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PRINCIPLES

far from any standard, we imagine architecture that is
rooted in its site and its history, that is at once contextual,
ecological and expressive, an architecture that conveys
peauty and poetry. We are storytellers, and each of our
projects tells a story and takes youon a journey that should
remain in your memory.

ALBANIAN PARTNERS

PROJECT TEAM
Manuelle Gautrand
Quentin Blaising
Auriane Bonnault
Javier Diez Cerro
Armando D'Alterio
Delphine Fournier
Talia Gassin
Vittorio Perotti
Pierre Axel Petit
Thomas Plantier
Zimo Zhang

X-Plan Studio
Artech Studio
UNIT STUDIO
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INTRODUCTION TO ALBANIA

| was invited to be part of the jury for the international com-
petition for the Tirana Society Tower(s) in August 2024.
There | met Edi Rama, Adelajda Roka and Adelina Greca. It
was my first trip to Albania. | had never experienced such a
warm welcome in any country. And | discovered people who
were truly passionate about architecture, with a political
vision of what architecture can profoundly bring to a city,
to an entire country. It was a magical experience for me.

MAIN CONTEXT VS. ALBANIA

—

into architecture: to revive special, original techniques
are sometimes in danger of disappearing. | like to r¢
them so that they stay alive.

BALANCING QUALITY AND DENSITY/INVOLVING STAKEHOLDERS

The main difference | see to most countries, including France,
is the fact that there is a real “desire for architecture”: a de-
sire for projects that truly leave their mark on the country's
landscape and history, through their ecological and inno-
vative nature, their aesthetic and poetic qualities, and their
desire to strengthen certain crafts and local industries.

This desire translates into a rich, constructive dialogue,
making the greatest things possible. Here, architecture is
a political determination; it couldn’t ask for anything better.
It is literally carried forward. And that is rare today, at least
in Europe.

ORGANIZATION/GOAL/SETUP

Our projects in Albania are important to me: They are a wel-
come breath of fresh air for the studio, where on many of
our other projects, though always ambitious, | don't feel the
same appetite for architecture. The relationship with politi-
cians and with my clients is fundamental for me: An artist

always needs to share when he creates, he needs to feel .

supported. Here in Albania, like all my colleagues, | feel sup-
ported by a political vision that | subscribe to, and which
motivates me to the utmost. My partnerships are growing
and | want to establish in-depth, long-term relationships:
with architectural and political institutions, with clients and
with Albanian colleagues with whom | share our projects,
with the greatest respect.

SETUP IN RELATION TO ALBANIAN PARTNER

Urban planners could play a slightly broader role upsty|
by establishing some guidelines and limits to excess
homogeneous densification. The aim would be to prg
a certain number of urban or natural areas from exces
density. Some areas can accommodate a high level of
sification, while others, which are more fragile and sg¢
times rarer, must be absolutely preserved.

For example, it must be possible to control coastal 3
not only to avoid excessive densification, but also to prg
urban fragmentation, which makes it impossible to maj
the large ecological corridors that are so necessary for
diversity. it would be better to work with contrasting
some of which are heavily urbanized while others ar¢
untouched and natural.

It may also be necessary to accompany any densific
of built-up areas with a densification of landscaped aj
protecting existing trees, but also encouraging the plat
of relatively large numbers of trees, the creation of g
and gardens in the heart of blocks, and the creation of |
erously planted roofs.

EXAMPLE/INSPIRATION

The overall project in and around Skanderbeg Square |
extraordinary starting point: It seems to have launch
dynamic, and set the tone for a unique ambition and |
of architectural and urban quality. I'm particularly insf
by this example because architecture plays only a s
partin it: It's the public spaces, magnified, that create a
generous and lively setting.

For me, public space is fundamental to a city, and it
brancy - or lack of it - reflects the quality of life in this
Here you can feel the enormous energy, with all generat
coming together to share these open, permissive spact

TOOLBOX ALBANIA FUTURE

Architecture is quite a collective adventure; it cannot be
undertaken alone, unless you are willing to risk failure. On
the contrary, you have to bring everyone along with you
on a journey that lasts several years! This requires sharing,
both generously and demandingly. It requires the ability to
listen, but also to convince. It requires energy and tenacity
that must engage everyone, and that can only happen once
you've convinced them of the beauty of the project.

HOW TO INTEGRATE GREATER RESPONSIBILITY FOR QUALITY IN PROJECTS

A project is not just a sketch with beautiful images: We work
tirelessly on it, and the design process doesn't stop with
the sketch - it continues throughout the design and con-
struction phases. New ideas are constantly emerging which
need to be discussed, shared and incorporated. And the
quality of a project also depends on the way in which we
involve craftsmen and contractors, who are only too willing
to go the extra mile if they feel part of the process. For me,
a worksite is always an opportunity to bring craftsmanship

Albania gives me a vision of architecture, a vision that |
brace and share.

It brings together a community of people, instituti
politicians and architects who are ready to share in this|
lective adventure.

It brings a rich culture, which is an endless source of ir
ration for me: a culture and history that are deeply Europ
thanks to the country's geographical location at the cr
roads of so many migratory movements and flows... .

We must now work with this rich matrix, the politics
sion, the men and women who share it, and there an
many of them, and finally their history ... !

Arrich palette that | must now translate into boid, me
rable architecture that is full of meaning.



sa goo’d c!)ef ” | first of all like to know who I'm cook-
Ing for: Iiwant to prepare the best dish there is, the one
that feeds you, but much more than that . . . the one that
ves'a lasting impression on you and leaves you with
aﬂ unforgettable memory: the memory of a @motion.

fHerB| “cook ” | “design,” in Albania, a
d gcoverlng a little more of every day. Myif

s of a magnificent Mediterranean , for me the
most beautiful region in the world, the’f‘eglon where | was
porn. But this country.is, first and foremost European,
much more so than some;other European countries.
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it is not geographlcally on the edge' of ‘Europe, some-
what lsolated and protected‘;from demographic flows like
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some other countries. It is “in the middle,” as it always

has been: in the middle of cultural, linguistic, human and
historical mixing. ey .

And today it arrives at an alchemical moment, precious
and fragile, one of extremely rich balance between dif- F
ferent cultures, lines of thought, religions, histories and
tradltlons It is like a mille-feuille, my favorite French . {;_1
made up of layers, each one gradually revealr,—"

self each one complementing the preVIous one -‘
trlbutlng to the richness that;l ‘displays today.

y
5 here are my recipes, and l want them;to be gourmet!

i)
o
=
'_
O
L
'_
H
uE
(@]
a4
<C
[m]
=
<
o
'_
=2
<C
(O]
w
—
m
w
=2
=
<
=

471




MANUELLE GAUTRAND ARCHITECTURE

472

CELEBRATE A SITE

To celebrate a site, | first have to look at what already ex-
ists, what's around me, the strengths and weaknesses of
what’s already there, what’s visible and what’s invisible:
its history, the culture in which it has been immersed, the
geology beneath its feet, the scars of its past, the climate
that has already shaped its existence, its orientation to
the sun, its light, its “atmosphere.”

And | draw it, as a first form of reinterpretation, a way of
entering into its most intimate characteristics, of mak-
ing it my own, almost physically. It's my “raw material,”
and when the project is delivered, | want this raw ma.
terial to be highlighted, praised and celebrated by
my architecture. ;




REVEAL LOCAL MATERIALITIES & KNOW-HOW

| enjoy working with materials extracted from the site (or
nearby) and consider them as genuine resources, along
with the techniques associated with these materials:
working with local craftsmen often allows us to redis-
cover ancient techniques. There’s a fine line between
craftsmanship and art, just as there is between architec-
ture and art. In this case, it is touching to see how our
projects can contribute to maintaining local industries
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and strengthening skills that might otherwise have dis-
appeared. The human aspect is very present, reminding
us of the essential role of the craftsmen who build what
we have designed, and how much we owe them.

Here, the sand from the seashore is one of my resources:
Used in concrete and coatings, it will shape the project
like a sandcastle, like the ones we used to build by the
sea when we were children. ..
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ARCHITECTURE AS AN EXTENSION OF PUBLIC SPACE

Public space is the most precious ingredient of a city:
It is the foundation of our culture. It brings inhabitants
together, gives them a sense of belonging to a com-
munity and a feeling of social cohesion. | dream of build-
ing projects that open up these public spaces in the
most permissive and porous way possible. In fact, all
architecture takes up space in the public arena and, in

L T

a way, reduces its size: it must therefore compensate
by giving something back to this reduced public space_
It must be like a filter that allows the public space tq
sneak into our architecture and extend itself as geney.
ously as possible.

| want my architecture to become like a walk, a iourney_
I want it to become like a theater, the theater of our liveg,




Architecture is designed for the long term; it is built to
last. Here, it must therefore reflect the extraordinary al-
chemy that has taken shape in Albania. Ultimately, what
we build today will become our heritage tomorrow. It must
not be generic, but rather an expression of this culture,
which it must literally celebrate.

| want my projects to seek perfect symbiosis with the
sites that host them: The more sensitive and profound
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CREATE URBAN MARKERS

this symbiosis is, the more powerful and memorable the
result can be. This is how each project can have a sym-
bolic impact, because it will have succeeded in anchor-
ing itself in the landscape in which it is invited to take
its place.

We must create urban landmarks that every inhabitant
can be proud of, capable of lasting and forming the her-
itage of tomorrow.
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ADAPT TO THE CLIMATE

Wherever the project is located, the geography of the
site, its topography, climate and orientation towards the
sun and wind are fundamental factors. | like to think of
the site as a matrix with which we need to establish a
fertile dialogue. : 3

We always study the path of the'sun: It’s important for
the design of the project, but it’s also important in terms

of its impact on the spaces around us. Minimizing the
shadows cast on the surrounding spaces is alwaysg a
challenge for me. Making sure that our architectyre!
doesn’t make the winds worse, that it doesn’t degrade
the context in which it's set: The more we respect the sjte
in which we’re setting up, the more that site will reveg)
our architecture in return.




mhen the landscape is exceptional, here thanks to its
,atural character and because it is still wild in parts,

want our architecture to disappear into it, to blend in,
ike a chameleon. | want to use the same ingredients that
his landscape offers us: layers of limestone, rock forma-
jons, terraced fields, olive groves, fragrant scrubland, a
salette of unique colors that are so Mediterranean. Itis an
antire atmosphere to be recreated in our architecture, to
settle future inhabitants seamlessly into this landscape
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EMBRACE NATURE

and teach them respect and contemplation. They must
rediscover direct contact with nature, sharing their living
space with it.

Yes, architecture can be expressive and iconic, but
sometimes it must be more silent, delicately and dis-
creetly embedded in nature. Its preexistence commands
respect, the kind we generally have for an ecosystem
that preceded us, in which we must take our place

with humility. A
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NEVER FORGET THE CULTURE!

We must never forget the cultural facet of each site, the
one that is the most difficult to grasp and describe be-
cause it is almost subjective: the one that appeals to our
emotions . . . There’s this notion of “atmosphere”: How
do you respect the atmosphere of a place? How do you
respect its collective memory?
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It’s often by looking at works of art that I'm able to analyze
the unique atmosphere of a particular place, to undey.
stand at the deepest level what has made it special, oftep,
over the centuries: far beyond its architecture, a place
has a color palette, a skyline, skies — in short, this notiop,
of atmosphere that makes it comparable to no other.
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