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“Anypone entering on the study of architecture must understand that even though a plan may have abstract beauty on paper, the
Jour fagcades may seem well balanced and the total volume well proportioned, the building itself may turn out to be poor architecture.
Internal space, that space which cannot be completely represented in any form, which can be grasped and felt only through direct
experience, is the protagonist of architecture. To grasp space, to know how to see it, is the key to the understanding of building.”

— Bruno Zevi, Saper vedere architettura (“How to Look at Architecture”), 1948

Héléne Lemoine is the widow of Jean-Frangois Lemoine and the owner of the Maison a Bordeaux (Floirac). Her daughter Louise is a founder
and partner of Béka & Lemoine, and Alice is a partner in Paulin, Paulin, Paulin.

Chris Dercon: I'd like to start with you,
Héléne. When you built the house, did you
immediately think about the interior with
Rem Koolhaas and Petra Blaisse? Or was
it first about the exterior?

Héléne Lemoine: We asked Rem to
build a house that would be functional
for a disabled man to live in, but also for
a family with three children, and also to
accommodate guests and friends who
would frequently visit the house. All these
elements were fundamental in the design
that was developed. The requirements

were more important than the exterior or
interior, if | may say so.

Alice Lemoine: The main constraint was
circulation, as it was a response to the
issue in our previous house, where our
father was confined to his room because
the elevator did not allow him to enter on
his own and so he always needed assis-
tance. The idea was to provide him with
autonomy, so the interior was designed to
eliminate any obstacles. | remember that
the doors had to be easily opened so that
a disabled person could move through

them without much effort. There were
a lot of swinging doors, and there were
very few carpets and minimal furniture,
because the priority was to ensure that a
wheelchair could easily move around.
H.L.: The location of the house, which
Rem appreciated immediately with its
panoramic views of the city, led naturally
to having expansive views from the inte-
rior. The references were perhaps to glass
houses or buildings by Mies van der Rohe
with glass walls. So, yes, the relationship
with the exterior was important.
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5 — Pierre Paulin’s intervention in the interior of the house at night. Courtesy of Paulin, Paulin, Paulin

C.D.: Héléne, you worked with Pierre
Paulin, one of the greatest designers.
Were the materials [inside the house]
chosen for their tactile qualities? Was that
important for you? And the colours?
H.L.: Of course. | have a great fondness
for playing with colours, and | felt that
Rem also had this desire to experiment
with materials and colours. | had seen this
in the Villa dall’Ava (c.1984-1991), in Paris,
where Rem used materials that were rela-
tively new to me, such as certain plastics
or resins mixed with traditional materials
like wood or concrete. There was a game,
an openness with different materials that
complemented or contrasted with each
other, and textiles also played a signifi-
cant role in the curtains chosen for the
central living space.

C.D.: Soon after you moved in, Beatriz

The yard was like a battlefield, a no man’s
land where the ground was not yet laid
with grass, but was covered in mud. It was
as if she was arriving at a battlefield.

A.L.: We were indeed living in a battlefield
for alongtime.

H.L.: | think she was more emotionally
struck by our unusual way of life than by
the house itself. Maybe Rem was there
that day; | don’t remember. Later, she pro-
duced a more intellectual analysis of the
architecture. But her first surprise was
seeing us live in something unfinished,
with a fragile character like my husband,
where things were not yet fully functional.
She came with a friend, driving from
Spain. She was warmly welcomed by the
family; | think we served her tea or a meal
during her visit.

C.D.: It was a very emotional article, |

Colomina wrote an article in Domus, pub-

remember.

lished in January 1999, about the house.

Do you remember? Did you recognise the

house in her article?
H.L.: Beatriz Colomina came right at the
beginning, and the house was not finished.

H.L.: Yes, | think she was very moved and
surprised by what she discovered.

C.D.: And then there was the film Koolhaas
Houselife?
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Louise Lemoine: We shot that film in
2005, but we had some production is-
sues and didn’t officially present it until the
Biennale in 2008. The starting point of this
film was partly about an awareness of a
disparity between the reality of daily life in
the house and its public life. OMA received
the Pritzker Prize the year we moved in,
and thus the house immediately became a
monument. This ambivalence—between
a family home and a monument—was
something we experienced very intensely.
For us, the house wasn’t really a living
space but more of a passage. It quickly
became a site of public interest and was
added to the list of historical monuments.
This created an uncertainty [for us] re-
garding the definition of what a home is.
For most people, a home is associated
with intimacy, a private, hidden space, not
open to the public, and this house chal-
lenged that definition from the start.

A.L.: When it was declared a monument
and celebrated as such, the house wasn’t
yet finished...

L.L.: And the family reality became that we
had to hide our lives inside the closets to
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allow for public visits. Koolhaas Houselife
starts with a scene of a group of people
visiting the house on Heritage Day. People
arrive to the house on a bus, take their
shoes off because it is raining, and start
wandering around; and then the film sud-
denly switches to a completely different
point of view, adopting the perspective
of the housekeeper in the intimacy of the
house’s daily life. What interested me with
this film, and what sparked 20 years of re-
search with my partner lla Béka, was the
way architecture is usually represented
and staged by the media. | was very in-
terested, Chris, by your proposal to take
part in this issue about “the ideal home”,
because everything we have undertaken
with lla over the past 20 years is precisely
about deconstructing the idealism associ-
ated with the representation of the house
and the architecture in general. If you look
at the history of architecture, it is usually
written as a heroic tale of success, as a
masterpiece or genius; a grand mythol-
ogy that both fascinates and intimidates
architecture students because it speaks
of ‘masters’ and wondrous spaces that

are more ideas and concepts than real
structures. Talking about the ‘ideal home’
is a kind of contradiction, for me. The idea
stems from this conceptual approach of
architecture, which tends to detach the
object of the home from its very nature
as a space to be lived in. The ‘ideal home’
would in fact be a home without inhabit-
ants, without the natural disorder of life.

C.D.: | think what you just said, along with
what Héléne said about emotion, is a good
illustration, if not proof, of what Emanuele
Coccia said in his book, Philosophy of the
Home, that a home is primarily a moral
reality and only secondarily an architec-
tural one. The home is more a philosophy
than an architectural object.

L.L.: Exactly. Coccia approaches this
from the perspective of both a philoso-
pher and a storyteller. That’s what makes
his book interesting; he talks about his
personal experiences of moving and his
physical and emotional relationship with
space. In architecture, there is a tendency
to disembody and idealise space. You
look at how architecture is represented;

49

it’s all about pure lines and perfect forms.
There’s a process of tidying up the space
before a photo shoot, which speaks vol-
umes about how architecture wants to
present itself, not as a lived space. It’s an
approach that denies an aspect of life,
envisioning architecture without its inhab-
itants. When we made this film, reactions
at first were very mixed. We received
many enthusiastic comments, but also
very negative ones, from which you could
tell how we were touching a taboo subject;
talking about the imperfections, aging,
and wear over time, and the daily battle of
a housekeeper against the disfunction of
the space and its mechanical issues...
A.L.: | once tried to clean the main door
and | was so irritated that stains were not
going away that | used décap’four, which
made a huge mark in the middle of the
door that never left.

L.L.: Koolhaas Houselife was inspired by
Jacques Tati’s films, in particular Mon
Oncle, as it addressed these subjects with
humour and not in a brutal way. In Mon
Oncle, Tati contrasts Mr. Hulot with the
Arpel family, and Mr. Hulot humorously
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comments on the absurdities of moder-
nity entering the home. Guadalupe [the
housekeeper] is like Mr. Hulot in this situ-
ation; The film installs a cultural contrast
between Guadalupe’s very grounded,
traditional approach to what a house
should be and the very sophisticated
and conceptual approach developed in
this house. When we showed the film to
Rem for the first time, he had an immedi-
ate reaction saying that Guadalupe may
not have well understood how the house
should be cleaned. It was quite amusing.

C.D.: After Koolhaas Houselife, there was
another artistic intervention, with [the art-
ist] David Claerbout, in 2004?

H.L.: David came at my request. | had met
him in Brussels and loved his work. | told
him I'd be delighted if he could do some-
thing at our house. He initially said he
didn’t work on commission and refused,
but he said he would come anyway. He
came in the winter, and changed his mind,
agreeing to do something about the light in
the house. The architecture of the house
did not interest David Claerbout. What in-
terested him was the sunlight from 6 a.m.
to 10 p.m. during the summer solstice.
A.L.: Yes, but at the same time, the house
was designed with that in mind. | remember

there was specific work with the architects
to understand how light entered the house.
H.L.: Rem had involved students or teach-
ers from a university, | believe in Delft, who
worked specifically on how to position the
house in relation to sunlight. They reached
a position that wasn’t quite north-south,
integrating morning light onto the parent’s
bedroom, evening light on the children’s
side of the house and a north that wasn’t
entirely north. So, we managed to have a
bit of sunlight on all four fagades.

A.L.: And it was supposed to be the ideal
light: in summer, the sun stops at the living
room entrance, while in winter, it grazes
and enters the living room.

C.D.: And another intervention that struck
me was the intervention by Rem and Alice,
along with Benjamin Paulin, that trans-
formed the interior space of the house?
A.L.: At the time of the original discus-
sions around the house, | was excited
about interacting with the architects, but
| was only 10-years old and, as you can
imagine, | was not invited to the table. So,
when | contacted Rem in 2019, it was al-
most for a personal revenge. | was happily
surprised that Rem took an interest in this
project to fully reshape the house with
Pierre Paulin’s modular design.

C.D.: Everything you’ve just said with
the four examples—Pierre Paulin,

David Claerbout, Koolhaas Houselife,
and Beatriz’s article—reminds me of
the famous Japanese architect, Kazuo
Shinohara, who wrote in the 1960s,
“Residence is an art..., residence should
be outside of what is believed as architec-
ture, it should rather be considered as a
form of art like painting or sculpture.” Your
house is not a painting nor a sculpture, but
it is not an ‘ideal home’ either?

H.L.: Of course. It’s funny. Everyone who
come to see the house is amazed by its
spectacular nature, but | think most of
them wouldn’t want to live there.

C.D.: So, it is not an ideal home. This
term started in the 1940s, ‘60s, and ‘60s,
but we have lost what it means to be an
ideal home.

A.L.: | was intrigued by a talk given by
Barry Bergdoll in Palm Springs last
February about modernist architecture.
He showed us an image of a kitchen from
the Bauhaus movement that could define
their idea of the ideal home. The space
was conceived in a way that the house-
wife could be busy in the kitchen and
could at the same time keep an eye on her
kids playing in the adjacent room.
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L.L.: But I think the “ideal home” is a fab-
rication, a kind of great hoax constructed
by the media—a sort of advertising inven-
tion to sell dreams.

A.L.: In a way this idea of productivity
must have been very efficient to sell all
the modules that should compose the in-
teriors of the “ideal home”.

L.L.: It’s a marketing trap, in a way. Earlier,
| was re-reading the marvellous short text
by Alvaro Siza, “In a House”, which is for
me probably the best definition of what
a house is—without the artifice of an ad-
vertising campaign. Like he says, a house
is ultimately about leaky faucets, warping
floors, squeaky doors, screws that need
tightening, grass that needs trimming, and
doors that need repainting. Looking after
a house is a full-time job. It’s a daily battle
against wear and tear, ageing and the ir-
resistible march of time. As Siza so rightly
says, looking after a house is ‘a heroic act’.
We are all heroes taking care of the place
we live in. You are constantly engaged in
this process of upkeep and repair to make
things last. That’s interesting. And it’s far
from an idealised vision. There is a certain
modesty in living together with a space to
make it your own, for there to be harmony
between you and the space in which you
live, and this necessarily involves a con-
tinuous relationship of care with the space.

C.D.: And so...

L.L.: That explains why, in the film, we
emphasised representing people who
take care of the house and maintain it.
We were interested in highlighting the
invisible world, the ‘behind the scenes’.
A house embodies all these invisible as-
pects of care and maintenance that the
architecture demands.

H.L.: It is like a relationship. The more you
invest in the maintenance of your house,
no matter what type, the closer you feel to
it, the more you love it, the more you rec-
ognise it when you return—the smells, the
creaks, the sounds, the imperfections.

C.D.: The home is also, as Tony Judt wrote
in The Memory Chalet, a theatre of memo-
ry,isn’t it? That’s where the interior and the
objects we use, even the colours, become
increasingly important. | think we often for-
get to talk about the home—even anideal
home—as a theatre of memory.

L.L.: In the world of architecture, there is
no more psychological terrain than the

10 — View of the living room, with the elevated platform in the background. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine

home. Among all the typologies of build-
ings, the home is the place where we build
the strongest psychological projections
because obviously, it’s the place of inti-
macy, family, of the couple. It is a projection
of oneself, an extension of your own body
and emotions. That’s why | find the home to
be aninfinite subject to dissect. The home
is simultaneously a physical reality, as well
as a psychological and social reality.

A.L.: The ideal home is like the end of the
rainbow; It is a personal quest. When | was
a child I needed to constantly move all the
furniture in my room because | felt that
thinking about one’s intimate space allows
one to find oneself.

C.D.: And what did Pierre Paulin say on
this subject?

A.L.: When Paulin built his own home, he
had the very instinctive architectural vi-
sion of a troglodyte house, he started
from an emotion, the very primitive need
of security, to see without being seen. His
perfect house was shaped by the apoca-
lyptic vision he had of a post WWII in
France and his childhood traumas linked
to this violence. First trained as an artist,
then he went into decorative art and used
this as a refuge from adversity. It is only
logical that his ideal house is a functional
one, where the primary need is to feel
comforted. For me, it was like speaking
two languages: when we lived in Floirac, if
ahandle or a coat rack didn’t fulfil its func-
tion of holding clothes, it didn’t matter as
long as it looked good in with architecture.
Whereas, in Pierre’s house, something |
found a bit ugly had to be understood to
fulfil its primary function of holding a coat
or opening a door.

C.D.: Héléne, do you agree with what your
daughter is saying?

H.L.: Alice is somewhat right because
many things that Rem designed were
far from being conceived for actual use;
Fortunately, if you will, the requirements
for Jean-Francois were followed by one of
Rem’s partners, who worked extensively
on the accessibility that Jean-Frangois
needed for certain things, like the bath-
rooms, the kitchen, etc. It was well thought
out for him. But it is fair to say that things
did not go as far in terms of comfort for
the rest of the family.

A.L.:1 seem to remember that there is a
somewhat amusing scene in Louise’s film
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in which Guadaloupe tries to get the vac-
uum cleaner up the spiral staircase.

H.L.: But after Jean-Francgois was no
longer with us, we reviewed things with
Rem, and suddenly, a huge rug arrived in
the main room—a very thick red carpet
on which the children could play. In fact,
Rem and Petra Blaisse were here last
week, and | asked them to work again on a
notion of comfort in the living room. They
completely agreed, and what is important
to know about this house, is that we can
continue to develop and improve it. The
classification of it as an historic monu-
ment does not currently lock the interior
of the house as long as Rem is alive. In
other words, as long as he is here, we can
work on the interiors. The day he is no
longer here, we will no longer be able to do
anything.

A.L.: And that’s where | liked playing with
Pierre Paulin’s modular program in this
house because it allowed me to recon-
figure the spaces and allowed us all to
see the house differently. The furniture
in modules is a bit like a cat that spins
around on its cushion a lot before finding
the perfect shape of cushion to sit on. But
comfort is like the idea of an ideal home—
a very personal concept.

L.L.: Yes, but comfort is also a very cul-
tural definition. | mean, we don’t envision
comfort the same way in Holland, France,
Morocco, or Japan.

H.L.: It’s also a question of generation
because a younger generation has no
problem sitting on the floor, rolling around
on carpets, etc. At my age, 77,1 no longer
want to sit on the floor; | want to sit on a
comfortable sofa. It’s also an issue of age,
your needs, your need for a warm house,
a house without a draft, a house that is...
A.L: But, Mom, you are talking about com-
fort in terms of use. | was thinking more
in terms of when | was surprised with
Paulin’s work, questioning if it was good,
because there were many situations
where | had to understand that a good de-
signer seeks first to fulfil functionality, that
it is useful. For example, the staircase be-
hind you. Is having a hole in the middle of
the floor useful? No, but it’s beautiful. But,
it doesn’t meet the function of a staircase
that should first and foremost protect
you, help you... His approach was not the
same as someone who approaches from
the angle of the client’s constraints. Rem
looked at it first from his own point of view.

11 — Like everything in the house, the bathroom was designed to be wheelchair accessible. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine
12 — Following pages: View of the moving platform designed to access other floors in the house. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine
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13 — Film still, “Koolhaas/House-Life” by Béka & Lemoine. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine
14 — Circular cement door between interior and exterior. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine
15 — Following pages: Back stairway. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine
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H.L.: Maybe in the near future | will have
to ask Rem to have a handrail on the stair-
case to go down without being afraid of
falling. | think he will address the issue.
Because | have noticed that the more we
make the program complex for Rem, the
better he responds to it.

C.D.: Louise, hearing what we are talking
about, | am wondering if you ever think
about revisiting the house with Béka again
for another film?

L.L.: Maybe! What is interesting is that
there are many angles to work from. Since
then, we have made many other films that
explore the question of the home else-
where and in other ways. For instance, we
made a film with an extraordinary man in
Japan who lives in the Moriyama house,
a very experimental house designed by
Ryue Nishizawa of Saana. What interested
us in this case was the extent to which the
owner, Mr. Moriyama, developed a fusion-
like dialogue with the space in which he
lives. That is to say, he is someone whose
every action in his life is determined by a
perfect “tuning” between what he does
and the space. For instance, in one room,
he will read poetry because the quality of
the light in the morning at 9:30 is abso-
lutely perfect for reading haikus, or the
basement of his house is suited for listen-
ing to noise music. He even changed the
type of music he listens to since living in
this house because he felt that this archi-
tecture inclined him to listen to noise music
rather something else. So, what interests
us is working on these subtle harmonies
between a space and its inhabitants.

A.L.: What Louise saying is that you need
a good client to help make the ideal home.
L.L.: I think that in some way, even if we
are perhaps too close to the subject,
every house, even if Rem had a lot of free-
dom, is necessarily a dialogue or a rough
portrait of the client.

A.L.:No, but it is the resident who must
adapt to their living space.

L.L.: Sometimes the architect will really
listen, and in other cases, on the contrary,
they impose a lot, and the resident will
have to adapt or even endure the space
for their entire life. And these are all the
things lla and | like to explore in our films.

C.D.: Speaking of Japan, | am thinking of
the architecture of Su Fujimoto and Junya
Ishigami. There is a new approach that
is not about designing large houses, but
houses are becoming smaller and smaller.
| have seen it in Berlin, in Rotterdam, and
also in London. What is the awareness in
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16-17 — David Claerbout, Bordeaux Piece, 2004, Single channel video projection, colour, stereo audio, dual mono over headphones and speakers, 13 hrs 43
min. Courtesy Studio David Claerbout
18 — Cinematic detail. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine

A




Maison a Bordeaux

64

19 — Exterior back-facing view of the Maison & Bordeaux, designed by Rem Koolhaas/OMA. Courtesy of Béka & Lemoine

terms of designing a house, the scale of
a house, as the spaces become increas-
ingly smaller?

L.L.:Ithink Japan is truly a pioneer in work-
ing with micro-spaces. And precisely, there
are many redefinitions of what a house is,
asking, in the end, what are the essential
functions we must keep private, and which
can, on the contrary, be shared. There are
many interesting recent experiments of
houses in Japan where certain services
are common, like bathrooms or kitchens,
in order to find smart solutions and save
quality spaces for the private rooms, de-
spite the pressure of reducing the spaces
to their strict minimum.

A.L.: For me, the Japanese house remains
a good example of an ideal home, in the
sense that the Japanese are leaders in the
alliance of poetry and functionality. That
is to say, they have always succeeded in
creating objects that combine a sense of
efficiency and that of contemplation.

L.L.: But I think that the constraint of space
not only slightly redefines what a house is
and the essential functions that we must
maintain, rather than having spaces for
representation or social life, which are
a bit extra. But also, it brings incredible
attention to ergonomics for architects.
When you have a house with a room that
is 3 square metres, which was something
absolutely fascinating that | observed in
the Moriyama house, which is a house with
absolutely microscopic spaces. And for

us, as Westerners, we felt like elephants in
a glass cage. We didn’t have the body lan-
guage adapted to the size of the spaces.
Every time we moved, we felt like we were
going to knock something over, break an
object, or fall down the stairs whereas the
Japanese have more bodily discipline re-
lated to limited spaces.

A.L.: It’s quite amusing because on the
opposite spectrum, many people who live
in gigantic houses sometimes ask us to
help bring back the sense of a space and
the function of a room, turning their ‘ideal
house’ back into a home.

L.L.: Theideal house is a mirage; it doesn’t
exist. The ideal house is sold to you, pre-
sented in magazines, the ideal house is
precisely the one you don’t have.

C.D.: If ever you had to move, is there a
house that you would like to move into?

L.L.: For me, this has changed recently,
because for the last several years, we
have had a rather nomadic life, living in
several cities and different countries,
and each time, we lived in apartments of
people who were gone for a short or long
period. So, we were living in other people’s
lives, which | find very interesting because
a home is a space where life stories are
rooted. And it’s also true that when you
live in a place, you don’t necessarily try
and find out about the history of who lived
there previously. | find it very interesting
because we are always passing through.

Spaces tell us this; they speak of stories
that build upon each other. | think | am
more interested in telling or immersing
myself in the stories of places rather than
necessarily looking for an ideal space.
H.L.: Chris, if | had to ask myself the ques-
tion, which | don’t, | would try to answer
that it would not be to go live in a house
made by someone else.

C.D.: Okay, yes, that’s a great answer.
A.L.:llike the idea of being able to develop
my own living space, so | often have the
feeling of moving into my own house!

C.D.: Alice and Louise, would you ever
want, at some point, to return to your par-
ents’ house?

L.L.: Doesn’t growing up mean a one-way
journey? Always move forward? (laughs)
H.L.: Of course, it’s a topic we address,
but | believe they should not come back,
they should make it their own; mean-
ing it shouldn’t be their parents’ house; it
should be their own house, their future,
their project. <>
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