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ECDM IN TEN POINTS  
VADE-MECUM FOR AN ARCHITECTURE OF PRACTICAL GRACE  
Paul Ardenne 
 
 

“One doesn’t do architecture to deny it the 
added value it can bring.”  

 
Emmanuel Combarel and 

Dominique Marrec 1 
 
 
 

 
“Grace”, understood in the sense of the beauty, elegance, glamour, 

and poise instilled in things and in beings. What is declared “practical”, 
understood in the sense of what goes well, what is best suited, what 
renders a faithful service and comes at just the right time. 

ECDM’s architecture, an architecture of “practical grace”? No doubt 
about it. The “grace” that this Paris office confers upon the buildings it 
designs is consubstantial with them, not an added dimension, a 
circumstantial feature, a beautifying to wow the public. The same is true 
of their invariably practical, useful aspect. The beauty, for the occasion, 
is joined to the useful and vice versa in a dialectical movement that 
owes nothing to chance.  
 Demonstration hereafter in ten points. 

  
 
1 ° - No agenda 
 
“If we can point to a single paramount characteristic of the firm’s work, 

it is the desire to propose simple architecture informed by rigorous logic 
but without preconceptions, nostalgia or stylistic concerns.” These are 
the words of Emmanuel Combarel and Dominique Marrec, the dynamic 
co-founders in 1993 of the ECDM office in Paris, Rue Turquetil, in the 
11th arrondissement. 

The absence of preconceptions is, generically, the “ECDM signature 
stamp”. No matter what architecture project the office is tackling, the 
inaugural gesture is to implement the clean slate principle. Not from a 

                                                 
1 E. Combarel and D. Marrec, interview Centrebus de Thiais, Anteprima, Paris, 

2008. Unless otherwise indicated, all quotes from the architects are taken from this 
publication. 
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modernist perspective of removal, of wholesale refusal, of saying no to 
heritage from the past or passing oneself off as an absolute pioneer. 
But rather to start with a blank page, to rethink anew, without an 
agenda or the need to defend one line against another, some 
fundamental questions. What exactly is a “house”, an “office”, an 
“apartment building”, a “factory”, an “exhibition space”, or a “district”? 
How can the architect improve on what exists, enhance what’s already 
there? Is transformation – of the architectural concept, the architectured 
object, its symbolics, and so on – desirable in all cases?  

 
 
2 ° - Every building is unique 
 
The Kréo gallery, the Larousse school resource center, and police 

stations in the 16th and 12th arrondissements count among the firm’s 
notable constructions in Paris. All of them are relevant propositions in 
both form and content, albeit somewhat on the unexpected side. Other 
projects completed by ECDM that stand out for their singularity include 
the restructuring of the Centre d’illustration Tomi Ungerer in Strasbourg, 
with its elegant, winding entrance ramp connoting the famous handstyle 
of the Alsatian illustrator; the Lycée La Tourelle sports complex in 
Sarcelles, with its elegant cover, that leaves it open to the eye from one 
side to the other, and its magnetic work of ambient lighting technology. 
To ECDM, we also owe the completion in the spring of 2007 of the new 
RATP bus center in Thiais, situated in the pericenter Orly-Rungis in the 
outer suburbs of Paris. The building gives the impression of lifting the 
ground that surrounds it as if it were rising out of the depths, like a 
submarine surfacing out of the dark waters of the Baltic Sea. It is 
particularly remarkable for its skin in cast Ductal (a new generation 
multipurpose concrete developed by Lafarge), its sharp brightly colored 
incisions and, in addition to its suggestive aesthetics, the 
unprecedented perfect merging of ground and walls, in both physical 
and plastic terms. 

The trademark in each case? Originality. Try as you might, you will not 
find another a repetitive feature running all these projects, another 
unifying essence, the equivalent of a “tag”, the stylized signature that 
graffiti artists use to declaim authorship. “The building is not the product 
of an illumination or an intuition,” the architects caution. “It takes shape 
at the close of phases of doubt and questioning. The period of 
negotiation is a time of maturation, the aim being to develop all of the 
functions of the building and give meaning to the whole.” 
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3 ° - An understated way of carrying the project 
 
To invent with each new day a different architecture, a brand new 

conception of the art of building? No, to hesitate. There is no such thing 
as a perfect building. For this reason, it’s pointless to expect a 
readymade solution. Hesitating is a paradoxical act: a weakness that 
can be turned into a strength. Out of the feeling of not being in complete 
control of the situation at first, arises the patient labor of conception, 
material configuration, and negotiations with the contracting authority – 
several months and dozens of preparatory meetings with the heads of 
the firm and its employees in the case of the RATP bus center in Thiais. 

To hesitate is to take one’s time and consider the many parameters of 
a project in concrete terms, weigh the pros and cons, gather divergent 
views and detailed opinions. A show of weakness? Rather, an ability to 
acquire the tangible means to move ahead with full knowledge of the 
facts. In 2003, ECDM completed a student residence in Argenteuil with 
a sophisticated design, in appearance and usage, that resulted from 
discussions with the students. The latter conveyed a twofold pressing 
need: to have, at the center of the site, rooms for sleeping that are also 
fully equipped for studying; to reside in a signal building with a strong 
symbolic resonance, not in some nondescript slab, and this as a 
counterpoint to the rather dismal urban fabric in the vicinity. Message 
received. As structured by ECDM, this student residence boasts 
“façades alternating prefabricated panels in golden brown concrete with 
large windows that can be occulted by sliding interior panels that give a 
digital impression to the façade from the street. On the inside, the 
panels serve as blackboards for the students”.2 

Humility is the golden rule. It is founded on respect for the 
assignment, for its particular nature each and every time. But it also has 
another reason for being, this time cultural, beyond methodology alone. 
Born in the 1960s, Marrec and Combarel belong to the “post soixante-
huitard” generation, the post-sixty-eighters that, having had their fill of 
rash declarations, have remained highly wary of momentary fads. No 
devotion, in their attitude, to postmodernism and its “anachronistic” 
whims. No bashful love for deconstructivism and its twisted caricatured 
fantasies of architectural rewriting. No refusal of the mainstream and 
the trendy but rather a determination to evaluate each project case by 
case as a function of specific expectations each time and after lengthy 
deliberations. 

 
                                                 

2 From a statement released by the Marrec and Combarel firm in 2003. 
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4 ° - “Program” is conjugated in the plural 
 
On condition that it does not persist indefinitely – or it’s sclerosis – 

doubt is a good inseminator and a powerful intellectual engager. I doubt 
therefore I architect. Applied to the “program” proposed to the architects 
by the commissioning authority (what the latter asks them to discern 
and establish, in a fusional blend of intuition and conception), the work 
of doubt dear to ECDM allows them to develop step by step a general 
grammar for the project and its vocabulary in the form of diverse 
technical choices, in terms of the placement of the building on the site 
and in itself, and the choice of the best suited materials to make it 
efficient and durable. “Nothing we undertake is ever premeditated. Each 
project has to be the occasion for a unique experience […]. Architecture 
is a discipline that has to be taken beyond the question of style. The 
program is the framework from which the thinking and the shaping of 
the project can develop.” 

The program? Without a doubt the cornerstone, foundation and 
backbone for ECDM of “the adventure that every new project 
represents.” The program has to be “joined to reflections on the function 
and use expected from the building we design.” Admittedly this 
program, its explicit and implicit content, are not always 
“unproblematical”, as the architects willingly acknowledge. By way of 
example, take the EDF R&D center, designed in 2009 for the Saclay 
plateau south of Paris (competition). The brief in this case was at once 
simple and complex. The contractor wanted the research division and 
an industrial area on the same site to facilitate in-time collaborations 
and synergies. With efficiency in mind, ECDM opted for concentration 
and proposed a single building rather than two. The connection 
between the two entities in this dual building? Real and immediate, not 
merely incidental: the large industrial complex adjoining the perimeter 
allotted to offices is linked to the latter by way of an immense glass wall 
that serves as an interface and a surface of exchanges and passages, 
and a powerful symbol of the atmosphere of flows. 

The transparency effect is not fortuitous: it acts as a reminder of the 
company’s dual vocation in both the industrial and service sectors. As 
for the area of the building designed for offices, it too puts the accent on 
openness, circulation, and transparency – in short, on communication. 
Horizontal communication via a wide street lined with circular “clusters” 
of offices. Vertical communication, with each “cluster” surmounted by 
another “cluster”, the openness and space increasing with each floor of 
the three-story building. Finally, scattered throughout the building are 
intermediary patios accessible to all; intelligently arranged between the 
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“clusters”, these small garden-like areas between the offices allow site 
users to go outside, relax and get some fresh air.  

 
 
5 ° - The culture of the prototype 
 
 “We don’t make a building without the contracting authority’s backing. 

Whence the patient work of preliminary drawings and the gradual 
integration of requirements,” say the ECDM activists in unison. The 
“program as framework” stance elicits the following consequence, in 
terms of method: prototyping. “We find the notion of the prototype 
stimulating,” Combarel and Marrec readily admit. Every program is 
specific, and so every building will be too. The fact that each of ECDM’s 
buildings is unique in its genre is not the consequence of some 
adventurous or experimental stance with no purpose. It is, to begin with, 
the consequence of this methodological inflection: the punctilious 
matching of the programmatic demand and the offer. 

In terms of architectural prototypology, the swimming pool designed 
by ECDM in 2009 for the municipality of Lille (competition) is an 
unquestionably instructive example – a powerfully unique project that 
stands apart from run-of-the-mill production in this sector. With 
modernity, the “pool” theme in architecture was renovated against the 
backdrop of a newfound veneration for leisure activities and water 
sports. A conventional architectural modeling ensued that hardened into 
two predominant types, rarely combined in a single place: on the one 
hand, recreational pools, usually curved, with many smaller pools, hot 
tubs, solariums, slides and so on; on the other, competition pools, 
rather boring in design, for use by serious swimmers doing laps in 
strictly divided lanes. ECDM logically gave pride of place to water in 
their “pool” design. With it and around it, the architects also gave a 
prominent position to the sky, to nature, and to the surrounding biotope. 
A pool can be more than simply a place to swim or relax. It can also be 
a unique garden, an eco-site of reflection and of physical and 
metaphysical repositioning. ECDM opted for fusion as the principle 
informing their pool design: the competition pool, the recreational pool, 
and the solarium complement each other in a continuous way instead of 
being separated. Extensively open to the south and to the sky by a 
glass roof, the morphology of the architecture plays the general 
interpenetration card. Result: from inside the pool, users experience a 
peaceful, unifying relationship to the water, the light, and the 
landscaped exteriors integrating the trees that were already standing on 
the site. 
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6 ° - Architecturing equals contextualizing 
 
There’s but a fine line between the culture of the prototype and 

punctilious attention to context. “Context” – in Latin, the word means 
“woven together” – is another unavoidable preoccupation for ECDM. 

To design a building ex nihilo? The principle of the novus opus does 
not always make sense. At any rate, nothing guarantees that it will 
automatically fit the site and the reality of the environment. In our over-
occupied, over-urbanized, over-densified world, buildings stand less as 
solitary units than as units set within a multiplicity of other units – that is, 
as objects desperately surrounded by other objects. By this yardstick, 
factoring in the “context” is a categorical imperative. “Architecture is, in 
the real world, one element among many that exceed it. Rare are the 
newly constructed buildings that can create a context, like the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris or the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao,” note Marrec 
and Combarel. “At best, our building can be nothing more than an 
isolated element in the wider context in which it is lodged, with no value 
in itself – a building that is bound to be relatively inoperative in terms of 
urban signage, even if it’s very “identified” and very singular, and that 
can hardly avoid being swallowed up by the surrounding cityscape.” 

The adapted response that a building can bring to its environment and 
the osmosis between the two depend on the flexibility of the 
architectural design. A dialogue with the context is necessary: it alone 
has the power to unify building and site. Is the Lille pool to be located 
on a tree-covered terrain that constitutes a natural, ecological site of 
recreation in a dense urban fabric? Rather than clear the grounds and 
cut down the trees, ECDM’s project relies on the existing greenery. Is 
the area surrounding the RATP bus center cluttered with gaudily 
colored commercial warehouses and covered in asphalt? These will be 
picked up, chameleonic-like, in the building’s color scheme. A building 
in our age of Google Maps is often viewed from above? The EDF R&D 
center in Saclay, as imagined by ECDM – a large-scale parallelepiped 
stripped of any façade aesthetics – acquires its greatest symbolic 
significance when seen from the viewpoint of passengers flying in or out 
of the nearby Orly airport. Turned into a logotype with elegant loops, 
this perspective is designed to bring life to an area that already has a 
number of advanced research and study centers of the sort, those of 
the CEA3, the École polytechnique and of the Faculté des Sciences 
d’Orsay, more undistinguished in appearance.  

 
                                                 

3 Commissariat à l’Énergie Atomique, the French Atomic Energy Commission. 
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7 ° - The architect as sublimating urbanist  
 
Autism and self-withdrawal in the field of architectural design? A 

conceit. A building is never a lone icon in the landscape, an 
architectural UFO appearing from out of nowhere – were it conceived 
as such and in this spirit like the monumental constructions by 
starchitects that stand as so many figures of excessive pride. 
Subscribing without reserves to this thesis, Marrec and Combarel see 
themselves as more than mere architects, indeed as designers of 
scenarios for urban space. 

“The first contact with the site is of utmost importance.” In other words, 
the space needs decoding. For what purpose? To comprehend it. To 
grasp its nature. To appreciate how to operate on a pre-existing setting, 
how to improve but not denature or disrupt it more than necessary. 
From the outset, once the program has been thoroughly examined and 
all its implications understood, the building must be designed as a 
unifying object. Its task: to make the surrounding urban space revolve 
around it centrifugally and centripetally; to designate this space by 
designating itself; to qualify it without disqualifying it. A matter of 
reciprocity and politeness. The building as positioned by ECDM in 
space is at once polar and irradiant. It “reinforces” the site without 
invalidating the site’s characteristics. 

The most telling example in this regard is the project designed for Rue 
Corentin (RATP Montrouge, 2008), a double block of student housing 
with a underground bus depot. To bring life to this hardly uplifting, 
outdated mineral environment, the architects design a building with the 
twofold function of counterpoint and combination formula, one of the 
components of which is shaped like a terraced pyramid. Counterpoint: 
the recourse to a giant boulder of white polished concrete; the 
landscaping of suspended patio gardens; the combination of cladding-
fencing-diversely painted sections – all this works together to make a 
sort of material deus ex machina of this building. And yet the new 
scenario does not revoke the old one: the specific heights and profiles 
of the built perimeter are respected; the black and white colors applied 
here do not look brutally out of place once they have blended into the 
atmosphere of the district; and, lastly, there is nothing outrageous or 
excessive about the style. ECDM’s proposal, in this case, non-
aggressively promotes the melting-pot spirit of our post-industrial 
present, a time when human activities intermingle and architectural 
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styles are more mixed than dissociated, in a setting where time has 
stopped moving. Like a resetting of the clock of urban history.4 

 
 
8 °- Daring a mix 
 
The culture of the contextual prototype that has become one of 

ECDM’s hobbyhorses did not come out of the blue. Opportunely, it 
participates in the so-called “non-standard” architectural culture that 
developed at the turn of the 21st century. This culture defies prejudices 
and ideological or aestheticizing options. It is sustained, to begin with, 
by the principle of specificity already noted in the work of ECDM: each 
architectural program corresponds to a particular building. Next, it is 
also informed by the principle of reactive autonomy: the project must 
always be a function of the program and bring to the latter its own 
system of values, both technical and aesthetic. Finally, “non-standard” 
culture is attentive to the industry of materials and will sometimes impel 
research work by its pressing and inspired demands. The “non-
standard” architect always has a thirst for fully exploiting the endless 
combinations of new materials and processes for building and civil 
engineering, and the engineering industry, which is on the cutting edge 
in all areas of construction, including field research, asks for nothing 
better than to be given a boost. 

In sum, as contextual architect-urbanists, ECDM qualifies as “AJs”, or 
“Architecture Jockeys”, in the manner of a Disc Jockey or a Video 
Jockey. The landscape is sampled by the “AJ”  like LPs are sampled by 
DJs; the reconfiguration of the landscape through building is the 
equivalent of the scratching technique characteristic of hip-hop 
compositions. Architecture functions as a meditated sampling for a new 
modulation of the landscape and cityscape. The entry into St-Étienne 
(Loire), around the Châteaucreux station area, creates the effect of a 
gaping pit, an incredible void, a lack, like a hole in matter – a hole that 
requires filling, in a landscape that requires an “arrangement”. The 
development of a zone of administrative building on this site involved 
the projected establishment of the Hôtel de Région. The building that 
ECDM will propose (Conseil Général, ZAC de Châteaucreux, in 

                                                 
4 “This feasibility is a topical contemporary view of the city. The diversity, 

complexity, overlapping paces of activities and interlocking uses are assessed and 
assembled to establish the conditions needed to generate a less linear, more 
uncertain environment made of the kind of assemblages and random chaotic 
mutations that characterize the centrality of attractive, dynamic cities. This sociability 
of the architectural question is what carries the genes of mixed-use, transversality, 
overlapping, and sharing” (document presenting the firm, 2008).  



 9 

progress) is intended to be over-visible, rising as it does on a mound of 
earth moved to the plot on which it is located, analogically speaking, 
highly resonant, due to the unfinished character of the area that 
demands to be “scratched” – that demands, in other words, that a focal 
point be placed at that precise spot and nowhere else, in a setting that 
otherwise lacks a center and marked polarity. The highly plastic 
dissymmetry of the Hôtel de Région building designed by ECDM, with 
its many faceted roofs and varied levels of elevation, appropriately adds 
to its appeal. 

The same topographical inflection to “finish” a place, to perfect the 
geographic dynamics of a given space by sampling it, is offered again 
in Paris at the daycare center Rue Budin (completed, 2010). Integrated 
into the surrounding cityscape, not aggressive or demonstrative in the 
least, playing with the surroundings like a re-equilibrator, the two-storey 
building is a welcome addition to the vicinity and pleasing to the eye. A 
corner structure providing unity to this rather un-Haussmannian area. A 
gentle rectification, that “goes” well, as a result of discretion this time.  

 
 
9 ° - Bringing a symbolic surplus value 
 
A construction always “exceeds” its status as an architectural object, 

introducing into the urban narrative an added element. It is the catalyst 
of a scenario that intersects and reinforces the general scenario of the 
urban environment. Otherwise formulated: there’s no crime in 
embellishment and beauty is not a dirty word. ECDM buildings, in this 
respect, still display the virtue of being sensible, always refined, 
meticulously ordered from the plan to the decoration, and always 
thought through in detail. The scenario that they set out to create or 
solidify is related to the kind of grace discussed earlier: the grace of 
guaranteed spaciousness or of rediscovered intimacy in a dense urban 
setting (respectively FRAC PACA, competittion, 2004, and block T8, 
Paris, competition, 2007); grace again, against all expectations, of 
social housing offering spacious areas for play, storage and parking, a 
façade surfaced in marble, landscaped patios, and perfect daylight 
access – a rare feature in such a congested urban context (building, 
Rue Louis Blanc, Paris, completed in 2006). Designing industrial 
infrastructures for the outer suburbs of Paris simply a matter of hastily 
mounting a few more warehouses in a landscape that is already 
saturated with them? Not for ECDM. The architects make a case for an 
‘”industrial hotel” (Gennevilliers, 2008), mixing work and living on the 
site, and urbanizing the landscape by contributing to the densification 
and “becoming city” of business parks.  
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The term “grace” is a reference firstly to an aesthetic vocabulary and 
secondarily to the sacred. Is the latter irrelevant? Not if you consider 
that, in a secular age, grace is also a profane matter, and as a result it 
embraces all aspects of our life, from the highest to the lowest. What 
ECDM has to say on this point needs no comment: “We consider the 
enchantment of the world a necessary given. The world requires 
enchanting day after day.” Witness the magnificent artificial tree at the 
daycare center, Rue Budin, captivating in itself, for what it is: an 
oversized gem of sorts, as beautiful as a sculpture by Giuseppe 
Penone, although it has a more moderate function, which is to serve as 
a distributor of shade and a heat regulator in a building that conforms to 
the draconian standards of the low-energy consumption label. The 
aesthetics? “The result of applying values of functionality but also of 
beauty and of combining different materials, elegance and surprise, 
sophistication. Potentially, beauty is everywhere but it is not in 
everything. It takes thorough analytical work to know how to maintain or 
enrich the beauty of a site. It’s the building’s task to support it.” 

This is very precisely the work of synthesis that ECDM accomplishes 
in Lyon Confluences, in the segment of the huge housing and office 
building for ING for which it was responsible (40% of the total area), 
alongside the designs for the same site by four other architecture firms.5 
By its central position, the section assigned to ECDM could be difficult 
to handle: the part that is hedged in by the others, hard to treat and to 
develop. Not a problem. With this particular context in mind, ECDM 
designs its segment to be a linking complex, harmoniously connected to 
the contiguous programs, as wide open to physical penetration as it is 
to the light, evincing charm, well-being and plastic and spatial 
coherence.  

 
10 ° - Balancing impulse and reason, constraint and freedom 
 
 “The aim is to elicit effects like those that well up from British social 

realist cinema or the Dardenne brothers’ films, to draw grace out of a 
rough world.” Countering the trend to the disjointed or the spectacular, 
the ECDM alternative – that of magnified constraint – is inevitably 
welcome. “The problematics of architecture: What do we build? What 
are we doing here? What leeway do we have? Are constraints, all 
things considered, the condition for freedom? In short, everything that 
differentiates us as architects working within extremely rigid frameworks 
from artists.” Indeed, it’s an illusion to believe in the purported virtues of 

                                                 
5 MVRDV, Erick Van Egerrat, Manuelle Gautrand, Pierre Gautier. 
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the architect-artist, the one who gives pride of place to form as form, 
forgetting that the architectural form’s vocation is to serve.  

The respect for the commissioning authority and the site, the furious  
attention to context, the refusal of demonstrative gestures, the will to 
uphold an architecture at once singular and familiar, the value placed 
on the aesthetic and the symbolic… The spirit in which ECDM casts its 
architectural practice is fundamentally democratic, but it is so without 
demagogy or concession. No attempt is made to charm the general 
public by offering them appealing architecture, or to flatter the elite with 
a hyper-specialized, nearly illegible, architectural vocabulary. ECDM’s 
architecture neither prostitutes itself nor condemns itself to be the 
subject of endless convoluted commentary. Rather it lives with itself 
and, in doing so, it is experienced as qualitatively adapted to the 
present-day broader demand for gratifying architecture that is 
comfortable and eco-responsible.     

In conclusion, we’ll let the architects speak for themselves, for this 
purpose: to stress the extent to which architecture is neither a simple 
act of production nor pure conceptual delirium, but rather a creative 
exercise (and this notwithstanding the many constraints and conditions 
from all sides that lead the weak-minded and faint-hearted to believe 
the contrary). “Constraints in architecture are part of the game. They 
are there: no question of taking them lightly. What is no less interesting 
is how we can use them, how they can be co-opted. Every constraint is 
paradoxically an opportunity to exercise one’s creativity, in a considered 
play between the concrete givens of a constraining reality and a desire 
for creative freedom.” 
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