The CAF Building

IN PariScuL. STOP. NEW PARAGRAPH

. GIULIA MARINO

The future of the Caisse d’Allocations
Familiales (CAF) site in Paris has already been
documented. The extensive refurbishment
works on the rue Viala’s buildings—designed
by architects Raymond Lopez and Michel
Holley between 1953 and 1959—have moved

on to the realization phase.’

DEMOLITION of some of the buildings on the site and a
thorough restyling of the central blockNcommonly known
as OTour LopezONhave put a stop to the long political and
legal controversy that has kept the issue in the limelight
for the last ten years. The ownersO financial motives have
finally won over the preservation commitment stated by
the Monuments Historiques agency. The passion that
moved those activist architects, who relentlessly stressed
the artistic and historical value of the site, was faced with
diffidence from the general publicNfostered by a great
deal of sharp criticism and polemic statements that
regularly appeared in French newspapers.

Going through the different stages of such a long and
complex debateNa good example of what such
controversies involveNmay provide many opportunities
to reflect on the cultural biases that mark the efforts made
to preserve modern architecture heritage. Quite clearly,
the general attitude is one of reluctance to acknowledge
the potential, if not the value, of a production that is still
undefined and kept on hold between history and
criticism. This prevailing approach seems to suggest that
a global reconsideration of preservation strategies is
most needed. Moreover, a clearly focused and pragmatic
revision of administration procedures and tools involved
in preservation should also be carried out.

CREATIVITY AND EXPERIMENTATION

CAF, a semi-state company operating in the field of family
allowance funds, was established in 1946, in the context
of a global social policy reform that was carried out
in postwar France. In 1953, the project for CAFOs new
logistic site in Paris (which was due to be located in

Fig. 1. Caisse dOAllocations Familialesuth side entrance reserved
to the public, around 1959, Paris, 1959

the district known as the OXVeme arrondissementO) was
commissioned to the architectural practice headed by
Raymond Lopez, an architect of indisputable repute and
personality, who was also quite influential within political
circles. The instructions given were very clear: the modern
architectural style should reflect the modern approach of
the new organization. The intention to provide a model
scheme set the project into motion, as it was a unique
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Fig. 2. Master plan,
dated May 7, 1953

opportunity to experiment at all levels, from assembly
systems to architectural poetry, from functional layout to
pioneering technologies.

The achievement was a most innovative and composite
structure. Following the vertical densification principle set
out in the Athens CharterNin order to leave more of the
ground area freeNthe building designed to host CAFOs
administrative offices develops around a central post,
and upwards nine floors above ground level, in a north-
south orientation. Smaller additional blocks, one or two
stories in height, complete the layout. Functionally linked
to the central post, they are clustered along the bisecting
line of this Haussmann-like block, being therefore
conveniently released from any street alignment bonds.
Hence, the logic underlying a traditional urban
intervention was totally and radically subverted.

The original quality of the assembly structure was
matched by a distribution layout designed to ensure the
buildingds best performances. Careful study of the
building program and schedules allowed the architects to
gather or separate functions according to their
compatibility. Once the three main functional units were
identifiedNpublic access areas, offices/administration,
and technical/engineering areasNthese were then
developed on three different levels, one above the other,
so that routes leading to different areas could be clearly
defined. This was quite an innovative kind of layout that,
within a wider urban perspective, evidently echoes the

of innovative construction techniques and materials
introduced a new planning dimension that reflected the
new trends, clearly referring to the production processes
developed by Jean ProuvZ.

The design of the Tour LopezOs metal frame, with posts
clustered along the central area, and large cantilevered
floors, radically departs from the conventional static layout,
i.e. the steel frame.

Beyond the structural frameOs originality (whose
remarkable tectonic quality is quite clearly reminiscent of
Mies van der RoheOs structural architecture), the extremely
lightweight fasades are probably one of the building®Os
most significant features, demonstrating the projectOs
outstanding value as far as technology is concerned. In
fact, the building is a fine, straightforward example of a
curtain wall system, where casing consists of a Wallspan
grid featuring aluminum profiles, attached to and
Ohanging fromO trusses. The grid is fastened to cantilever
heads by a special movement joint, expressly designed
for that purpose, which can bear the bending stresses
from middle floors, as well as the claddingOs thermal
expansion. The imperative of maximum lightness imposed
by the fasades® hanging system forced the architects to
use man-made materials such as extra light HZliotrex
translucent cladding (7 kg/sgq.m.), made of fiberglass
reinforced polyester. This can be considered one of the
first attempts at using plastic for large scale construction
applications, a kind of material that was going to change

Overtical urban planning principle® that architects adopted forever the world of building and constructions. The

in the 1960s for some important projects developed in
the French capital, such as the Front-de-Seine district.

TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION

The intention of breaking with standard urban
planning practices (but keeping an eye on
American developments) was coupled with the
desire to show a kind of architecture stemming
from technological innovation, and that was
considered an outright symbol of sheer
modernity. Welded steel, extruded
aluminum alloys, glass and, last but
not least, a wide range of plastic
materials became  key
players in the new
project.
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application of such innovative materials prompted a multi-
disciplinary approach, owing to the close relationships
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that needed to be established and sustained with
manufacturers. That, in turn, would enable the building
and construction industry to get closer to the kind of
linear design process that was going to play a key role
in the post-industrial era. Built in the 1950s, the strikingly
modern design of the CAFOs site is a perfect example
of the crucial changes that were going to take place in
the following years.

RISK OF DEMOLITION

enjoyed with critics was mainly due to the range of its §

buildings® originality, which mainly lies in the choice of gr’iﬁ

materials and techniques, is also emphasized in the large
number of publications devoted to Lopez and HolleyOs
project, seen as a prototype for modern and efficient
public buildings. However, the experimental nature of the
construction materials was also the main cause of some
serious problemsNfor example, the catastrophic thermal
behavior of the polyester panels. Paradoxically, HZliotrex
cladding (one of the project®s most important technology
features) was, at the same time, the main argument put
forward by those critics who disapproved of the project
on the basis of the questionable Oshort-cycle principle.O
The possibility of complete demolition started being
suggested around the mid-1990s. As part of a general
program aimed at decentralizing public sector services,

the CAFOs real estate assets underwent major restructuring.

The Rue VialaOs compound was also affected by the
program as it was deemed obsolete and far too large. In
fact, its complete demolition would generate remarkable
profits, with the possibility of selling the vacated land
plots in a strategic area of the capital city. Such a choice
was clearly based on financial motives, without taking
into account any heritage protection implications.

INTERNATIONAL MOBILIZATION

As often happens when important buildings are
threatened with demolition, a number of experts
reacted and began their advocacy. In 1996 architect
Paul Chemetov and engineer Marc Mimram started
circulating a document aimed at raising the awareness of
building owners, of the public sector, and of other
colleagues? By emphasizing the representative value of
the CAFOs site as part of the glorious urban landscape of
the 1950s, Chemetov and Mimram hoped to foster a
preservation spirit. Many big names from the architecture
world were in favor of the initiative and the media
reacted accordingly. The recurrent comparison that was
made with the less fortunate Les Halles site by Victor
Baltard during the 1970s contributed to bringing the
CAFQs site to the same level as the Villa Cavrois,
identifying it as a representative symbol of a particular
kind of architectural heritage that was not understood by
the public at large and that, therefore, was seriously
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endangered.

The Ministry of Culture promptly reacted to the challenge
by issuing a request for protection, the only urgent
measure that could stop the demolition request coming
from the owners. The debate that took place within
governmental commissions was fairly intense and not
always peaceful. One of the recurring issues concerned the
choice of modern buildings that deserved to be protected.
The complete lack of a set of objective criteria that would
help in the selection processNhence, the inability to

Fig. 4. Loadbearing structure
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Fig. 3. Aerial view, northwestern side, 1972




assess the historic and artistic value of the buildings in
question by analyzing their many and different featuresN

was pointed out on many occasions. French legislation
governing architectural heritage preservation did not
provide any indications whatsoever in that respect. In
fact, the peculiar and specific quality of modern

buildingsNespecially those that are rather superficially

labeled as OindustrialONdid not fit in with the traditional
requirements of monument preservation laws and
regulations.

PRESERVATION?

In order to outdo the standstill that the debate had
reached, the Ministry of Culture decided to adopt a hew
procedure: a feasibility study aimed at evaluating the
actual opportunities for functional conversion of the siteN
and, in particular, of the administration buildingNin
compliance with current legislation® This should have
been a decisive step allowing for a pragmatic evaluation
of the compound®s potential, and of the needs it could
cater to, along with an assessment of the buildingsO value.
It was undeniably a long-term view of the matter,
significantly removed from the standard routine that had
> led to issuing a preservation order. Unfortunately, the
Fig. 5. Building site, assembly of HZliotrex panels, around 1958 iNitiative was never enacted, even though it couldNand
shouldNhave become an important tool for the
Fig. 6. Approval of the HZliotrex panels by the Centre Scientifique preservati(gn strategies of modern monuments.
et Technigue du B%dtiment The CAFOs administration building and some of the
© Cahiers du CSTESO (February 1957) - gdditional buildings were eventually listed in the Historic
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it represents a dangerousNvery dangerous actuallyNl
precedent for cultural heritage management in France.
The lack of laws and regulations concerning monument
preservation and the cancellation of the protection order
paved the way for the sale of the site and for a radical
refurbishment project, two facts that go against any
possible preservation approach mentioned at the
beginning of this article. What remains, unfortunately, is
a general, and rather bitter, feeling of the cultural
difficultiesNlet alone political and ideological onesN
concerning the recognition of architectural works from the
second half of the twentieth century.
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Fig. 8. Commercial of the Rhodester polyester resins
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Rhodester 1S511LS

Le premier batiment Francais dont tous
S ne propage pas la flamme, transparente
les murs sont entiérement en polyester . _ i
. »n exempte de paraffine chlorée, stable a la
translucide résistant au feu. _ , ¢ R
lumiére, a température de déformation élevée

o . 3 A
Rhodesters ' (résines polyeslers) sonl une des productions de
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