemporary way. These are grown 
locally and are highly durable in the saline 
climate. The building is primarily conceived 
as a sculptural interpretation of the existing 
vernacular. We rediscovered and developed a 
traditional building technique that has been 
used since the Viking Age.

JR I Do you preview the life-long re-use, 
evolution and flexibility of building elements 
in your design process?

DM I We work with lifecycle analysis and 
address the use of CO2-neutral materials. 
Our aspiration in designing buildings is that 
they will be around for many, many years to 
come. Hence, we focus a lot on user flexibility 
in the design so that the building can be 
transformed or repurposed in future in line 
with changing demands or needs. We’re 
currently working on a mixed-use project in 
Gothenburg, Sweden, where we are recycling 
and upscaling materials from an existing 
building. At the same time, we’re creating 
a modular system, so that the building can 
easily be converted in future. In other words, 
our aim is to avoid its demolition in the coming 
years. We address this issue of increasing 
longevity in many of our projects.

Above:

Wadden Sea Centre, 
Dorte Mandrup
Ribe, Denmark, 2017
© Adam Mørk



14

JR I To what extent do you respond to 
the local climate, by using natural energy 
sources?

DM I In Denmark, the building code sets 
out strict energy-efficiency standards. Low-
energy building solutions have been a focus 
since the oil crises of the 1970s, which led the 
state to reform the tax system and building 
code so that we had to optimise energy 
consumption from the start of the design 
process. At the Wadden Sea Centre, the 
combination of geothermal heating and solar 
cells with the materials and the construction 
ensure that this is a low-energy building that 
is equivalent to a passive house. The Icefjord 
Centre in Ilulissat, Greenland, is supplied with 
green energy from a CO2-neutral hydroelectric 
plant. And then, of course, there is IKEA 
Hubhult, which is self-sufficient in renewable 
energy thanks to geothermal power, solar 
panels and the IKEA wind park.

JR I What does teaching mean to you?
DM I It’s simply inspiring. This contact with 

the next generation is an encounter with 
people with new questions. If you want to pass 
on your knowledge you’re also forced to revisit 
your own arguments and ways of working. 
One of the most important things I had to 
learn when studying architecture myself 
was to understand my own position; I had to 
obtain the tools and knowledge that enabled 
me to find out what I was searching for – and 
to stop someone interfering with the answer. 
This is also my aim when I teach – to help 
the students to find the path that interests 
them and explore what motivates them and 

to encourage them to view their surroundings 
critically. If someone tells you that there’s only 
one way, you should be very sceptical.

JR I Could today’s architect – like the 
architect of the reformatory and proto-
ecological Bauhaus Movement 100 years ago 
– rediscover their role as a catalyst for civic 
emancipation? Or, as an explorer of unique 
territorial qualities?

DM I Why not? Architects have become 
less political in recent years and maybe we 
need to rediscover our voice as influencers. 
Considering environmental sustainability, 
the fact that the building industry accounts 
for 40 per cent of CO2 emissions puts us in a 
unique position to become agents of change. 
Not, however, that there’s a quick fix. We must 
speak up and create knowledge and solutions 
with other professionals from a range of 
fields. Architects don’t have the answer alone.

JR I You call yourself an architect and a 
humanist. What does it mean ?

DM I I’m preoccupied with social conditions 
and human welfare. When we talk about 
sustainability, I think it’s important to 
acknowledge that this has just as much to 
do with equality and inclusivity. I’ll always 
prioritise wellbeing, diversity and the creation 
of community spaces. The social aspect of 
context is also extremely important to me, 
which could have something to do with me 
being a product of the Scandinavian welfare5 
tradition. My work is based on a humanistic 
approach, in which architecture is primarily 
perceived as a frame that is placed around 
human existence and interaction.

5. Welfare State : The Scandinavian model 
of the welfare state is characterized by a 
large public sector, the promotion of gender 
equality, redistributive and inclusive social 
policies.

Above :

Trilateral Wadden Sea World Heritage 
Partnership Centre, 
Dorte Mandrup
Wilhelmshaven, Germany, 2025
© Dorte Mandrup A/S
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Dorte Mandrup graduated from the 
School of Architecture in Aarhus, 
Denmark in 1991. She started working 
with architect Henning Larsen before 
founding her own practice in Copenhagen 
in 1999. Dorte Mandrup A/S has gained 
worldwide recognition for winning 
several architectural competitions on 
highly sensitive natural sites, classified 
as Unesco World Heritage sites.  
A professor since 2018, she runs a 
studio at the Academy of Architecture 
in Mendrisio, Ticino, Switzerland and 
teaches as a visiting professor at 
universities, such as Cornell University 
College of Architecture.

She receieved major awards: the Green 
Good Design Award, Chicago Athenaeum 
2017; Sweden Green Building Awards 
2017; Berlin Art Prize for Architecture 
2019
Dorte Mandrup presented the work 
"CONDITIONS", a reflection on climate 
and landscape, at the 16th Venice 
Architecture Biennale in 2018. In 2019 
she chaired the jury of the European Mies 
van der Rohe Award.
A former member of the Danish Council 
of Historic Monuments, she is vice 
president of the Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art.

Biography Above :

Trilateral Wadden Sea World Heritage 
Partnership Centre, 
Dorte Mandrup
Wilhelmshaven, Germany, 2025
© Dorte Mandrup A/S
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JR I The theme of the Global Award 2022 is 
"The territory: threat or opportunity?"  
What do you expect from the territories in 
which and with which you work? 

AK I The territory is the very foundation of 
life. It is our habitat and it was here before 
us. It is nothing other than the opportunity 
to develop and nurture life and wellbeing. 
I look upon territory as the physical, 
geographical, climatic and cultural context 
in which architecture and cities can unfold. 
The territory provides the human species 
with all that we need to survive, flourish and 
evolve. Place determines many things, and 
the rest is determined by the human potential 
to imagine, experiment, adapt and progress. 
I look at what a place has to offer, at what 
already exists and is available in abundance. 
Then I seek to celebrate these findings by 
combining them with human skills and genius 

J R I What about the threats that a territory 
might entail?

AK I Any suggestion that a territory could 
be a ‘threat’ is a reflection of the state of the 
human condition and demonstrates how 
we have lost touch with our sense of co-
existence. Materially speaking, architecture 
is a form of human intervention, in which 
materials and molecules are rearranged in 
order to enclose spaces and voids as a means 
of sheltering and facilitating human life. Today, 
this materiality is particularly problematic 
because our current building habits 
involve the unconscious and uncontrolled 
consumption of natural resources and the 
generation of many other imbalances, ranging 
from pollution to ‘sick building syndrome’. 
Contemporary building habits threaten not 
only our own quality of life and health, but 
also the lives of other species and our finite 
reserves of natural resources, which are being 
consumed with unprecedented speed and 
alarming inefficiency. 

ANUPAMA KUNDOO
AUROVILLE, INDIA - BERLIN, GERMANY

THE TERRITORY, A BREEDING 
GROUND FOR COMMUNITIES

INTERVIEW BY JANA REVEDIN

An Indian architect of Bengali origins, Anupama Kundoo, born in 1967, studied in 
Mumbaï and Berlin. Her office is based in Berlin and Auroville, the famous  
experimental city in India that was built by Roger Anger and of which she is now 
the chief planner.
 Anupama Kundoo is one of those architects for whom the word “development” 
is just as important as the word “sustainable”. She rejects the notion that only a 
minority has access to innovation, inventing well thought out and robust materials 
and techniques that are right-tech rather than high-tech. In doing this, she ad-
vances the cause of local businesses in a resolute support to micro-development.
 Her work is a tireless revival of dialogues : between the local and the universal, 
the ingenuity of tradition and contemporary science, the long history of civili-
sations and their increasingly unpredictable future. Her architecture is not only 
beautiful but also inventive, including during the construction phase.

Sanganam, Anupama Kundoo
Tamil Nadu, Auroville, India, 2001-2003

© Javier Callejas
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JR I From 2005, you worked at TU Berlin with Peter 
Herrle, who also taught Francis Kéré1 about sustainable 
processes. What did this time in the cold, grey “North” 
signify for a young Indian female architect? 

AK I I had had a strong bond with Berlin ever since visiting 
the city in 1992 shortly after Germany’s reunification. I was 
intrigued by its history and its capacity to keep reinventing 
itself. After 15 years of research-oriented practice in 
India, I wanted to develop a practice-oriented teaching 
approach in order to empower the next generation and 
equip it to manage the current challenges. Professor Herrle 
understood my human-centric notion of architecture. I feel 
blessed that my doctoral thesis was guided by him and 
by his recognition of the social impact of architecture. My 
interactions with the ‘North’ were instrumental in helping 
me to understand how mainstream industrialisation impacts 
deeply upon contemporary habits and mindsets by creating 
a culture of over-standardisation. The result of this is that 
we not only use modularised objects every day, but also 
greatly underuse the unique ingenuity and creativity with 
which we could enhance our lives. I also understood the 

wider relevance of my upbringing and core values and of an 
education based on understanding first principles, finding the 
space and time to ask the most inconvenient questions, taking 
risks and being willing to change rather than remaining in 
one’s comfort zone.

JR I Which pedagogical and theoretical contents do you 
develop through your teaching?

AK I As I see it, it isn’t teaching that is an activity but, rather, 
learning. Hence, I believe that teachers and students are on 
the same side. If we focus on the questions to which we don’t 
have answers then we will, sooner or later, not only find these 
answers, but also learn to see the world with new eyes. And 
then we can take the appropriate steps towards our alternative 
model. I see teaching as a nursery for developing future 
strategies. 

 1. Francis Kéré is the winner of the Global 
Award for Sustainable Architecture in 2009, 
as well as Pritzker Prize in 2022.

Maison Rauch, Martin Rauch
Schlins, Autriche, 2008
© Beat Bühler
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JR I You are also an architect who is very involved in 
research on materials. What is the status of this work? 

AK I During my 30 years of practice, I’ve produced a 
number of individual homes, housing schemes and public 
buildings. I’ve developed a range of technologies that are 
appropriate for the future and highlight the beauty and 
strength of local materials in ways that sometimes go 
beyond their previous applications. I’ve consciously shared 
building knowhow and promoted building communities, 
enriching local populations in at least two ways as a by-
product of having produced architecture. We’ve recently 
created a number of installations in which we’ve been 
able to explore and exhibit more radical experimental 
technologies. The many exhibitions of our work have also 
offered us the opportunity to communicate our underlying 
theories and methods as well as the new materials and 
models that we produce. 
I was recently appointed Head of Urban Design of Auroville’s 
Development Council. I’m currently defining urban design 
guidelines for this futuristic Indian city, where everything 
is radically rethought. Here, land belongs to the commons 
and cannot be owned individually. The city is based on 
pedestrian-centric mobility and aims to be completely free 
of individual polluting automobiles. One particular focus 
of mine is the ‘Line of Goodwill’, a mixed-use housing 
project that is a high-density prototype and an alternative 
to the ‘tower’ typology. It is envisaged as a ‘hillscape for 
co-existence’, a conglomeration of co-housing clusters 
with shared facilities that include green infrastructure – 

harvested rainwater, treated wastewater, 
urban farming and renewable energy – as 
intrinsic parts of its design and construction. 

JR I How do you study the character of a 
place?

AK I I begin by developing an appreciation 
of what is already there. Even if there seems 
to be nothing, there’s always an abundance of 
something that’s crying out to be used. I look 
for materials that are plentifully available and 
for ways of using them to build many more 
square metres of architecture. I negotiate 
between handmade and machine-made 
opportunities, define the degree of high-tech 
or low-tech and look into both existing skills 
and skills that could be developed locally in 
order to create a constructional language that 
will produce beautiful buildings, demonstrate 
human ingenuity and sensitivity, boost the 
local economy and empower the people of the 
place.



JR I You translate cultural elements rooted in places, 
such as typologies, forms and patterns, into your 
architecture. Which material and immaterial sources and 
resources inspire you the most?

AK I I don’t take a nostalgic view of traditional cultural 
elements, because I see the human being as a creature of 
habit, who is often imprisoned in bad habits that no longer 
serve us. I believe that those cultural elements that we still 
carry within us are values that give meaning to our lives. 
I also believe that traditions never stop evolving. On the 
other hand, I don’t like to promote innovation for its own 
sake, just because we’re bored by the old. I like to identify 
genuine areas in which we can do better and deserve better 
as thinking, aspiring and conscious beings. I like to express 
the joy and celebration of those forms and values that we’ve 
developed over time and across the generations and which 
embody our rich civilisation.

JR I How would you define the relationship between 
architecture and nature? 

AK I The relationship between architecture and nature 
is one of co-existence. One is the context of the other. 
The non-material aspect of architecture and the voids 
that it contains co-exist as parts of a spatial continuum. 
Architecture must retain this essential porosity so that it can 
intricately and continuously breathe and exchange air with 
the surrounding environment, not unlike our own body and 
skin. Architecture and its materials similarly co-exist, ideally 
at the local scale. All architectural materials, natural or 
manufactured, come from the earth. However, while natural 

or live materials – stone, wood or thatch – 
can be used as they are, significant amounts 
of energy are required in order to convert 
them into new, manufactured materials 
with different properties. The purpose of 
architecture is to serve as a backdrop and 
provide the necessary protection, so I feel that 
architecture can be produced from anything 
that one finds in situ. Human ingenuity must 
engage with locally available materials and 
there’s no need to indulge any fetish for 
materials that come from far away, especially 
as we now know the true cost of indulging 
such fetishes and fleeting desires.

JR I You rediscover pre-industrial building 
techniques – earth, stone, wood and 
ceramics. What is the future of this approach 
for you? 

AK I I see myself as a bridge between the 
past and the present. It’s not as if we want to 
either repeat the journey of those who came 
before us or enslave the next generation. My 
sense of responsibility tells me not to burn the 
bridges that connect us to our past and to be 
aware of our role in an evolving civilisation.

JR I Regarding your installation at the 
2016 Architecture Biennale in Venice, did 
you envision an “afterlife” for your building 
elements during the design process?  

AK I Yes, I did. I’ve cultivated my eye 
and my mind to discover what we have in 
abundance rather than to demand that which 
is scarce. I’ve been looking at the potential of 
architecture as a mechanism for permanently 
capturing urban waste and promoting the 
circular economy. For the Venice Architecture 
Biennale, I first looked at the waste generated 
by the 2015 Art Biennale and identified 
materials that could be used to build our Full 
Fill Home3, a prototype consisting of modular 
reinforced concrete elements. We procured 
the materials from the German pavilion after 
their use and effectively upcycled them to 
construct our pavilion. Then we had the idea 
of returning with students after the Biennale 
and giving these materials a third life with a 
refugee community in Marghera. When we 
deeply analyse the problems of our times we 
find countless opportunities for repositioning 
ourselves and winning on many levels.

Left page:

Sharana Daycare Center, 
Anupama Kundoo
Pondicherry, India, 2019
© Javier Callejas

Below:

Creativity Co-housing, 
Anupama Kundoo
Auroville, India, 2001-2003
© Javier Callejas
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JR I Could architects recreate their role as explorers and 
developers of unique territorial qualities?

AK I The future is coming towards us at such an 
exponential pace that past knowledge won’t suffice. If we 
want to navigate the future and ensure our own progress we 
need to know much more about the universe than we know 
now. In this sense I certainly see myself as an explorer and 
understand the potential of the architect to steer us in the 
right direction and of architecture as a tool for imagining 
and demonstrating better scenarios. Three capacities will be 
needed: imagination, experimentation and adaptability to the 
context. 
Natural resources are finite but human resources are 
infinite and it is by using these that we will advance. What we 
make and how we make it will, in turn, make us. In terms of 
the assets that we produce and leave collectively behind us, 
architecture is society’s largest undertaking. We just need to 
overcome the idea of working in competition and open our 
horizon to the broadness of collaboration in transdisciplinary 
synergies.

Anupama Kundoo graduated in 
architecture from Bombay University 
in 1989 and began her architectural 
career with Roger Anger in Auroville. 
From 1990 to 2002, she learned 
and developed ecological building 
techniques and self-development 
methods. She brought these concerns 
together in eco-community projects.
Wishing to theorize her work, she 
obtained a research scholarship from 
the Vastu Shilpa Foundation, founded 
by Balkrishna Doshi, in 1996 on the 
subject of "Urban Eco-community: 
design and sustainability analysis". 
Work resumed in 2005 for a PhD, which 
she obtained in 2008 at the Technical 
University of Berlin.
Established in Pondicherry, her 
architectural practice is now located 
in Auroville, where she was appointed 
Chief Urban Planner in 2022.
Currently a professor at the 
Fachhochschule in Potsdam, Germany, 
Anupama Kundoo is a guest lecturer 
and teacher at major universities: 
Technical University of Berlin, Yale 
University, Parsons' New School for 
Design in New York, Camilo José Cela 
University in Madrid.
The reproduction of her Wall House 
at the Venice Architecture Biennale in 
2012, built with the potters of Auroville, 
was a huge critical success. She 
received major awards: the Auguste 
Perret Prize of the UIA 2021 and the 
Charles Jencks Prize of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects 2021.

Biography

Above:

Full Fill Homes, Anupama 
Kundoo
Auroville, India, 2015
© Sebastiano Giannesini

Right page:

Wall House, 
Anupama Kundoo
Auromodel, Auroville, India, 
1997-2000
© Javier Callejas
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JR I The theme of the Global Award 2022 
is "The territory: threat or opportunity?" For 
an expert in earthen architecture like you, is 
not the connection to the territory particularly 
tangible?

MR I Loam, the material that I love, is – 
together with wood and stone – an ancient 
building material that is unrivalled in terms of 
sustainability. The Global Award will increase 
its profile and I am delighted about this. 
My many years of working with loam have 
been a continuous voyage of discovery to the 
“Continent of the Self-Evident”. Earlier, it was 
self-evident that we should build our tools and 
dwellings using locally available materials. 
I believe that this also applies to building 
with loam, because my aim here is not to 
alter the essence of this loam but to develop 
constructional techniques, an architecture 
appropriate to the material and the necessary 
tools.

JR I You have come to your current 
profession through an artisanal and artistic 
apprenticeship in ceramics. Is this knowledge 
essential to the use that you make today of 
local on-site materials?

MR I For me, as a trained ceramist, clay and 
loam were artistic media and a key aspect of 
the process was to establish a relationship 
with place. This led to my first accessible 
sculptures. At the time, I was fascinated by 
the richly crafted clay huts of Africa. However, 
my work only became a mission when I 
recognised that there had also been a broad 
cultural tradition of building with loam in  
pre-industrial Europe. I set out to discover 
why we no longer use it as a building material.

JR I Did you really carry out your first 
construction sites out with family members?

MR I I come from a large family with eight 
children. We lived in a small village. My 
father was an artist – a painter – who died 
when I was 12. My mother was a passionate 
farmer and had to use all her skill to support 
the family. I learnt to be independent out of 
necessity. In our family, we were taught at 
an early age to be creative and to take on 
challenges fearlessly. Therefore, we often 
repaired our tools and machines – or even 
developed new ones – ourselves.

MARTIN RAUCH
SCHLINS, VORARLBERG, AUSTRIA

FROM LAND T 
O TERRITORY

INTERVIEW WITH JANA REVEDIN

1. Lehm-Ton-Erde (Clay-Lime-Earth) 
was created in 1999.

It is a sculptor’s material - clay - that led the ceramicist Martin Rauch, born in 
1958, to building and architecture. Working in Africa as a volunteer, the young 
apprentice was fascinated by the beauty of the mud huts. Upon returning to  
Austria, he rediscovered European clay architecture and its rich cultural and 
technical traditions and rescued them from oblivion.
 His company, Lehm Ton Erde1 (Loam Clay Earth), is dedicated to building with 
rammed earth and to technological research. As both a convinced ecologist and 
an aesthete, he extracts the clay on his sites in order to re-establish the  
connection between building and landscape. This one-man band rolls up his 
sleeves, invents machines for prefabricating walls and takes on large-scale  
projects as he ensures the role of rammed earth as a 21st-century material.
Today, Martin Rauch is an expert who is consulted by leading architects:  
Herzog & de Meuron, Lina Ghotmeh, Anna Heringer, Snohetta …
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JR I How do you program your spatial 
concepts?

MR I Isn’t it fantastic when one can build 
a building as a model with one’s own hands 
using the same material? Teamwork is an 
unbeatable tool for visualising the broad 
outlines of a building project. We are working 
with Anna Heringer2 on the development of a 
design method that we call “claystorming”3,  
which we use both in our teaching and in 
our joint design work. Designing with local 
materials becomes our programme. We try 
to find everything that we need for a building 
project locally. In doing this, it’s important to 
accept the imperfect, because everything will 
evolve in the time that’s given to us.

JR I How do you translate cultural elements 
as forms and patterns into your buildings?

MR I Loam, wood and stone are building 
materials that have always determined our 
architecture. I enjoy using a tool to create 
ornamentation in the layers of the rammed-
earth surface. For me, these are special 
moments, in which I feel very close to the 
earth. It is through these inscribed traces that 
we sense the special nature of loam building.

JR I The layers of manual work are 
delectable in your rammed-earth walls, 
a palimpsest of space and time. Is it this 
dimension, the track of individual work 
-Hannah Arendts’ homo faber, the human that 
creates and builds- which fascinates you?

MR I That’s exactly it. Rammed-earth 
construction reveals a view of the earth’s 
crust that is generally hidden. The geological 
process of layering, sedimentation and 
compaction becomes transparent – as 
does the application of human force. This 
is why rammed earth is so fascinating for 
contemporary construction.

Rauch House, Martin Rauch
Schlins, Austria, 2008
© Beat Bühler

2. The architect Anna Heringer is one of the 
laureates of the Global Award for Sustainable 
Architecture 2011.

3. Claystorming - an expression modelled on 
brainstorming... - is a project method based 
on intuition, which consists in the realization 
of three-dimensional sketches by large clay 
models. This method allows to better link 
an overall vision of the whole project with a 
particular awareness of details.
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JR I Regarding the construction of your own 
house, you were the builder, the designer and 
the entrepreneur all at once. In this house, 
were you able to make everything out of earth 
– each time it was actually possible?

MR I After 25 years of building with loam 
I wanted to experiment on myself. I wanted 
to build a house that was as sustainable as 
an African clay hut but realised in line with 
European standards4. Building always impacts 
upon humans and nature but the key question 
is: How much impact am I having? Hence, 
I stipulated that I would only use building 
materials that could return to the earth 
later without affecting the groundwater. The 
dismantling of such buildings must already 
play a central role in their design. I was 
fascinated by the fact that I was able to build 
a three-storey residential building using only 
the material excavated on site. As I was the 
owner, designer and builder I also bore sole 
responsibility – and liability.

JR I Today, you have developed a 
revolutionary, partly mechanized 
prefabrication technique in order to 
produce rammed-earth walls. These walls 
are manufactured off-site. How does this 
development change the programming, 
design and construction process of a 
building?

MR I We now realise rammed-earth 
projects using prefabricated elements. The 
choice between prefabrication and in-situ 
production is often determined by the general 
parameters and the details. By prefabricating 
rammed-earth elements we’ve been able to 
decisively widen our range of applications.  
The joint between the elements is always a 
central issue in prefabrication: In the case of 
rammed earth, these joints can be filled using 
the same material without difficulty. Due 
to the solubility of the loam, these become 
invisible! During the prefabrication process 
it makes sense to use industrial machine 
technology to perform the hard, energy-
sapping manual work. This also improves 
efficiency and makes it easier to deliver 
projects on time. The development potential 
and versatility of prefabricated rammed-earth 
elements is enormous.

Above:

ERDEN Workshop, Martin Rauch
Schlins, Austria, 2019
© Hanno Mackowitz

Right page:
Bishops tomb Sülchenkirche, Martin Rauch 
Rottenburg am Neckar, 
Baden-Württemberg, 2015 - 2017
© Benedikt Redman

4. The Rauch House, which is the architect's 
residence, was built from 2005 to 2008 in his 
home village of Schlins, Austria, with adobe 
walls made from in situ-extracted earth.

5. Lehm-Ton-Erde is an engineering office 
a design office, a construction company, 
a laboratory and a manufacturer of 
components, both standard and custom-
made.
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JR I How do you pass on this expertise 
and keep this know-how on rammed-earth 
buildings ?

MR I Ideally, a rammed-earth building is 
completely realised using material excavated 
on site. Rammed earth is one of the most 
stable and efficient ways of building with 
loam and enables us to build multi-storey 
loam-based structures. The expert reports, 
certifications and permits that are required 
in order to realise these buildings in Europe 
are, for me, often both a curse and a blessing. 
A curse because the norms and laws make 
it impossible to use certain loam-based 
building methods. And a blessing because 
such requirements encourage research, 
create trust and make it possible to realise 
further buildings. Well-built rammed-
earth architecture is the most convincing 
ambassador for a modern, sustainable culture 
of loam building.

JR I Do your clients and users accept the 
fact that you use local materials? Or do they 
blame you for using materials “for the poor”?

MR I At the beginning, I was often laughed 
at and dismissed as part of the alternative 
scene. Our craft skills5 and production time 
make us relatively cost-intensive. But this 
hasn’t stopped me from finding new ways of 
building with loam at every level of society, 
even if this is just by instructing people how 
to build for themselves or by supporting 
them by providing materials or tools. We now 
have convincing references in the area of 
loam building and the demand for radically 
sustainable solutions grows from month 
to month. Loam building is now enjoying a 
renaissance that will not go away.

JR I To what extent do you take into account 
local climate and use natural energy sources, 
such as water, wind, sun, and geothermal 
power?

MR I The use of fossil sources of energy to 
heat my buildings was always taboo. From the 
very beginning, I’ve been interested in passive 
solar and solar thermal energy as well as 
wood-based heating systems. In our latest 
building, our own production hall, all energy 
needs are met from solar thermal sources 
and component activation. And electricity 
demand is met from a small hydroelectric 
power station right next to the building. The 
entire annual solar gain is stored in a mass 
earth storage tank below the hall. In situations 
such as the current one it’s very reassuring 
to be able to rely on solar energy because the 
sun doesn’t send a bill.
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JR I You call yourself an artisan. Let us 
remember the expression of Le Corbusier, 
discovering the renovation of the Fondazione 
Querini Stampalia of Carlo Scarpa6 – an 
autodidact, like you : “Who is this wonderful 
artisan?”

MR I Sometimes I even struggle myself to 
describe my profession. I feel like an artisan 
but an artisan also has to be a builder. At the 
beginning of my career, my role as an artisan 
and artist gave me huge creative freedom in 
realising larger buildings. The regulations of 
more recent years have made many things 
more difficult. My home region of Vorarlberg7 
was and remains a promising territory for 
realising my work. We have a pool of excellent 
artisans, combined with clients who are 
prepared to take risks and enjoy constructing 
innovative buildings.

Martin Rauch was trained as a 
ceramist at the Technical College 
of Stoob, Austria, and then at the 
University of Applied Arts in Vienna. In 
1999, he founded Lehm-Ton-Erde, an 
earthen construction company whose 
building techniques have evolved from 
craft to industry.
In 2005, Martin Rauch innovated 
by building his own house, using 
waterproof cement layers to protect 
the walls from erosion. In 2014, he 
built the Ricola Plant House in Laufen, 
Switzerland, with architects Herzog 
& de Meuron, the largest rammed-
earthen building in Europe. The 
building was completed in 5 months, 
made of 666 prefabricated panels, with 
local clay, extracted 10 km far from the 
site. In the same year, he built the King 
Abdulaziz Center for World Culture 
in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia, through 
the assembling of 1500 prefabricated 
earthen components on site.
He received major awards: Honorary 
Award of the Austrian Ministry of 
Science and Research 1983, for his 
experimental approach; European 
Philippe Rotthier Award 2011, for 
his participatory method; Special 
Innovation Award of the Terra Award 
2016, for the technical prowess of the 
Plant House.
Martin Rauch is also dedicated to 
teaching. He is a professor at the 
University of Art and Industrial Design 
in Linz, and at ETH Zurich. He also 
animated BASEhabitat’s international 
workshops. He is an honorary 
professor of the UNESCO Chair "Earth 
Architecture".

6. The Fondazione Querini Stampalia, in 
Venice was renovated by the Italian architect 
Carlo Scarpa in 1961.

7. Cf. the book A constructive provocation 
- Contemporary Architecture in Vorarlberg, 
Otto Kapfinger, Marie-Hélène Contal and 
Wolfgang Ritsch, Verlag Anton Puster-IFA-
VAI, 2003.

Biography

Above:

Prototype for a Room for Birth and Senses Hittisau,  
Vorarlberg, Austria, 2020

Concept: Anka Dür 
Architects: Anka Dür, Anna Heringer, Martin Rauch, Sabrina 
Summer 
Construction: Martin Rauch, Lehm Ton Erde Baukunst 
GmbH
This experimental birthing room, an inner cavity, is formed 
by a shell made of earth bricks, covered with a cladding of 
wood clings.
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ERDEN Workshop, Martin Rauch
Schlins, Autriche, 2019
© Hanno Mackowitz
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JR I The Global Award 2022 questions the 
notion of territory: "The territory: threat or 
opportunity?”

GC I A territory always constitutes a 
resource. In itself, it never constitutes a threat. 
The threat can come from the development 
plans, which aim at transforming the territory. 
We can also foresee a happy transformation 
for the territory, but we can also choose to 
transform nothing.

JR I Since 1977, you have lived in a valley 
located in the Creuse region, France. This 
is where you created your "home garden". 
Your book “Le Salon des Berces” tells your 
personal story and relationship to this valley, 
the birthplace of the Crozant School’s art 
movement. Do you still think that a place 
chosen by painters could be the best school 
of landscaping ?

GC I The first landscape painters were 
impressionist painters who revealed the 
strength of the landscape through color at the 
end of a season. Green did not dominate the 
paintings. This exercise revealed the diversity 
of "lived experiences" for the landscape over 
the seasons. We can learn from this, but it is 
probably not enough to make such a place a 
school today.

JR I Did you want to create a microcosm in 
Crozant?

GC I I do not wish to create a microcosm 
in Crozant. I think that the presence of 
ecosystems - miraculously undestroyed by 
industrial agriculture - creates in itself a 
living environment that does not need to be 
developed.

JR I Besides the material resources of a 
place, are the immaterial resources (time, 
needs, know-how, etc.) also important to 
you?

GC I Time is an essential factor. We must 
devote time to the work to which we are 
attached without any regards for productivity 
matters. In a garden, time does not matter - 
the weather does!

JR I I remember visiting with Aldo Rossi, 
Louis Le Roy's "eco-cathedral" in Holland. 
Rossi, who was used to orderly Italian 
gardens, was shocked by this "natural 
garden" and its theory of letting things 
grow. Twenty years after the publishing of 
your Manifeste du tiers paysage1, how did the 
concept of a garden in permanent evolution 
evolve?

GILLES CLÉMENT
CROZANT, FRANCE

TERRITORY  
AND LANDSCAPE

INTERVIEW BY JANA REVEDIN

A horticultural engineer, botanist and landscape architect, Gilles Clément, born 
in 1943, is a significant voice in the global ecological debate. Informed by his  
profound knowledge, his work embodies a new vision of landscape based upon 
the unrestricted evolution rather than the mastery of species. And while he  
values natural and historic sites, Gilles Clément is deeply involved in the  
ecological and social revival of the ordinary city and its wastelands. 
The books of this activist have transformed the views of landscape designers, 
decision-makers and architects. He has the gift of giving titles that are moving 
– The Planetary Garden – or political : in his Manifesto of the Third Landscape, 
nature becomes an alter ego of  the “Third Estate” before the French Revolution : 
unconsidered although there is no future without it.
Gilles Clément believes that it is time to stop exploiting nature and to enhance 
biodiversity by creating an open field, in which species live and circulate freely.
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GC I The Third Landscape is not a garden, 
it is a space left to itself so that it can host 
biodiversity that has been driven out from 
everywhere else. The gardeners' helpers - 
plants and animals that play a positive role in 
the management of a garden - can be found 
here. Ideally, a garden should be surrounded 
by a space left to itself.

JR I When you leave your Valley to work in 
other places, how do you study their identity 
and character?

GC I The first thing for me is to submit to 
the emotional power of the place. Depending 
on what I feel, it is possible to elaborate a 
project by imagining sharing life in this place. 
It is therefore a feeling. Then I add to this 
"experience" the objective data of the place: 
soil, climate, inhabitants, economy, etc...

JR I How do you articulate your spatial and 
botanical visions?

GC I The articulation of the spatial elements 
is combined with those offered by the 
botanical world with its diversity. One part is 
able to compose the space; another part is 
able to animate it.

JR I I liken your concept of the “free field” 
to the one of “open work” by Umberto Eco. 
Does not this concept offer a more powerful 
remedy to wounded landscapes, than the 
traditional rigid treatments of landscape 
designing, so deeply rooted in architectural 
and urban thinking?

GC I The "tabula rasa" leaves room for the 
most rigid projects, which is not the case for 
complex spaces where a part of the living 
being present before any intervention remains 
and must be combined with the elements of 
the project.

JR I Many architects have asked for your 
expertise, in the field of public garden 
designing. The Parc André Citroën or the Quai 
Branly Museum have seriously shaken the 
rigid vision of usual "urban green spaces". 
Did they play a role in your development?

GC I These projects allowed me to establish 
a list of questions to which I tried to answer. 
For the André Citroën Park I proposed a 
spatial composition in connection with 
the management method (the garden in 
movement). This proposal was frightening 
and I was not able to place the garden in 
the centre, but it still exists. For the garden 
of the Musée du Quai Branly I asked myself 

Garden of the third landscape, 
creation : Gilles Clément, master builder : Coloco 
Saint-Nazaire, France, 2009-2011

© dr
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Garden of the third landscape,

creation : Gilles Clément, master builder : Coloco 
Saint-Nazaire, France, 2009-2011 
© dr

The former military base of Saint-
Nazaire is a legacy of the Nazi Todt 
organization, which populated the 
western coastline with wartime 
structures of indestructible concrete. 
It took Saint-Nazaire 50 years to move 
beyond this tragedy and to launch in 
1994 the transformation of this military 
wasteland, into housing, ponds, places 
of culture...
In 1997, the base roof, overlooking on 
the Loire estuary, was opened to the 
public; in 2009, Gilles Clément and 
Coloco experimented with the concept 
of third landscape. In the concrete 
pits are planted various species : 
some are endemic, coming from the 
"third landscape of the landscape of 
the Estuary", such as the aspens, and 
others "convergent, compatible with 
the absence of soil at the base the 
base", such as the orpins.
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what the relationship between this space 
and the content of the museum could be. 
The common point found between the 
different cultures - the turtle - allowed me to 
enhance the oval shape in the composition 
of the garden in the heart of a non-western 
landscape: a wooded savannah.

JR I Are today’s French architects and 
urban planners opening up to a more 
transdisciplinary, more participatory and less 
interventionist landscape practice?

GC I Some of them do indeed open up to the 
"open field" but not the majority. This concerns 
mainly the youngest.

JR I You also worked in heritage sites 
(castles, abbeys). Your work there is even 
more striking because these places, which 
both enchant and educate the public, are 
milestones in the history of gardens. Is the 
cultural heritage sector more sensitive to 
your vision?

GC I The professional community of cultural 
heritage management is not sensitive to my 
vision, which contradicts their interpretation 
of heritage conservation. However, I have 
been lucky enough to find sponsors who have 
accepted this evolution in thinking.

JR I How do you rediscover and re-activate 
pre-industrial techniques, erased by the 
modern period, in your projects (with wood, 
stone and fibres)?

GC I My craftsmanship skills are easily 
rediscovered. You just have to make the 
decision to "do". That's what I did when I 
built my house, even though I had never built 
anything before.

JR I Do you envision an “afterlife” for your 
landscapes?

GC I No stable future can be planned from 
the moment we work with living things, 
because "life is always inventing"1. For me, 
the future is a matter of sharing the signature 
between the people in charge of maintaining 
the gardens, the unpredictable hazards of 
climatic, economic and political changes.

Gardens of Valloire, Gilles Clément 
and Philippe Niez, Acanthe workshop
Argoules, Somme, France, 1989 and 2003

Created in 1981 on the grounds of Valloires Abbey the gardens were enlarged in 1985 and 
then entrusted to Gilles Clément. In this regular, coded garden, the landscape designer 
created beds that are no longer taxonomic. Instead, plants are grouped according to their 
colors, similarities etc – a real 20th century landscape at the foot of a classical abbey. 
In 2003, he added a Garden of Evolution, dedicated to Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. This homage 
to the precursor of ecology is based on the concept of a garden in motion. This vision - 
"the garden is constantly changing shape in space and time" - places a central role in the 
observation of the environment. gives a central place to observation and cooperation with 
nature.

1. Life Never Stops to Invent, travelling 
exhibition and book by Gilles Clément, 
l'Aube editions, 2008
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JR I You have also created, with the Ecole Normale 
Supérieure in Lyon or with the Lycée agricole of St-Herblain, 
gardens experimenting this more attentive and open 
approach. Would not schools and universities be the best 
places to build and disseminate this vision of the living 
nature?

GC I Yes, absolutely. These teaching sites play a 
fundamental role in the evolution of thinking and field 
practice. It is through the concrete exercises of carrying out 
projects in these places that teaching itself has evolved by 
reviving the need for knowledge of the living world, which 
had been neglected in favor of technology for management 
methods.

JR I As a landscape architect and horticultural engineer, 
you have given a lot of time to teaching. What has this 
mission brought to you?

GC I Teaching is learning. I consider that there are three 
sources of teaching: the garden, because you discover 
something new every day ; travelling, because you know 
where you live when you come back ; and the students, 
because they ask questions that you don't expect. These 
questions force us to look for answers.

JR I How do you teach the relationship between territory 
(climate, geography, ecology, governance...) and landscape?

GC I The territory refers to the objective data needed for 
the feasibility of the project. The landscape refers to the 
dream dimension of the territory; its approach depends on 
the sensitivity of each individual.

JR I Do you see the landscape as a medium for exploring 
and developing the identity of those who inhabit it?  As a 
catalyst for their emancipation?  

GC I The landscape is a gateway to the discovery of living 
things in general. The human being marks the landscape 
with a cultural charge, which, despite the cultural erosion 
resulting from globalisation, still contains a certain diversity 
of expression.  

JR I You are a gardener, landscape gardener, botanist, 
entomologist, biologist and writer. How do writing and 
practice fit together for you?  

GC I Writing is putting words to what exists but has 
perhaps never been described before. These words are 
meant to be transmitted in order to share or discuss the 
reading of the world. My first book, The Moving Garden, was 
written for students.

JR I What political and ethical message do you have for 
the new generations of students and activists?

GC I The new generations have become quite aware of 
the need to change their way of life so that the future living 
world does not descend into absolute chaos. This change 
of lifestyle is to be defined from a change in the models 
of covetousness, abandoning production and compulsory 
consumption to move towards another use of time. For the 
moment, none of our political leaders are moving in this 
direction.

Gilles Clément is a horticultural 
engineer, a landscape designer who 
graduated from the Institut d'Angers 
in 1969, as well as a botanist and a 
gardener,. His life is divided between 
his activities as a landscape designer,  
a teacher, and an essayist and writer. 

His greatest work is the Domaine 
du Rayol, where he has been working 
since 1989. However, it was the Parc 
André-Citroën in Paris, designed with 
Allain Provost, that made his approach 
known to the public in 1992. His major 
projects are: the garden of the Quai 
Branly Museum, designed with Patrick 
Blanc, the gardens of the castles of 
Blois and Châtenay, the experimental 
gardens of the ENS of Lyon and of the 
agricultural high school of Saint-
Herblain, the garden on the roof of 
the submarine base of Saint-Nazaire, 
realized with his friends and collegues 
of the Collectif Coloco.

As a professor at the ENS du 
Paysage de Versailles since 1979, he 
was nominated in 2011 at the Chair 
of Artistic Creation of the Collège de 
France, inaugurated with a lesson 
entitled „Gardens, landscape and 
natural engineering“. He sponsored 
in 2017 the creation of the degree 
„Design of anthropized environments“ 
at the University of Limoges. 

Winner of the Grand Prix du Paysage 
in 1998, he presented in 1999 at 
the Grande halle de la Villette an 
exhibition-Manifesto, entitled „The 
Planetary Garden“. His major writings 
and theoric works are: „Le Jardin 
en mouvement“, de la Vallée au 
parc André-Citroën, re-published in 
2007; „Éloge de la friche“, 1994; „Le 
Jardin planétaire“, 1999; „Éloge des 
vagabondes. Herbes, arbres et fleurs à la 
conquête du monde“, 2002; „Manifeste 
du Tiers-paysage“, 2004, re-published 
in 2014; „Le Salon des berces“, 2009; 
„Notre-Dame-des-Plantes“, 2021.

Biography
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The Garden of the Mediterranean, 
Gilles Clément and the gardeners of the Domaine de Rayol,
Domaine du Rayol, Rayol-Canadel-sur-mer, Var, France,
1988 to present
©  dr

It was at Rayol that Gilles Clément developed 
the concept of the Planetary Garden, through 
thought and and experience.
In 1989, this abandoned site escaped real 
estate developers thanks to the Conservatoire 
du Littoral who acquired it and entrusted the 
garden, planted in 1920s, to Gilles Clément. His 
project was to mix various flora from all regions 
of the world with a Mediterranean climate,. This 
project was based on a scientific and sensitive 
analysis of the site. 

Over 30 years, this Domain has become a 
site of reference in the field of bio-diversity of 
Mediterranean gardens and Mediterranean 
landscapes. Gilles Clément still follows the 
evolution of Le Rayol, which he considers to be 
a "world index, open to regions of the world that 
are biologically similar".
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JR I Born into a Turkish family in 
Nuremberg, Germany, you studied 
architecture in Bursa, Turkey, and then in 
Vienna, Austria.  Afterwards, you joined the 
office of Walter Stelzhammer, a student 
of Roland Rainer1.  By the time, were you 
thinking of becoming an architect in Austria?

OSB I Walter Stelzhammer has remained 
my guide in many ways. His architectural 
attitude, ethics, design approaches, client 
relationships and serious way have made him 
a real role model for me. 
In 2005, I won 1st prize in an architectural 
competition in Turkey – the Turkish National 
Bank Office in Bursa. In 2007, I participated 
in the Roland Rainer2 Competition and was 
awarded 1st prize for the Victor Adler Multi 
Layered Housing in Vienna. 
Whenever I was involved with architecture, 
while at university or when working in Vienna, 
I dreamed of having an architectural practice 
of my own. Something that I found when I 
went back to Istanbul from Vienna in 2007. 

JR I In this regard, was the project for the 
National Bank of Turkey instrumental in your 
decision to return to your home country? 

OSB I I'm not sure if that was a complete 
move “back home”. I no longer feel fully 
Turkish, nor do I belong to any other location. 
I saw this feeling of “not belonging to 
somewhere” as a problem until my mid-20s. 
Then, after reading Amin Maalouf's book 
“Ports of Call”, I realised that belonging to 
many places and not feeling attached to any 
one offered a different perspective. 
To be honest, Turkey is a very difficult place. 
We’ve been able to continue our office 
experience to this day by making lots of 
mistakes and, often, learning from them. In 
2008, I met Okan Bal, an experienced urban 
planner, at a competition. We founded YALIN 
in 2011. 
Turkey is a territory in which you can create 
unexpected works and structures when you 
least expect. It’s very difficult to construct 
something good, to hold on, to stay afloat. 
However, when you get the chance, I believe 
that you get some opportunities that you can 
hardly get in the western world.

YALIN ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN
ÖMER SELÇUK BAZ AND OKAN BAL
ISTANBUL, TURKEY

MAP AND  
TERRITORY

INTERVIEW WITH JANA REVEDIN

The Turkish word yalin signifies simplicity and humility. The sober design of the 
office YALIN, founded in 2011 by the architect Ömer Selçuk Baz, born in 1978, 
and the urban planner Okan Bal, born in 1967, has both aesthetic and political 
roots. In Turkey, YALIN challenges what it calls “urban crimes”: the absence of 
rules and ethics that leads to the destruction of ancient cityscapes in the name of 
“showcase architecture”, while the urban periphery descends into chaos.
YALIN works widely on restructuring projects for natural and cultural sites, 
where it develops its simple approach. It roots each project in its milieu, both 
human and physical. And, in order to build, it visits local quarries and brickworks 
and revives skills and ways of doing things well.
The organic architecture of YALIN continues to evolve after the completion of a 
project, in step with the setting in which it is inserted. It is connected with the 
geography, the genius loci and the human activity.

1. Although heavily tainted by by his 
membership in the Nazi party (NSDAP) 
party until 1945, the Austrian architect 
Roland Rainer (1910-2004) had a great 
post-war career as an urban planner and 
professor, in the fields of social housing, 
urban planning and regional development.

2. Organized by the City of Vienna with 
the Chamber of Architects of Austria, 
the Roland Rainer Competition is an 
international competition for innovations in 
urban planning and architectural typology of 
European cities, open to architects,  
urban planners and students.
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JR I Since then you have won many 
competitions and, as a result, built the 
Museum of Troy in Çanakkale (2011), the 
Museum of Cappadocia in Nevşehir (2015), 
and the very beautiful Zonguldak Caves 
Visitor Centre in Zonguldak (2017). These 
projects are all embedded within vast 
landscapes. What is your approach on these 
sites?

OSB I We attach great importance to the 
connection that buildings establish with 
the location and territory in which they are 
situated. We believe that we strengthen the 
bond that a building establishes with a place 
by making maximum use of the building 
materials that are available in that place or 
its immediate surroundings. For example, the 
city of Manisa is well known for its traditional 
brick production. Hence, we chose to use 
bricks in the museum that we designed to 
commemorate a tragedy that took place in 
Manisa during the War of Independence.
We are also dealing with a library in Konya 

JR I Would you define Turkey as a fertile, yet challenging 
territory? 

OSB I Unlike cities controlled and shaped by strict rules, 
cities in Turkey offer opportunities for architects, investors 
and politicians to join hands and mess everything up. Some 
opportunities that could never arise if there were a well-
structured zoning plan can turn into irreversible urban 
crimes if an architect's dazzling design meets an investor's 
and politician's passion for power and money. I think that 
this is the biggest threat in Turkey, where every aspect 
of the design process can become a thorny path. These 
difficult processes are full of traps, which range from the 
legal infrastructure created by the zoning plans and the 
poor resolution of social, cultural, natural and historical 
factors to the expectations of property owners, investors and 
managers. 

JR I Did you name your office YALIN as a reaction to these 
complex challenges?

OSB I That in Turkish means simple, humble, lean…  
We try to be simple and understandable for all, even though 
our projects are mostly very complex.

Construction of the Cappadocia Regional Museum, Avanos, Central Anatolia. 
This Stone Age Museum will be housed in an ancient quarry, "in the same way that people dug their homes there millennia ago." 
View of the outdoor Visitor Center, built in "cyclopean" apparatus with blocks extracted from the quarry.
© Emre Dorter



where wood and stone are being dissolved 
and shredded without damaging a single tree 
in an existing grove. We are also preparing a 
masterplan and a design guide focused on 
dealing with the current chaos of Cumalıkızık 
in Bursa, which is 700 years old and the only 
fully preserved Ottoman village in Turkey. 
We have also prepared a masterplan for 
Kültürpark, one of the most important green 
areas in Bursa. Our ideas include retaining 
and making much more efficient, combined, 
use of the existing archaeology museum and 
open-air theatre in Kültürpark.  

JR I How do you study the character of a 
place?

OSB I Our design work begins with a 
different type of design task – a rigorous 
process of research and understanding. At 
this stage, our aim is to understand more of 
the problem, the place and the people. There 
is actually a very simple principle behind this 
process; to establish as broad and as deep a 
relationship with the project area as possible 
and to spend enough time there. I think that 
this deep engagement is as meaningful as any 
technical reading or research. It establishes a 
relationship, enables the designer to develop 
a mood and a feeling that firmly connects 
them with the place and its geography, and 
even makes them part of the place. In my 
opinion, the more sincere and multi-channel 
this relationship, the more the design can 
become a product that fits and belongs there. 
When developing a design for a project, we 
work with experts and artists from a wide 
range of disciplines as determined by the 
scope of the project and the design phase 
becomes a highly instructive process.

JR I Your architecture highlights the 
powerful presence of certain materials.  
What resources inspire you the most?

OSB I I see materials as an integral part 
of the design idea. It’s impossible for me to 
design without considering the material and 
construction system. We do nothing new; 
we merely continue to combine things that 
have always existed in different ways. I base 
my design process on the behaviours and 
gestures of the local people, on patterns and 
textures of the place. My greatest immaterial 
resource -and my passion – is history.

JR I How would you define the relationship 
between architecture and nature?

OSB I Architecture is performed by humans 
and tightly connected with the territory. 
Although it wants to be part of nature, it can 
never be nature. It revolves around, imitates or 
defies nature. Our architectures are produced 
in nature and accept their humble place 

on earth. Retrieving materials, reinventing 
construction techniques, enhancing the 
landscape excites me more than finding new 
things. In Anatolia, you can find unexpected 
places, a courtyard, a small stone structure,  
a wooden carcass … many good things are not 
designed but, rather, created spontaneously 
by the needs of life.

JR I You rediscover ancient, pre-industrial 
building techniques – stone, wood, 
fibres – which had disappeared from the 
industrialised building vocabulary. Does this 
re-activated know-how live on after you leave 
the territory?  

OSB I The Museum of Troy3 is one the 
buildings we have produced that have 
contributed the most to the area in which they 
are located. Our contribution, however, is not 
the knowhow required to produce a building 
inspired by the past but, rather, the increased 
visibility of the historical, touristic and 
commercial potential of the region. Relating 
to the multi-layered and mostly erased 
archaeological site of Troy I believe in  
a Turkish saying: ‘Time erases. Space 
collects.’ Because space is manifest in its 
geographical context, it cannot vanish like the 
heresies of power and money,  of supposedly 
never dying kingdoms… 
One project of ours that is perhaps even more 
ambitious and able to contribute even more 
to its location than the museum of Troy is 
the Cappadocia Regional Museum. Housed 
in an old quarry inside a giant rock face, just 
like the people who lived there thousands of 
years ago, the idea is to organise the cavities 
dug into the rock for use as a museum. In this 
project, our dream is to create an exhibition 
structure through a minimal intervention 
in the most natural and raw form of the 
material. Thus, yes, we reinvent old building 
techniques in a contemporary way, we form 
masons, artisans, gardeners… We then carry 
this making know how with us for further 
projects.

3. The Troy Museum was built on the 
archaeological site of Troy in 2020.
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JR I Do your clients and users accept 
your rediscovery of ancient materials and 
techniques? 

OSB I The responses of our clients vary. 
While they are mostly positive, they can 
sometimes find our work too experimental or 
untested. However, our aim is to move beyond 
these reactions by designing and developing a 
way of thinking in which all projects mutually 
affect and articulate each other.

JR I Do you think about an “afterlife” – a 
possible deconstruction, renovation and 
reconstruction of your building elements – 
during the designing process? 

OSB I J hope that our structures will be 
around for a very long time. However, most of 
our projects are reusable or biodegradable. 
Our Olivelo Ecology Park in Izmir, Scada Tower 
and the Permaculture Farm in Manisa are 
designs that focus on these issues.

Above and below:

Zonduldak Caves Visitor Center, Zonguldak Province, 2021. 
This center is located at the threshold of the main cave of the large site. 
The stone walls dialogue "without competing with a natural wonder 
that has taken shape over millions of years".
© Egemen Karakaya



Regional museum of Cappadocia, under construction in Avanos, 
Central Anatolia. Architect's views of the museographic 
and the reception, in the cavities of the of the old quarries.

© Yalin

JR I Can today’s architects rediscover 
their role as a catalyst for civic and political 
emancipation? 

OSB I I think that the spaces of social and 
political emancipation are squares, parks, 
cultural or social centres … Public spaces 
are the common ground in which society and 
politics express themselves. Democracy can 
be established through space. 

JR I Why do you call YALIN a “territorial 
practice”?

OSB I Although we live in a global world, 
architecture is – fortunately – still a discipline 
based on place, culture and habits. I sincerely 
believe that the best architectures are those 
that have the best sense of being rooted in a 
place. For this reason, architecture is a craft 
that is related to geography, location and 
human life.

Born in Nuremberg, Germany, Ömer 
Selçuk Baz obtained his Bachelor's 
degree in architecture in 2002 from 
Uludağ University in Bursa, Turkey, 
and then his Master's degree from the 
Vienna University of Technology, in 
Austria. Meanwhile, he worked at Atelier 
Stelzhammer in Vienna, on housing and 
shopping center projects. In 2005, he 
won the 1st Prize in the competition for 
the headquarters of the Turkish National 
Bank in Bursa. Now located in Turkey,  
he founded Yalin Architecture in 2011 with 
urban planner Okan Bal.

Ömer Selçuk Baz teaches in Istanbul,  
at Kültür University and Bilgi University.

YALIN achieved major projects: the Troy 
Museum in Canakkale, the Cappadocia 
Museum, the Zonguldak Gökgöl Caves 
Visitor Center, the Manisa Memorial Site 
project.

YALIN also received major awards: 
Young Architects of the Year Award 
2011, European 40 under 40 Award 2018, 
National Architecture Award 2020 for 
the Troy Museum, and EMYA European 
Museum of the Year 2020.

As a fairly young architect, I came 
to Istanbul from Vienna to practice 
architecture.

Biography

38



Aerial view of the Troy Museum, Tevfikiye, Çanakkale Province, 2018. 
Top left: the archaeological park of Troy. The architects have placed 
the Museum, a cube covered with cor-ten steel, in the middle of a garden-territory.

© Emre Dorter Troy Museum, interior view.

© Emre Dorter
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The Global Award for Sustainable ArchitectureTM was founded in 2006 by the architect 
and scholar Jana Revedin.

The Global Award Community, which consists of the 75 contemporary architects
from around the globe who have received the award, works towards a sustainable 
architectural ethics and fosters research, experimentation and transmission in the 
fields of sustainable architecture, urban renewal and academic social responsibility.

It defines architecture as an agent of empowerment, self-development and civic rights.
The Global Award is run by the Cité de l’architecture et du patrimoine Paris and was put 
under the high patronage of UNESCO in 2010.

The Cité de l’architecture et du patrimoine guarantees the cultural presence of the 
Global Award for Sustainable Architecture through its European and international 
network of experts and architecture centres. Each spring, the Cité organises the annual 
symposium and presentation of the  ve award-winners and their work.
It also works with locus on publicising the work of the award through: 
- travelling exhibitions about the nominated architects
- publications and conferences
www.citedelarchitecture.fr

The Global Award for Sustainable Architecture 
received the high patronage of Unesco in 2010.
www.unesco.com

Founders 
& patrons
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A world leader in sustainable construction, Saint-Gobain is present in 75 countries 
with more than 166,000 employees. Saint-Gobain designs, produces and distributes 
materials and services for housing and industrial markets. The solutions designed 
by the company can be found everywhere in our daily lives: in buildings, transport 
infrastructure, as well as in numerous industrial applications. They provide comfort, 
performance and durability while meeting the challenges of decarbonization of the 
construction and industrial sectors, resource conservation and rapid urbanization. 

As a loyal supporter of the Cité's exhibitions since its opening in 2007, Saint-Gobain 
is also an institutional partner since 2020. An industrial company with a history and 
with a strategic positioning that is focused on future, Saint-Gobain shares with the 
Cité a history and a common vision of architecture as a fundamental element of the 
living environment. 
The objectives of this collaboration is to work for the understanding and 
appropriation of architecture by all, giving the general public and professionals 
public new keys to understand the major issues of tomorrow, to promote innovation 
in architecture and in our cities, to push further the great ecological, demographic 
and urban transitions.

Press contact:
Laure Bencheikh: laure.bencheikh@saint-gobain.com +33 6 81 30 82 68

Founded in 1986, GRAITEC is a world leader company in softwares dedicated to 
digitalization of the construction and industrial sectors. GRAITEC is present in 14 
countries and operates in North America and in the main European countries. 
GRAITEC is a leading software company in the construction industry: thanks to an 
international R&D team, it deploys innovative softwares to help construction and 
industry professionals to digitalize their design and manufacturing processes. Since 
1997, GRAITEC is also one of the largest Autodesk partners in the world. GRAITEC 
helps its customers to improve their performances to build a more sustainable future. 
Committed to building more sustainably, GRAITEC puts all its know-how at the service 
of the adoption of BIM (Building Information Modeling), a key driver of the digital 
transformation of the construction sector. Through BIM, it is a new way of working, 
collaborating, and exchanging data that allows us to build better, more sustainably 
and environmentally friendly.
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Scientific 
committee 
& Cultural 
partners

Members of the scientific committee 
Catherine Chevillot, president, 
Cité de l'architecture et du patrimoine, 
Paris, France
Marie-Hélène Contal, architect,  
director of the Cultural Developpement, 
Cité de l’architecture et du patrimoine, 
Paris, France
Prof. Dr. Jacopo Galli, architect, 
Università IUAV, Venice, Italy
Prof. Spela Hudnik, director of the 
International Architecture Biennale  
of Ljubljana, Slovenia

Prof. Dr. Deniz Incedayi, architect, Mimar 
Sinan Fine Arts University, Istanbul, 
Turkey
Prof. Dr. Jana Revedin, architect, 
founding president of the Global Award 
for Sustainable Architecture, Venice, Italy

Honorary members 2022
Prof. Dr. Chris Younès, philosopher, 
Paris, France
Prof. Francis Kéré, architect, Berlin, 
Germany, Global Award 2009
Takaharu Tezuka, architect, Tokyo, 
Japan, Global Award 2017

Cité de l’architecture et du patrimoine
Paris - citedelarchitecture.fr
Inaugurated in 2007 in the Palais de Chaillot and heir to a long history of promoting 
heritage and architecture, the Cité de l'architecture et du patrimoine aims to 
raise awareness, disseminate and teach architecture and urban planning in its 
contemporary and heritage dimensions.
Both a museum, an observatory of architectural creation, an archive centre,  
the largest library in Europe dedicated to contemporary architecture and a training 
centre for urban planners and heritage architects, the Cité bases its project on 
the encounter between all dimensions of architecture, understood in a broad and 
generous definition, in history as well as in the present.
Every year, the Cité designs a programme that is aimed at both the general public 
and professionals: temporary exhibitions, educational workshops, debates, symposia, 
editions, screenings, etc. It thus asserts itself as a plural cultural centre, a place 
of sharing dedicated to an ever-changing reflection, the balance between past and 
present, between heritage and architecture.

Università Iuav di Venezia
Venise - www.iuav.it
Venice’s Iuav University is one of the world’s best known and enjoys a particular 
reputation for the quality of its research laboratories in the areas of composition 
and the theory and history of architecture and the city.
Since 2005, Iuav University has created an international master’s degree in 
Sustainable Urban Planning as a centrepiece of its research programmes.
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International Architecture Biennale
Ljubljana - www.architecturebiennaleljubljana.si
The International Biennale of Architecture of Ljubljana was created in 2000
by Peter Vezjak and Špela Hudnik. This young biennale of contemporary architecture 
is one of the most dynamic players on the Eastern European architecture scene
Focussed on the exchange of information, the event organises an innovation 
competition and on-line activities of excellent quality. This intra-European platform 
allows local figures (from Slovenia, Italy and Austria) to come head-to-head with 
international names from the creative sectors of the contemporary architecture scene.

Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University
Istanbul - www.sqsu.edu.tr
Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University in Istanbul is founded in 1882 by the painter, 
historian and archaeologist Osman Hamdi Bey and is one of the oldest and well- 
established state universities in Turkey.
Its mission can be seen as to create education within a vision of cultural, 
social, aesthetic and environmental sensibility and awareness. There are many 
undergraduate and post-graduate study programs of fine arts, architecture, science 
and letters and conservatory. The university has also an active role in the art and 
culture platforms of the country and has many international and national cooperation 
programs with the universities worldwide.
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Symposium with the award-winners
on Friday, October 14, 2022
Auditorium of the Cité
7, avenue Albert de Mun, Paris 16

Practical 
information

CITE
Caroline Loizel    
0033 1 58 51 52 82 
0033 6 86 75 11 29   
caroline.loizel@citedelarchitecture.fr

Press contacts

Spaces

AGENCE 14 SEPTEMBRE
Laura Sergeant  
0033 6 08 75 74
laurasergeant@14septembre.com
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Currently and 
soon at the Cité

Winners of Global Award 2022
September 14, 2022 -  
January 30, 2023

Heritage in motion 
Building a sustainable future
September 16 - December 5, 2022

Pierre-Louis Faloci 
An ecology of the gaze
October 14, 2022 - May 29, 2023

Art deco 
France-North America
October 21, 2022 - March 6, 2023

Rebuilding Notre-Dame : 
an extraordinary project
winter 2023

Plateforme 
of architectural 
creation 2022

DUOS AND DEBATES

Collectif Encore, Auterrive, Béarn 
versus
Barrault Pressacco, Paris
November 24, 2022 - May 21, 2023

Exhibitions
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Notes
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https://www.citedelarchitecture.fr/en/ 
article/global-award-sustainable-architecture

#globalawardforsustainablearchitecture

citedelarchitecture.fr
CITÉ DE L’ARCHITECTURE ET DU PATRIMOINE
Palais de Chaillot. Trocadéro. Paris


