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Abstract. A group of 28 Master’s students from the Ecole Nationale 
Supérieure d’Architecture de Bretagne (ENSAB) spent one week in a 
Roma settlement in the suburbs of Paris. Romas are subject to strong 
discrimination all over Europe and mostly live in temporary, rudimen-
tary housing. Students designed and built two small buildings: a 
showerhouse and a common room. The design brief had been dis-
cussed with the Romas. The key concerns were energy self-
sufficiency and the weight of the buildings, as they had to be mobile 
and easily reconstructible.   The question one has to ask himself in 
working on such a project  is : " Would my mother be happy to use 
this building?" 

Keywords. Risk architecture, paradigms of sustainable, recycled ma-
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1. Introduction  

The work had started four months earlier with meetings with the Romas, 

during which they explained their priorities. We gave the 28 students the fol-

lowing design brief: "the buildings were to be constructed with recycled ma-

terials; they were to be energetically self-sufficient; they were to be insulated 

and benefit from natural ventilation and heating, as well as natural light; they 

had to be reconstructible (assembled or disassembled in less than six hours 

by four people).   

The students worked first on the design of the buildings, and then voted 

among themselves which ones would be built. The two "winning" designers 

coordinated the next steps, but all students participated in developing the 

building. It was also planned that each one would be in charge of a particular 

part of construction: foundations, lighting, structure, ventilation... 

The school paid for the materials and the tools.  

The students arrived in the camp in Viry the last week of April and spent 

five days working there.  Strong collaboration started immediately with the 



400 C.HANAPPE 

 

Romas, especially regarding the use of recycled materials. The Romas were 

long accustomed to making their housing with recycled materials and had a 

lot to teach to the students. They also had a lot to teach them about building 

light, temporary buildings.  

The two buildings were built in five days.  

Unlike most local authorities in places were Roma live in Europe, the 

Viry authorities supported the project on the principle that it was better that 

the Roma be housed in a ‘temporary settlement’  than a shanty town. They 

connected the new buildings with the water,  and electricity networks as well 

as with the sewer system.  

The project created a link between "l’architecture savante" (the French 

term for architecture that has been designed by an architect) and the vernacu-

lar technologies used in shanty towns.  This was beneficial to both cultures. 

The Romas said they would use some principles learnt from the students in 

their future buildings, like elevating them from the ground.  The students 

learnt low-technology and light-weight construction techniques, and gained 

hands-on experience of building with them.   

 

Figure 1 : The Bathroom (photo:  Author, April 2013) 

2. A pedagogic experience 

The Viry experience was part of a technical course. The starting idea was 

that the students would learn how to design and assemble an easily recon-

structible building using recycled materials.  
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However simple the basic premise of the project, in its execution we 

faced a number of fundamental questions to do with its social, political and 

architectural relevance.   

 

Figure 2 : The “No Program” building (photo: Author, April 2013) 

2.1. SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ISSUES 

Going into a Roma village in France in 2013 with an offer of state supported 

assistance is not anodyne.  

The idea of erecting a student-designed project in a Roma village pro-

voked strong debates within the school. As the course component included 

all fourth year students (Master’s level), it was decided this year that the stu-

dents would themselves decide between working in the Roma village or pre-

paring a more standard paper project.  Their choice meant that their work 

would have real consequences for some particularly vulnerable people. The 

exercise thus helped them became aware of the political role of architecture, 

and of its social impact.   

Roma are part of the Romani people, who are spread all over the world 

but who are very diverse in their specific cultures and practices, even just in 

Western Europe: an Andalusian Gitano is very different from a French 

Manush and they are tens of different way of living among the recently emi-

grated Romanian Rom. The Romanian Roms were enslaved by the aristo-

craty during the xix century, and were progressively liberated by the rise of 

liberal ideas in  the late 19th century. There has never been a movement like 

the civil right movement towards them. Romanian Roms are basically seden-

tary in Romania, but have to live in ghettoised place next to main villages. 
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They cannot work in any administration or management position. The few 

ones managing to do so are obliged to keep their ethnicity secret. The only 

work they have access are heavy work in the field and sometime on con-

struction sites. Pogroms happen. Therefore, a lot of Romas choose to emi-

grate to Western Europe.  

But they are not necessarily welcome. Political leaders and major media 

alike openly criticize them as being dirty, thieves, burglar, pimps, child 

abusers and so on. “10 romas is 10 romas too many” declared a Marseille 

Mayor in June 2013. Out of 30 000 Romas living in France, it is estimated 

that around 300 are engaged in highly illegal activities: however unfairly, 

these 300 seem to have established the reputation of all.  

Their living places are usually referred to as “Roma camps.”  This term 

suggests they are built to be dismantled, and links instability to the Roma 

culture.  We prefer to call them ‘Roma villages.’ They are very common in 

or near urban areas in France.  Settlements where local authorities intervene 

little can include thousands of residents.  Few local politicians have estab-

lished positive actions, like taking out the garbage, bringing water, sewage 

and electricity, and establish a dialogue to keep settlements with less than a 

hundred residents. In Viry, we had the luck to be in that last case.  

2.2. ARCHITECTURE 

The project caused us to review some of the most fundamental of all ques-

tions relating to Architecture with a big A. Working in tight conditions 

brings to fundamental question that are easily forgotten in more complex sit-

uations :  

Who do you design for?  

The question is rarely raised as such in architecture schools. The students 

went in the village before they began to design and met the Roma to know 

what they wanted.  They could see and discuss with the intended users how 

they live, their ways of building and their use of public space, and work with 

them on what they wanted to change.  

Why do you design?  

The inhabitants expressed their need: a shared shower room, and a work-

shop. So why were the students apt for the task? And what would improve 

their ability to take it on?   

For one, as Master’s students having completed at least three years of ar-

chitecture training they had acquired a good basis of technical knowledge.  

Secondly, they were able to devote themselves to translating the users’ re-
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quirements and specifications into a buildable, project.  Coming to that 

statement, overtaking the idea of just making a “cool” design, seems essen-

tial to the understanding of what an architect should be in the society. 

What do you design?  

The fact that the object  students work on will become reality and will re-

ally be used alters their approach to design, and brings them very quickly to 

the specific, pointed questions of construction: the building has a site, it will 

really stand there, it will be used by people and they will want to use it for a 

long time:  an exercise like this heightens students’ awareness that it is an 

architect’s responsibility to make sure that the buildings he or she designs 

are agreeable,  easy to maintain, and last. 

How do you design? 

Constraints of time, money and equipment  profoundly affect design 

choices: how much should  the building weigh?  How much should it cost? 

Where will the materials come from?  How will they be assembled? How 

will it be used?   

Architecture without a program 

The students had discussions right from the beginning with the inhabit-

ants about the buildings they wanted. If the idea of a shower was very clear 

from the beginning, the program of the second building kept changing. It 

was first to be a workshop, then a study room, and then it was decided that it 

would be a church!  

In the end, the purpose of the second building was not established.  

Therefore, the building was designed for flexible use.   The idea of an “Ar-

chitecture without a program” has a strong base in architectural theory. 

While the early 20
th
 century was driven by the idea that “form follows func-

tion”, the idea of making architecture without a program is relatively new. It 

can be linked to the concept of sustainable development. Like a Roman ba-

silica, it is a place that can accommodate many different uses, as well as the 

changes in use  that take place over time. An absence of a specific function 

also means that a building’s architecture has to stand for itself: it can neither 

be a “duck” nor a “decorated shed.” The building has to be thought as a pure 

heteropia in the sense of Foucault.  
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2.3. TECHNIQUE 

Technique was the starting point of the course.  We had initiated the ex-

ercise of the construction of a full-scale project the year before at ENSAB, 

but it was the first time for our school that the students had to build a real 

building, for real use, and which was meant to last for a long time.  

This meant the students were confronted with basic questions of how to 

build – questions closely linked to architecture.  

The following points were directly raised and students had to clearly ex-

pose their position on each of them, as part of the evaluation.  

Relation to the outside  

A building relates to the sky, to the air and to the ground. The relation to 

the ground is the one students are the most likely not to think about. Many 

fifth year students still draw buildings as if they were simply set on the 

ground, without thinking about the interaction of these two very different el-

ements: the ground and the wall. If the relation to the sky is one of the first 

things a student will think about, they also often neglect the relation to the 

air. Construction shows you that a wall needs to have a certain thickness for 

it to reach its objectives in terms of insulation, security and thermal inertia. 

Weight 

The students had to evaluate the weight of their building. “How much 

does your building weigh, Mr Foster?”  The question Buckminster Fuller 

asked the famous architect when he first visited the Sainsbury Centre is cen-

tral for sustainable architecture. Weight is energy: energy for production, for 

transportation, for construction.   It becomes a central question when one is 

working without equipment and with a minimal budget.  

Building components and assemblage 

Buildings are made of components (foundations, structure, floor, walls, 

roof, openings, machinery...). Architecture depends on the intersection of 

these components. The way the project was organised, with each student in 

charge of a part of the building under the supervision of team leaders, en-

sured that careful attention was given to how each part of the building con-

nected with other parts, and how parts were assembled together.  

Cost and supply 

The students were given a fixed amount of money by their school. They 

were 350 km away from the place the project would be built. Therefore, the 
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way the materials would be brought to the site and their cost were key prob-

lems to deal with. Given the limited budget, the comparative cost of a nail or 

a bolt were important design questions, largely depending on the best way to 

source them, whether in a local or a distant shop, or yet again in a recycling 

centre or by the Romas’ own channels... 

3. Towards a new vernacular? 

This way of building recalls old techniques that had to be adapted to teh 

contemporary production conditions.  

3.1. MATERIALS: DUMPSTER DESIGN 

Materials used in the project were chosen according to their availability, 

and their weight, but mostly for their place in the recycling process: recycled 

or recyclable.  The idea was to build with the principle of sustainable con-

sumption: the student architects had to know where their materials came 

from and where they will go when the building has outlasted their use.  

When the students arrived on site, romas brought them to local recycling 

points. The materials they found brought them to make their design strongly 

evolve. Polycarbonate walls became nice wood planks facades, and windows 

made of recycled plastic bottle became second-hand classical single glazing 

windows. 

3.2. NEW TERMS OF PRODUCTION 

The conditions of construction determined the design process:  

 Building your own design: the approach to design and detailing was given in 

large part by how students imagined constructing the buildings.    

 Working with locals users and trying to incorporate the use of their existing 

construction skills while bringing them new ones. 

 Working with local authorities: water and electricity supply and sanitation are 

not necessarily permanently ‘given’, as they depend on the support of local 

authorities, and we were working in a “not so legal” position. 

 How long the buildings will be used is unknown: the occupants of the village 

hope to leave it for better, more secure housing, but at present their stay is in-

definite. There is a “before” and an “after” of the village, and of the project 

buildings. The site remains, not the building or the current inhabitants. 
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3.3. NEW CONSTRUCTION CHALLENGES 

The conditions of constructions meant we had to respect certain parame-

ters, as follow:  

 No transformation of the ground: the fact that the buildings were intended to 

be temporary (even if the duration of their use was unknown) required us to 

avoid building with foundations and transforming the ground.  

 Building: you have to think the way the building will be build, but also the 

way it will be disassembled. An evaluation of the time and the number of 

people needed both process take has to be made.  

 Design modification: the design had to be made with materials that could be 

changed at the last minute, according to availability. The people we were de-

signing for could not read a plan so we had to anticipate that their ideas might 

evolve when they started to see the buildings materialise. (figure 3) 

 Achieving high performance with recycled materials: a strong challenge was 

to reach high thermal insulation and ventilation with recycled materials.   

 

Figure 3: On the left, the preliminary design, on the right, what was really built. 

4. New paradigms in Architecture 

New paradigms in architecture have emerged with that experience.  The 

local social and economic impact cannot be blurred in the haze of “Moderni-

ty” – the social progress that was supposed to come with modernity cannot 

be taken for granted anymore in Western Europe. 

The direct link between conception and construction is also a new con-

cept. It opens the idea of architectural research through the project. 

Predicted durability: finding a balance between  the idea that a project 

would be built either for eternity or be temporary, helped us to think about  

the different lifespan of the different elements of the buildings – some parts 

will last decades, and other ten years or less. Awareness of their varied tem-
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porality oriented our different approaches to the detailing, the quality and the 

price of each element.   

Sustainability stands on its three feet:  Ecological – Economical - Social 

(Brundtland Report). The project is not evaluated only in terms of energy 

consumption, but with a multiple approach, relevant to different fields of 

concern. (figure 4)  : Cost/m² - Weight/m² - Quantity/m² - Recycled Material 

in % of Total Material – Local Material in % of Total Material – Social Im-

pact during/after construction – Economical Impact – Reversibil-

ity/Adaptability of the Project – Self Sustainability of the Project - Depend-

ency of Exterior Technology – Controlled Durability... 

 

Figure 4 : a multiple approach to evaluate a project  

Building models: On figure 5, below, the house on the right was built be-

fore the students’ passage, the one on the left, still under construction, was 

started after the project’s completion. The technical difference between the 

two can be analysed: one is built on foundations raising it above the ground 

and the possible inundations happening there. It also seems to have a work-

ing structural frame.   
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Figure 5: evolution of building techniques with the setting of models. 

5. Conclusion 

This student experience had both pedagogical and architectural merits. It 

opened a number of fields for the students that they had not previously con-

sidered. All said they enjoyed being able to merge their social concerns with 

their architectural work. It allowed them to re-think what architecture can 

and should be, as well as setting new terms for evaluation for Architecture. 

In times of global disorder, climatic and social changes, architecture has to 

evolve and cannot be thought anymore with the prism set by the ideal of the 

20
th
 modernity alone. Environmental concerns have set new rules that have 

to be taught in Architecture Schools.  
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