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Natural habitats
The Biennale de l’Habitat Durable showcases pioneering architecture with a social conscience. By Carolyn Reynier

Green and social issues are increas-
ingly a part of the design zeitgeist. And
the degree to which they have engaged
architecture students is revealed by the
results of new competition to design a
minimalist leisure house for the 21st
century.

“For this generation, free time seems
to lose its value if it is not associated
with an activity on behalf of the envi-
ronment and society,” says Jana Reve-
din, the curator of the contest. Many
students, she noted, incorporated their
houses into a environmental projects,
and combined their ideas on housing
with research about the homeless and
about refugees.

Models of the 10 winning projects on
display at the Biennale de l’Habitat
Durable in Grenoble, France. Students
had access to Network 12, an online
database created in 2006 and shared by
leading European Universities on Sus-
tainable Architecture; the competition
was launched the following year by
Gau:di (Governance, Architecture and
Urbanism: a Democratic Interaction),
founded in 2000 to promote sustainable
architecture in the construction of
buildings dedicated to recreation.

The criteria for the jury of architects
from Munich, Grenoble, Venice, Berlin
and Paris were quality of integration
into the area or into urban infrastruc-
tures; functional flexibility; balance
between history and invention (struc-
ture, construction, materials); and use
of energy and resources.

The top three projects are Pallet-
House, Urban Space Recycling and
Habiter le Paysage. Pallet-House is by
Austrians Andreas Claus Schnetzer and
Gregor Pils of the Vienna Technical
University. “The base material for a
house is 800 pallets, so you can con-
struct it anywhere,” they explain. “No
long journeys are involved because pal-
lets can be found in lots of countries.”
The simple structure of the building
allows different uses. “Changing the
footprint easily, we can adapt the build-
ing to various conditions – as a week-
end home but also as the minimum cell
for refugee camps and slums.”

Urban Space Recycling by Martin
Zanolin and Markus Bohn, at the same
university, makes use of a small gap
between two residential buildings. “It
doesn’t make sense to drive hours to
reach a sustainably developed house,”
they say. “Prefab wood elements with
cellulose insulation provide a high-
quality thermal envelope.”

Amata Zdziobeck studies at Saint-
Etienne’s Ecole Nationale Supérieure
d’Architecture (ENSA) in central
France. Her project, Habiter le Pay-
sage, is a stopover for walkers and
stands on a former vineyard in the
Drobie Valley in the Parc Naturel des
Monts d’Ardèche. The nearby Sentier
des Lauzes is a famous path uniting
local residents, ramblers and artists
around a common desire to protect and
enhance the area’s natural heritage,
she says, so “the buildings form a thin

mineral and timber ribbon along the
stone terracing walls, creating tempo-
rarily habitable constructions with no
distinction between indoor and outdoor
living.”

Two projects received special distinc-
tion: Crex Crex, the brainchild of Matic
Pajnik and Ajda Primociz (Fakulteti za
arhitekturo, Ljubljana) “for the
project’s sensitive approach to the envi-
ronment, subtlety and reversibility”
and Vlor-e, conceived by Federica Pom-
pejano, Fabrizio Polimone, Nicola Gnes
and Gianluca Motto (Università degli

studi di Genova) “for the creation of
spaces for social life and urban leisure
on Albania’s harbour-side zones”.

Ornithologists know that Crex Crex is
the corncrake, a bird much in need of
protection. The students have designed
houses for an “unobtrusive tourism
resort” in the wetlands of the Cerkni ko
Polje area of Slovenia, where the corn-
crake is prevalent. Each house has been
planned as an observatory “offering
breathtaking views in every direction”.

The Italians’ project aims to “limit
current speculative use of the precious

Albanian coastal area”. Their prefabri-
cated floating deck systems, designed
using local materials and technology,
provide summer residential units and,
in winter, a public space for local
youngsters.

Jean-Denis Becart (ENSA Nancy)
has chosen an eco-hamlet of leisure
homes on the Mille-Etangs plateau in
the Parc Naturel des Ballons des Vos-
ges, in eastern France, as the likely
location for Nature-Sculpture, his lake-
side larch and pine hut built on
wooden st i l ts . His scheme was
inspired by the need “to preserve and
value the natural environment”. In
contrast, fellow student Clotilde Char-
don’s project , “Un toit , un jeu
d’ombres et de lumière”, is a three-
unit extension to an existing plateau
hamlet offering “discovery of the local
culture”.

A glass and metal home by Rodrigo
Garcia Gonzalez (Escuela Técnica
Superior de Arquitectura de Madrid)
was conceived for a site in front of
Granada’s Alhambra. “Calipoo House is
a concept that fits everywhere, espe-
cially in those places where a conven-
tional building can be a negative visual
impact,” he explains. The cubic resi-
dence is built on a concrete platform
that moves vertically between different
levels, sinking into the ground to offer
protection from the sun and reduce its
visual impact.

The Lotus Project by Serbian student
Slobodan Stanic (Academie van Bou-

wkunst Arnhem, Netherlands) is a
“sustainable, movable house” made
from recycled plastic waste for refu-
gees. Shell House, by American student
Philip Tidwell (Helsinki University of
Technology), has a wooden outer shell
protecting it against weather and van-
dalism when the home is not in use
and creating a useful sun porch during
summertime periods of occupation.

The Centre International pour la
Ville, l’Architecture et le Paysage
(CIVA, Brussels) is responsible for the
general co-ordination of the Gau:di pro-
gramme in co-operation with the Archi-
tecture Foundation (UK), Cité de
l’architecture et du patrimoine
(France), Fundació Mies van der Rohe
(Spain), The Lighthouse (UK) and the
Museum of Finnish Architecture; the
Royal Institute of British Architects is
a partner. A second group of over 50
European architectural Associated
Partners includes representatives from
Italy, Greece, Sweden, Denmark, Ire-
land and Germany.

After Grenoble, the competition mod-
els will be exhibited at Venice’s Bien-
nale of Architecture in September and
then at events in Brussels, Paris, Bar-
celona, Helsinki, Amsterdam and
Ljubljana.

Biennale de l’habitat durable, until
June 19, Grenoble, France,
www.biennalehabitatdurable.fr

www.competition.gaudi-programme.eu

The future’s light
It might not have reached its full potential but LED design technology is developing fast. By Emily Backus

On a recent trek to Ikea, my six-
year-old begged me for an LED
nightlight in the shape of a
ghost. He promised to forgo the
hallway light at bedtime if only

I would buy him this white, rubber phantom
that glowed green when you tapped its head.
After some negotiation, the Spöka lamp
endeared its way into our gaping yellow
shopping bag and initiated our family to a
lighting revolution.

Until recently, light emitting diodes were
mainly used for appliances and digital dis-
plays: red or green indicator lights and the
square lit fonts on DVD players and other
electronics. Advances in the technology
have gathered pace in recent years, explod-
ing the range of creative lighting solutions
available for indoors and out. LEDs have
become the muse of cutting edge lighting
designers and an inspiration for environ-
mentalists. They make feasible illumination
effects that were once either impractical or
impossible, while saving energy and reduc-
ing use of toxic components. In the past few
years LED has bounded its way into non-res-
idential applications – stores, restaurants,
bars, hotels and landmark lighting – but
experts say it is now poised to move into
homes on a much larger scale. The manufac-
turer Osram, an arm of Siemens, predicts
the technology will take over at least a third
of the entire lighting market by 2020.

“LED is the future,” says Walter Gadda,
the head of Aldabra, an Italian specialist in
fixtures using the technology. “It has incred-
ible advantages.”

Because LED units are small (ranging in
size from barely visible to the dimension of a
large raindrop), relatively cool, and
extremely durable (lasting 30 to 50 times as
long as an incandescent bulb), they can be
tucked into unconventional places. Gadda
places them like mortar between bathroom
tiles, inserts them into stone panels, deploys
them in a streak across wood parquet or lays
small bricks of them between fingers of
white travertine limestone. He makes starry
ceilings or twinkling floors, backlit onyx

panels and bottom-lit vases. He has just
launched a line of fixtures for yachts
because, unlike incandescent lights, they
won’t blow with the vibration of a motor or
the rocking of a wave. Another Italian firm,
Luce & Light, uses them to illuminate wet
places, backlighting mosaic bathroom tiles
or lighting up showers, and inserts them in
places where they will be walked over. LEDs
are catching on in cars, replacing tail lights,
dashboard and interior lights in upper-mid-
range models. A luxury SUV, the 2008 Cadil-
lac Escalade, uses the new technology from
the nose to tail, including the headlights. Its
owners might never have to change a head-
light because LEDs last 30,000 to 50,000
hours or as long as 10 years.

LED lights have become popular for mark-
ing stairways or walkways, for hallway
sconces and to brighten bookcases or other
nooks. Swarovski inserts them behind cut
crystal fittings that throw intricate geometri-
cal patterns of light and shadow on ceilings
and walls. Fixtures on Swarovski’s website
for contemporary lighting show stars, sun-
bursts, halos and snowflake-like patterns.

LEDs also lend themselves to be used
like a painter’s palette, because they come
in a variety of neon-like hues. Since they
can be dimmed, unlike fluorescent bulbs,
many new fixtures change colour and
intensity at the turn of a knob or the push
of a button. Blue, red and green lights can
be mixed to produce almost any hue,
including white. Philips’ Color Kinetics in
Massachusetts has developed a range of
fixtures that deploy coloured light as orna-
ment, accent, festive outdoor lighting and
indoor atmospherics.

Much hubbub about LEDs also comes
from their promise of high energy efficiency
and relatively non-toxic components. Devel-
opers have managed to increase their bright-
ness by a factor of 10 in the past decade and
are still cranking. Top-end versions give off
as much light per watt as fluorescent lamps.
Unlike fluorescents, though, LEDs do not
contain mercury or a significant quantity of
other toxic materials.

Not surprisingly, the hip and well-heeled
are increasingly asking their architects to
incorporate them in their homes but experts
say that does not necessarily mean you
should – yet.

“LEDs are still coming along,” says Kathy
Abernathy, the energy and sustainability
chair for the International association of
Lighting Designers. “They are not yet there
but I think they will be.”

She reports they are still expensive for the
quality and quantity of light they give off.
Abernathy installed a pair of high-end,
white, recessed down lights in her office as
an experiment. They use 13W, take over
from 60W to 75W lamps, and cost about $100
(€70) each. Colours aren’t quite true under
their bluish white light and, when the crys-
tals stop working, she’ll have to replace the
whole fixture because replacement crystals
are not available. Nevertheless, she likes
them. “It has a crisp look, like halogen.”

LEDs also have yet to be standardised.
Fixtures have widely varying power supply
and installation requirements, which Los
Angeles lighting designer Sean O’Connor
says scares off home contractors unfamiliar
with how to treat them.

“We’re doing a house now where the pri-
mary light source is LED,” says O’Connor,
who runs his own firm, Sean O’Connor and
Associates. “It’s not easy. In the end we’ll be
about 90 per cent LED. A big challenge is to
create consistency in the lighting.”

O’Connor says they are tricky to work
with for a number of reasons: they are so
small and focused, like miniature spotlights;
intensity falls off over distance far faster
than with other lights; achieving brightness
requires using a large number of them in
arrays, which can lead to multiple shadows
and other collateral effects; the edges of
things can change colour, acquire a slight
pink or blue shadow, for example, or multi-
ple shadows of changing intensity. O’Connor
says they work best as decorative or indirect
lights and advises against them for task
lighting, such as tucking them under
kitchen cabinets to light countertops. “They

can create a kind of strobe effect and
obscure visibility. You could even chop your
finger.”

Jürgen Waldorf, managing director of the
German electrical and electronics industry
group ZVEI, says a better bet for bright,
warm, direct light can be found in a new
generation of energy efficient halogen bulbs.
Sold as E halogen, GLS or IRC, the new
halogen bulbs reduce energy consumption
by about 40 per cent.

“LEDs are not a panacea – not yet, but
they are getting there,” says Paul Nulty,
lighting designer and director of the UK
Light Bureau in London. “We’re just start-
ing to see useful products come on to the
market.”

Nulty says new lighting technologies, like
LED, compact fluorescents and new genera-
tion halogens are now changing altogether
the nature of domestic lighting. “It is all
about creating textures and layers of light
now, whereas lighting used to be a 60W
pendant in the middle of the room.”

In the future this complex picture is
expected to become yet more sophisticated
as another lighting variety might weave its
way into our homes: the OLED. The “O”
stands for “organic”. It is a light emitting
layer of organic compounds that can be
spread across a surface. OLEDs are already
used as video screens in some high-end cell
phones. Future uses might include wall pan-
els, blinds or fabrics. People who currently
endure sun deprived polar winters might
one day bask in OLED light from their win-
dows. Animated or illuminated wallpaper
could possibly enter the mainstream.

When I told my six-year-old about these
futuristic possibilities he was duly
impressed. When we tried out his new green
phantom from Ikea, however, it did not gen-
erate enough light to ward off the ghosts of
his imagination. The halogens in the hall
remained lit, while the spent white ghost
shared a small bed with my son’s favourite
stuffed animal, a knit wool octopus.

www.business.swarovski.com/lighting

Future LEDs are opening up
new opportunities for lighting
effects
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