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This group of schools outside Paris has walls, ceilings and details picked
out in bright orange. The Josephine Baker schools include a primary school
on the west of the site and a nursery school to the east. Classrooms in the
nursery are located on a ﬂoor that cantilevers across the building's entrance.
The project includes playgrounds for both older and younger children, a
canteen and a library, as well as a sports ground on the library roof. Internally,
brightly colored hooks ﬁll the walls outside of the classrooms, giving children
a place to hang their coats.
This group of schools manages to ﬁt into the difﬁcult context of the 'Cité des
4000' neighborhood. However, it is also capable of opening up inside itself,
creating a different landscape, a different place, a utopia.
The project is part of the very subtle town planning scheme, in an attempt
to pull together the different signs and traces that are superposed on the
site like the various writings on a palimpsest. The scheme reorganizes the
neighborhood on the basis of the right-angled intersection of two historic axes,
one leading from Paris-from the Saint-Michel fountain-to St Denis' Cathedral,
the other starting from the cathedral and heading towards St Lucien's church.
The requirement to refrain from constructing closed volumes based on the
rectangle, combined with the constraints in terms of density and height, has
enabled him to question the separation of the primary and nursery schools.
The architect therefore sketches out a unitary organization. Thus the nursery
school classrooms are pushed to the east, on a floor cantilevered above
the entrance, and the primary school classrooms occupy areas to the west
overlooking interstitial gardens.
Despite its sliding volumes, folds and asymmetry, the building gives a first
impression of an enclosed shape with few openings. The primary school
classrooms, superposed on the site, only opens up to any real extent to their
gardens at the side. Although on the outside the verticality is dominant as a
result of the many indentations that break up the facades, it is paradoxically
the horizontal aspect that is more evident once through the entrance. As if an
inﬁnite universe was opening up inside a strictly deﬁned area, welcoming a
heterotopia reserved for the children. An initiatory place where the pupils can
be cut off from the adult world.
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The corridors change shape and
expand in front of the classroom
doors and receive abundant natural
light from the zenith, as if the better
to define themselves as areas for
decompression before taking a deep
breath and plunging into the work
areas. Lastly, the canopy of the
playground thrusts out well beyond
the ramp that leads up to the rooftop
sport areas. This play of compression
and expansion, giving an organic feel
to the concrete structure, is further
accentuated by use of the color orange.
It covers the floors and occasionally
spills over onto the walls and ceilings.
This has the appearance of an open
hand beneath the complementary
blue of the sky, revealed in all its
power. The sequences of trafﬁc paths
and classrooms are witness here to
a different relationship between the
child's body and space, one that is all
the more fused together in that is it not
yet totally mediatised by language.
The use of natural products-such as
linoleum on the floors, and wood for
the door and window frames-and the
attention paid even to the smallest
details contribute to making the building
an almost luxurious place.
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