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Abstract

Primary schools of Paris’ suburbs built during the 1930s, essential witnesses and heritage of the
architecture of the first half of the 20™ century, constitute a heterogeneous group. It was mostly
analyzed through the classic criteria of historical analysis, seeking for the influence of Modern
Movement. Being a functional type strongly controlled by design regulations, inherited from hygienic
and pedagogic approaches of the 19" century, applying these criteria would lead to a stylistic approach
and not allow a proper understanding of both internal constrains of such a program and external
expectations that pedagogues, teachers, hygienists and politicians may have expected. Thanks to
analysis of both heritage and local contexts, showing also that modernity has been constantly feeding
school design, the thesis demonstrates that the progressive integration of a new architectural culture,
developed during the interwar period, may have occurred thanks to claims of both pedagogues and
hygienists which were already existing short before First World War. In fact, regulations from 19t
century and administrative traditions did not help in trying to renew school architecture. Blue collars
cities of the suburbs were able to propose then such a renewal, bringing back modernity into school
design. Local socialist and communist mayors led this renewal that succeed in placing themselves at
the head of the vanguard of elementary public school architecture, creating the conditions to
materialize the encounter between modernity and new teaching practices, even if limited, due to a
strong external hostile context. Today these buildings are suffering from a lack of recognition. This
research for the issues raised in terms of historiography, intends to help the valorization of a suburban
architectural school heritage, participating in both the history of the Paris of the 20'" century and the
constitution of a heritage shared by the one of the 21 century.



Robert Mallet-Stevens. Prototype de mobilier scolaire. 1936.
Acier/office technique pour [Iutilisation de [I'acier, 1937-1938, Meubles
scolaires en acier, p. 22.



t-Stevens, Architecte ; M. Henri Liber, Constructe:







Groupe scolaire Karl Marx, Villejuif (94), André Lurgat architecte, 1933. Détalil
de I'entrée de I'école maternelle. Sculpture en aluminium d’Henri Laurens.
Etat actuel aprés restauration, photo de I'auteur, prise le 27 juillet 2015.
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I. Topic

Primary school, and education in general, is a political question in France. From the first parish
schools till the last reforms of the educative programs, the reigning power always wanted to place
inside the instruction, and later the education?, what he held as essential for the subjects and today
for the citizens. During the development of public instruction, an organic link formed itself between
the school and its space, bringing inside it at each period the most relevant preoccupations: to
constrain the social moral, to dominate the hygiene of the body, to forge the New man, to encourage
children’s creativity, to welcome incoming individual. In order to answer to these successive
challenges, the school building gave itself courtyards, covered yards, black boards, furniture, large
openings, installations of various types. A modern breath seems to be moving constantly the shape of
this institution and the “box” in which it is accommodated.

Today, at the dawn of the upcoming realization of the Grand Paris, which desires to make the
capital of France a major metropolis of the 21 century, the Paris, which people may think about, is
still this great metropolis of the 19" century, contained first inside the walls and today inside the ring
road so called "Boulevard périphérique". For a century, the suburbs spread and developed, urbanized
and build themselves, providing a heritage, yet hardly recognized and now in danger. This constitutes
the essential witness of what makes Paris a metropolis of the 20" century, even if the city did not
extend administratively. From that point of view, several attempts have occurred especially during the
interwar period, in which the Seine "département"” and the suburban towns that composed it played
a key role. The increase of the population corresponded also locally with a great effort in terms of
public facilities. Among these, primary schools played a major character, especially those built in the
1930s.

These schoolhouses, some of which were then and for a long time considered as examples,
quoted in monographs until the fifties, were erected inside an architectural tradition inherited from
the 19" century and heavily regulated. Nevertheless they embody the first attempts to get out of a
dogma - then driven by its own understanding of modernity - while retaining its essence. Indeed, a link
is emerging between the different periods regarding school architecture, once manifested the desire
to extend the instruction and education to the entire population: ensure good hygiene and a work area
corresponding to the functional necessities of teaching methods, with the systematic use of materials
and the latest technology, being regularly updated. However, the specific context of the interwar
indicates that regarding school buildings, the intrusion of "purists" or "art-deco" formulas was not

obvious.

Socialist and communist mayors of the Parisian suburbs led this renewal, placing themselves at
the head of the vanguard for elementary public school architecture, creating the conditions to

! Ministry of Public Instruction (“Ministére de I'Instruction publique”) is created in 1828 as an independent
administration. Until 1895, it will be often associated with Ministry of Religions (“Ministére des Cultes”) and from
1870 until 1959 with Ministry of Fine Arts (“Ministére des Beaux-Arts”). In 1932, it is renamed Ministry of National
Education (“Ministére de I’Education nationale”), Edouard Herriot, former Minister of Public Instruction and Fine
Arts, and at this time head of French administration, wishing to restore its universal prerogatives and message.
Except during Vichy Régime, name will remain the same until today.
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materialize the encounter between modernity and new teaching practices, with quality results praised
by critics, academic community, users and hygienists. Yet it was not easy for architects to move in a
particularly restrictive and out-of-date regulatory environment, which sometimes can make these
schools appear as "post Jules Ferry" models, adopting architectural contemporary modernity only as
an aesthetic value and not as a conceptual improvement. If modernity has been the key driver of the
design of school architecture in the nineteenth century, it remains so during this period. The political
and ideological struggles led on the ground by local officials definitely allowed the school design to
know a revival, facing at first violent criticism from conservative circles, both political and artistic,
before establishing itself as a model seeking to extend over the whole territory.

1. Problematic

Majority of these buildings is suffering from a lack of recognition and therefore adequate
maintenance. Yet the study of career paths and evolution of architectural language of the authors of
these schoolhouses illustrates the particular situation of French architecture at that time, where we
are witnessing a redefinition of teaching methods and contents inside “Ecole des Beaux-Arts”, the
growing influence of CIAM but also the defense of national architectural characteristics. These schools
are located today within the relatively heterogeneous urban context of the suburbs which history they
crossed. Their actual general perception does not do them justice. They are hardly identified as
revolutionary buildings, or at least intended to be so, especially since many elements were
modernized, substituted and replaced. Today these schools are the relay of significant local and county
history, as well as architectural and urban history, often last but hardly identifiable testimonies of a
period in process of erasure. It seemed therefore essential in this study to provide the most
comprehensive list of such buildings in order to highlight their amplitude and resonance inside the
suburbs and also France during the thirties and later. This list, completed during consultations of
different types of sources, brought together a large body.

. Hypothesis

“School” is an ambiguous word. It can designate at the same time: a settlement where children
receive an elementary education; a building where a teaching is given; a group composed of pupils,
teachers and agents at the service of a school; the school institution itself. The original meaning of
school is therefore the education when the contemporary meaning is mostly intended as the building
only, once called schoolhouse (“maison d’école”).

The school is also an ambiguous place. Indeed, on one hand, it is the local manifestation of the
efforts granted by the municipality for its funding. It expresses therefore the local administration’s
attachment or not to the instruction of its people, and its understanding of the need or not to develop
and extend its education. On the other hand, the school is the place of the manifestation of the power
of the centralized state administration. If originally teachers are financed by municipalities, their
progressive bureaucratization and the development of the Ministry for the public Instruction establish
a real body, from which teachers constitute local missi dominici or school prophets, starting from the
first half of the nineteenth century. Place always more integrated to this central power which dictates

X| Modernité et architecture scolaire (1870-1940)
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educative programs, it is the unifying link between generations destined to become the future citizens.
It is then the place where science and “national novel” are equally spread through the same programs

and the same pedagogical models.

This irruption of the norm inside educative programs can be found also inside the conception of
the walls of the school. Schoolhouse becomes this way a tool, which has to be as much as possible
respectful of the abstract principles on which will rely the optimal functioning of the education and the
pedagogy, both differently idealized and applied at each period. We can then propose the hypothesis
that the place of the school is idealized as a machine that guarantees this almost industrialized process,
which uses the children as raw materials and delivers educated citizens as final products. This machinist
envisioning allows then to understand and analyze the very close link between school architecture and
modernity: a notion always changing in its manifestations but permanent in its idea. With the evolution
of discoveries and knowledge accumulated by science and controlled by men, school will regularly be
updated, in terms of pedagogy, teaching and architecture, proposing at each period a manifest of its
faith in progress.

Nevertheless a boarder should be built, even if porous, between the theoretical approach of a
tool-school dominated by the modernity and its concrete materialization and domestication by those
in charge of school constructions (both municipality-project master and architect-project manager),
by those in charge of the control of the quality of school constructions, by those in charge of teaching
inside school constructions. The role devoted to public authority is determinant. We can then propose
the hypothesis that from these conflictual relations between a central administration which wishes to
extend this modern infrastructure — normed and controlled — to the entire territory and the local
administrations financially constrained to not desired expenses and frequently reluctant, results a first
tradition mystifying the original typology and the morphology of the school.

This first tradition will spread near all the different actors interfering with school constructions:
Direction of primary education (“Direction de I'Enseignement primaire”), prefectural services
(“Services préfectoraux”), municipalities, city architects, blocking then the research and the
development of new models, and the usual updating of a new paradigm according to the last
technological, architectural and pedagogical achievements. We can then propose the hypothesis that
the blue-collar municipalities —and among them particularly the cities of the Parisian suburb — making
profit of a particular socio-cultural context, led by strong and determined personalities, will allow to
abandon these unconscious traditions, by involving directly a new generation of architects and
designers who will collaborate with those who have been trying to renew the school architecture, in
particular according to its more modern manifestation of that time: the open-air school. The Parisian
suburb develops then a new art of school design, which will lead again to a new form of tradition,
abolished later by the generalization of prefabrication. From that point of view, the evolution of school
architecture cannot be designated by a succession of strong ruptures, as much emblematic as
spectacular, but would be the logical evolution of, from one side, the link existing between the
architect, its own culture and its formation, and, from the other side, the capacities of administrations
to reform themselves and to modify their points of views and their expectancies, often too much glued
inside their routines and their models.
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A school group (“groupe scolaire”) is intended, in this work, as a public schoolhouse and
systematically composed of a mixed nursery school (from 3 till 5) and two elementary schools (from 6
till 13 and after 1936 14), one for schoolgirls and one for schoolboys. Each school of the compound
possesses its own director.

IV. State of Art

The different domains involved inside this research are the history of architecture in France, and
more particularly the history of school architecture, but also the social and political history of Parisian
suburbs, the history of institutions which coordinate and lead school constructions, the history of the
different actors and critics that are participating to the conception of these spaces, both from an
hygienic and a pedagogic points of view. Starting from the introductory observation of a limited
knowledge of these constructions, as much as from a preservation point of view and from their
architectural influence and fame — or already an absence of it — at this period, it came first to question
the significance and meaning of these schools. Preliminary results led to focus on the decade 1929-
1939 and already allowed to draft a particular architectural context inside the Seine-suburb. This
decade coincides with the expansion — not continuous — of left-wing parties and the constitution of
what is already denounced by conservative forces as the “red belt” (“la ceinture rouge”). The
investigations conducted by Annie Fourcaut? in particular were quite helpful for a better understanding
of the complexity of a context far away from being homogeneous, giving also the possibility then for
deeper analysis, especially regarding the link between political ideologies and architectural design
inside local public commission, here the primary school.

Her historical research about the political situation, analyzing mostly the influence of French
Communist party inside the Parisian suburb during the twentieth century, found itself inside several
publications dealing with the suburb phenomena, its urbanization and the segregation situations that
could result, with for instance a contribution of Jean-Louis Cohen: L’école Karl Marx de Villejuif, also
highlights a too huge selectivity regarding the examples of school architecture of this period today
regularly quoted by historians. Nevertheless it already illustrates the specificity of the relation between
the mayor of Villejuif, Paul Vaillant-Couturier (1892-1937), and his architect André Lurgat (1894-1970).
Singular situation or trivial example among others? Otherwise, the construction of the school is
possible thanks to an important grant from Ministry of Education, after the agreements from
prefectural services (architectural, hygienic and pedagogic, many of them being decentralized antenna
of Ministry of Education services) and central Ministry services.

The few studies dealing specifically with school buildings which design was inspired by modern
movement, or other forms of contemporary modernisms, already described a certain specificity of the

2 Cf. FOURCAUT, Annie. Bobigny, banlieue rouge. Paris : les éditions ouvriéres et presses de la fondation nationale
des sciences politiques, 1986, 216p ; FOURCAUT, Annie. Du lotissement au quartier. Le cas de la banlieue
parisienne dans I'entre-deux guerres. Mélanges de I’Ecole frangaise de Rome. Italie et Méditerranée, 1993,
volume 105, n. 2, pp. 441-457.
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schools of the “banlieue” built during the thirties, looking after a certain modernity?, on the contrary
of the contemporary schools built inside the new urbanized districts of a Paris that restricts itself inside
the former walls of Thiers destroyed after the First World War®*. This specificity is justified by the
enrollment of young architects. Nevertheless, the interrogation of this typology is essentially focused
on their qualities, analyzed through the prism of the history of architectural moments and not on their
potential pedagogic or hygienic qualities, largely discussed at that time, especially through the
movement of the open-air school.

Anne-Marie Chatelet’s contributions® regarding the movement of open-air school is crucial,
extending her area of expertise after starting her researcher path enquiring on Paris’ school
architecture history from 1870 until 1914 especially. Open-air schools, European and international
movement, were the ferments for the reform of school typology, linked both with the latest hygienic
ideas and the reformist or revolutionary currents of pedagogy, such as Maria Montessori (1870-1952)
or Célestin Freinet (1896-1966). Anne-Marie Chatelet’s work is essential for the construction of a
beginning historiography when she starts her career. At the same time, Michel Lainé, under the
supervision of Georges Vigarello, conducts his PhD thesis in Sciences of Education: L’école élémentaire
en France: ensembles spatiaux et architecturaux (1649-1992)°. He shows the forces, sometimes
antagonist, sometimes complementary, that guided the principal modifications of the school. These
forces depend at the same time on the mentalities (conceptions for the education, hygiene, and
urbanism) and on the powers (State power, local powers, influences of hygienists and architects) and
their link with the contemporary scientific and technologic knowledge. This last aspect was also raised
by Gérard Monnier in 19937 and inside the History of modern French architecture he later supervised?,
already showing the specificities of a local public commission and its desire of independence in front
of the central power. This municipal power is the key for a renewal of school design programs, school
typology but also the “style” applied to this architecture.

3 BRADEL, Vincent. La modernité s’affiche en banlieue. In CHATELET, Anne-Marie (dir.). Paris a I’école, qui a eu
cette idée folle ? Paris : Editions de I’Arsenal/Picard, 1993, pp. 154-163.

4 RUBIO, Marian. L’élan brisé d’une nouvelle architecture scolaire. In CHATELET, Anne-Marie (dir.). Paris & I’école,
qui a eu cette idée folle ? Paris : Editions de I’Arsenal/Picard, 1993, pp. 142-153.

5 CHATELET, Anne-Marie, LUC, Jean-Noél. L’école de plein air en France au XXe siécle : politique municipale et
prévention de la tuberculose. In MAREC, Yannick (dir.). Villes en crise ? Les villes municipales face aux pathologies
urbaines (fin XVIlle-fin XX¢ siécle). Paris : Créaphis, 2005, pp. 305-314 ; CHATELET, Anne-Marie. A breath of fresh
air : open-air schools in Europe. In GUTMAN, Marta, DE CONINCK-SMITH, Ning (dir.). Designing modern
childhoods. History, Space and the Material Culture of Children. New Brunswick (NJ, USA) : Rutgers University
Press, 2009, pp. 107-127 ; CHATELET, Anne-Marie. Le souffle du plein air (1904-1953). La genése et I'ascendant
des écoles de plein air et de leur architecture. Geneve, Métis-Press, 2011, 398 p.

6 |t was later published : LAINE, Michel. Les constructions scolaires en France. Paris : Presses universitaires de
France, 1996, 239p.

7 MONNIER, Gérard. L’architecture en France. Une histoire critique. Architecture, culture, modernité. 1918-1950.
Paris : Philippe Sers, 1990, 483p.

8 LOUPIAC, Claude. Les prémices de lI'architecture moderne (1889-1914). In MONNIER, Gérard (dir.).
L’architecture moderne en France. Tome 1. 1889-1940. Paris : Picard, 1997, pp. 7-139.
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V. Determination of historic and geographic areas

This work interrogates a series of schools built between 1929 and 1939 inside the suburb cities
of the previous and no longer existing county of the Seine (“Département de la Seine”). This historic
period exactly coincides with a decade. 1939 is an obvious point of arrival. In fact, the Second World
War will immediately put an end to any new school constructions or the ones in project or which
construction already started, for more than half a decade. The projects then still in a preliminary phase
are adjourned, because of the priorities first of a war economy and then of a post-war and
reconstruction economy. The modifications of the regulations for the design and construction of
elementary school in 1949 underline remarkably this particular moment, when the services of the
Ministry of Education (“Ministére de I'Education nationale”) are looking for waste limitation and
economic optimization. On the other hand, defects of several constructions from the Thirties, in
particular the lack of quality of the waterproofing of the terrace roofs, led to a strict control and severe
limitation of the use of such devices inside school buildings, according to 1949 regulations, influencing
school design and bringing back outdated typologies.

The year 1929 owns also its logic. First, this year marks the onset of the Great Depression. French
administrations will try to face rising unemployment, in particular inside civil construction, even if with
limited influence in comparison with other countries at that time, like Nazi Germany or New Deal USA.
During this soft economical interventionist policy, schools of the Parisian suburbs are meant to be
“beautiful, large and good”, trying to directly support a very slowed economic activity inside
construction business, here in the “Département de la Seine” where school needs are always more
urgent. This support is not directed only at a local unemployed workforce or idling public works
companies. Indeed, it is through this support that the first measures - confined to a local level, however
- for the support of public artistic order near young creators often ignored because of the economic
slump, foreshadowing the future “artistic 1%”".

Then this year is an election year. The municipal elections in the Seine-suburb, if they see the
stagnation of the Communist Party, head of the Bloc Worker and Peasant, while consolidating
strongholds - such as Villejuif and Ivry-sur-Seine - conquer some cities - Alfortville between another -
and loses others, they also saw the breakthrough of leftist dissidents, fugitives PCF not yet joined the
SFIO, are in a majority of municipalities mayors left. These, from very many currents, will continue and
expand municipal socialism in their actions throughout the 1930s that in mind, the school buildings
which are raised during this decade take significant historical dimension, beyond their only place within
the history of architecture. Real urban monuments are built, like many showcases of a conquering
political success, carrier of promises and hopes in progress and materialistic future. These schools are
the meeting places between a local authority, living its five-year terms as a trap under siege, facing a
threatening local opposition, either extreme left, or left to moderate right or conservative right, and a
central power whose prefectural authority and decisions on the award of grants from the central
administration of the Ministry of Education are often experienced and denounced as so many
injustices and obstacles. Among these local officials and mayors we can distinguish the person of the
mayor of Suresnes, Henri Sellier, socialist and communist defector, disciple of Albert Thomas mayor of
Champigny-sur-Marne, a key driver of municipal socialism. His actions take place both at a local scale
in his city, trying to transform it into a showcase of an enlighten socialist management, and at larger
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scale all across the Seine-suburbs through the Social Housing Office of the Seine (“Office publique des
habitations a bon marché du département de la Seine, OPHBMS). Already during the twenties, he was
able to establish the administrative machinery of “his” office and the urban principles directing the
erection of none less than fifteen garden cities all around the “Département”. He was also able to
renew even the typology of the “groupe scolaire”.

Because, and eventually, 1929 was a key-year for school architecture. That year is inaugurated
the “groupe scolaire” of architect Maurice Payret Dortail in Suresnes, outside the garden city built
during the same period under the direction of architect Alexandre Maistrasse. It is a true turning point,
and we can say that there is more a before and after Suresnes for the school architecture, especially
in Seine-suburb, than a before and after Villejuif, communist city hold by Paul Vaillant-Couturier, where
André Lurgat inaugurated its modernist school in 1933. Payret-Dortail, at the same time influenced by
a “safe” premodernism and by its “Beaux-Arts” culture, sets up the principal elements that will
characterize the incoming “groupes scolaires”. In response to competition from 1921 asking
deliberately the architects to step away from formal traditions and usual programs, it constitutes the
prototype of a typology that will deeply mark the thirties, for its distribution, its attention to detail and
hygiene and the introduction of a new kind of equipment until then unknown inside municipal
“groupes scolaires”. For its size and its monumentality, this new school introduces inside the cities of
the Seine-suburb a new urban dimension, real signal of a strong local power and concerned by the
living environment of its citizens. It introduces also a new paradigm of a school architecture that invites
the children to enter its severe and dominant threshold, real scenic novelty in this urbanizing area and
that until then knew primarily a development comparable to the one of the suburbs of third world
cities.

VI. Methodology: recognizing an heritage

Such a statement could only be the result of a systematic study of all the schools built in the
Seine-suburb, keeping in mind national or foreign standards in school buildings that have influence or
be influenced by the buildings, which are the subject of this research. It was necessary then to perform
some kind of “bottom trawling” in order to better understand the ins and outs of the various issues
investing these buildings, extended beyond the single issue of the architectural “avant-garde” whose
André Lurgat’s (1894-1970) and Eugéne Beaudouin (1898-1983) and Marcel Lods’ (1891-1978) schools
cannibalized too often the fame of those less recognized. Indeed, the challenge was not so much to
write a history of school architecture than to question the monumental and patrimonial character of
these buildings. Most of these buildings are still in use today, even if some are being destroyed or have
been strongly altered in their lifetime. The global approach applied in this research allows then to
capture what may be the actual motivations behind their destruction or reconfiguration: a politically
motivated local municipal action that wishes to renew the school infrastructure if not outright the
entire urban fabric without paying attention to any patrimonial aspects; a lack of recognition from
experts in heritage points of view, sometimes because of morphological changes that have affected
these schools; the erosion of their monumentality within an urban fabric that has grown in height and
density; a low recognition and concern from the public and local authorities for an heritage from the
thirties — which often it is the only representative — for who the term “heritage” seems to apply only
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to “old stones” regardless of their authenticity, their shining being the most relevant aspect.
Fundamental trends crossing the decade are then highlighted, drawing progressively a synthesis of
what should be a modern school, based on the experiences of the different architects who designed
schools in the Parisian suburb.

A first step was the crosschecking of two essential sources in order to establish the embryo of a
catalogue as much exhaustive as possible. The first one of these two sources is the phonebook hold by
the Ministry of national Education concerning the primary schools, both nursery and elementary. The
second one is the database of the Ministry of Culture and Communication (“Ministere de la Culture et
de la Communication”) cataloguing the entire data gathered by the “Inventaire général du patrimoine
culturel” (previously known as “Inventaire général des monuments et des richesses artistiques de la
France”). The geographic zone under enquiry is composed of 80 municipalities, today split into 3
“départements”: Hauts-de-Seine (27 municipalities), Seine-Saint-Denis (21 municipalities) and Val-de-
Marne (29 municipalities).

Here is another difficulty. In fact, if most of the schools built during the thirties are still in use
today, some may have changed their position inside the education system, being entirely or only partly
transformed into a middle school or a high school. This reorganization of the use of these schools,
originally built directly by the municipalities, is linked with the evolution of the French system of public
education. The progressive introduction of gender diversity inside public education during the sixties,
being only mandatory after the vote of the Haby law in 1975, makes obsolete the original typology of
the “groupes scolaires” based on the juxtaposition of a nursery school, an elementary school for girls
and another one for boys. The parallel and progressive reform of school generalizes a unique format
of school system based on primary degree, first degree (middle school, “college”) and second degree
(high school, “lycée”) of secondary schools creates a need for new spaces. Often inside the “groupes
scolaires”, the former boys elementary school part will be devoted for secondary school, and
sometimes even the entire school, except the nursery part. Therefore, the crosschecking of the two
first databases has to be considered as incomplete.

Another aspect is the relative incomplete character of the database of the “Inventaire du
patrimoine”. In fact, the role of the “inventaire”, governed by specific documentary objectives, is not
to list and catalogue the entire built heritage. Several criteria can interfere then and create a selection.
They can be objective (documented, dated, recent, ancient, authentic, inauthentic, good state of
preservation, distorted ...) but also subjective, relying then directly on the sensibility of who is in charge
directly on the ground to list the heritage of a district. This maieutic conducted by the “inventaire”
services explains then the mechanism at the origin of a lack of recognition of several school buildings
listed during this research, which for instance unicity is not an evident criteria, but also several among
them have been distorted by several additions or even partial or complete destructions and deep
changes. The “groupes scolaires” built inside the “cités jardins” risen by the OPHBMS, even if most of
them are today pretty altered, were all listed because of a part of these new districts.

Other sources were then necessary in order to complete the list. Before their consultation, a
preliminary work of evaluation of the architectural qualities of the schools listed inside the Ministry of
Education’s database was conducted, through several digital tools, such as Google streetview, other
aerial photos databases ..., in order to do a first selection. Easily, focused on the schools that were not
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crosschecked through the consultation of both databases, the most recent were put apart, only the
ones whose visual aspect was insufficient to figure out their period of design and construction. The
consultation of other sources, both archival and bibliographical, will allow a better certitude. Among
the archives the consultation of the folder of grant applications preserved at “les Archives nationales”
will allow to directly list the absent schools of the first draft of such a catalogue, whatever may be
today their actual use and their state of preservation.

Other archives consulted were city and “département” ones, particularly in case of severe
doubts considering the period of design and construction, even after the consultation of grant
applications. This aspect finds itself particularly within situations of a project granted just before the
Second World War or before a political change at the head of the city council. What happened in
Epinay-sur-Seine is a good example. The “groupe scolaire” Pasteur was supposed to be built in two
phases, accompanying the growth of the city population and particularly the so-called district “Cygne
d’Enghien”. Commissioned in 1931 by the conservative and Christian mayor Georges Thibout (1878-
1951), architect Henri Defresne (1877-1961) proposes a project already obsolete but in phase with the
architectural ideas of the mayor, especially regarding a school that should be “happy and welcoming”,
mostly inspired by regionalism and picturesque. Nursery school is inaugurated in 1933. In 1935
Communist party wins the local elections and new mayor, Joanny Berlioz (1892-1965), commissions a
new municipal architect, Poitrineau, strongly criticizing the various works of Henri Defresne, arguing
about their poor qualities, both in terms of architecture and quality of execution. A new project is
proposed in 1936, completely inspired by the last realizations in terms of school architecture, recently
inaugurated in Villejuif by André Lurgat, or in Alfortville by the group “La Guilde des Architectes”, rule
by Georges Gautier, or in Pantin by Félix Dumail (1883-1951). The administrative slowness won't let
possible its execution before the Second World War, especially after the already proposed grant
application by precedent majority and architect Defresne. Regulations in terms of grants have been
more and more severe in order to prevent money waste. Cities for instance may have engaged State
funds, asking for extra money at the end, after largely exceeding grant primarily accorded. Project
modifications may have had different reasons, for example unexpected foundations work or original
under-dimensioning, but also mayor’s special desires. In order to prevent these situations, any
modification would mean the loss of the grant and then the necessity to apply the year after for a new
grant application. This is what happened in Epinay-sur-Seine. New majority discovered at the end of
1936 the already existing procedure for previous project. Between mails, letters, etc, grant was only
accorded in 1938. Elementary schools were built soon after the War by the same architect, according
to an updated project, dealing also with materials shortages.

Another difficulty was the consultation of county archives (“archives départementales”) because
of the reorganization of the Seine county in 1968 and its partial dilution inside four new entities: Paris,
Hauts-de-Seine, Seine-Saint-Denis and Val-de-Marne. Some archives that used to be preserved inside
the services of the prefecture of the Seine, containing the original grant applications for several school
constructions directly coming from municipal archives, are not still fully retrieved. The consultation of
such archives was consequently not possible. A last tangible source was the consultation “in extensor”
of the main architectural magazines from the twenties and the thirties. Among them, we can name:
I’Architecte, I’Architecture, la Construction Moderne, I'Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, I’Architecture

francaise, I’Architecture usuelle, Art national construction, le Béton Armé, le Moniteur des architects,
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Techniques et architecture, Travaux, Urbanisme. Also periodic of institutional actors were examined,
such as les délibérations du Conseil général de la Seine, les rapports et documents du Conseil général
de la Seine, le Journal officiel du Conseil municipal de Paris, les Annales des Services techniques
d’hygiéne de la ville de Paris, etc...

VIl.  First part: modernity in school architecture at the origins

In order to understand the position of the schools built during the Thirties inside Parisian
suburbs, it was necessary to understand their origins. Based on already conducted studies briefly
presented inside the state of art, this part highlights the origins of public school architecture in France
and, consequently, the ultra-regulated context with which suburb’s architects had to deal with during
the thirties. Public school slowly expanded itself in France during the nineteenth century, depending
on both central and local powers, according to the political majorities. First intended as a charitable
institution, its role and the transmitted knowledge were very limited and, each time it was supposed
to interfere with especially economic activities, mostly in rural zones where the harvest often called
the children in the fields, it was considered as a not very useful institution and on the contrary opposing
itself with social order.

Only with the laws of 1881, defended by Jules Ferry, then Ministry of public Instruction, in
Parliament, a French modern school system is set up, mandatory from 6 till 13, laic and free of fees.
These laws are set inside a dual tradition in which the municipal educational system is parallel to
preexisting systems, originally integrated inside French university. Municipalities of more than 500
inhabitants, since the first law about public school (Guizot’s law, 1833), were obliged to maintain a
public school. This law integrates the remains of the public schools from the “Ancien Régime” — most
of them being organized around the parishes, often installed inside churches or presbytery —and from
the period of French Revolution, time in which first modern organizations for a public school was
proposed. Napoleonic Empire did not show many interest for public school. In front of this
disinvestment, private entrepreneurs, so-called philanthropists, often influenced by charitable ideas
or pre-socialist ways of thinking, promoted a modern organization for public school, directly inspired
from British examples of “Lancasterian schools”, also known as Monitorial schools.

This system is based on a rational organization of the time and exercises of the children,
believing that the most advanced ones were able to share their knowledge with young pupils. It is the
period of the First Industrial Revolution in England. This pedagogical approach is remarkable by its
industrial organization of the school. Consequently, the schoolroom is designed according to this
system ultra-regulated. Numerous examples of typologies spread through a new literature and the
first pedagogical magazines founded in France after 1815. If prior hygienic recommendations were
already existing, the monitorial model will expand also thanks to this necessity of a standard classroom
and the numerous illustrations that can be found. Another aspect is the requirement of only one
teacher for — in theory — classes that can even reach 1000 pupils. This economical aspect is another
reason of its success then, the State not desiring to help municipalities and these ones looking for
savings.
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Nevertheless this pedagogical organization soon reaches its inherent limits and a more
traditional organization of the class wins, maybe because of Church’s influence® but also because of
the ground experience. A system proposing a partial integration of both “Lancasterian” (monitorial)
and “Lasallien” (simultaneous) methods is adopted under the name of “méthode mixte” during the
1850s. At the same time, the individual method and the monitorial method are definitely banned.
Meanwhile the Ministry of Instruction services tries to improve the quality of school buildings receiving
pupils. Most of them were established inside already existing houses, in both rural and urban contexts,
not providing adequate spaces both for teaching and in terms of hygiene and comfort. Several
directives are sent by the Minister to the prefects, remembering them the importance of their role for
constraining inflexible municipalities to acquire proper buildings conceived and dedicated only for
public instruction. These directives are often accompanied with models directly inspired by the
“Lancasterian” schools. But these guidelines are poorly adopted and at the end of the 1870s — still the
same since 1830, even if updated by César Pompée in the middle of 1870s — definitely showed their
inaccuracy for both assuring a good design and proposing useful examples.

Meanwhile the city of Paris, under the direction of Academic Inspector Octave Gréard (1828-
1904), starts to adopt a modernized school system and collaborated always closer with its municipal
architects —in particular Félix Narjoux (1836-1891) and Léon Salleron (1820-1904) — in order to provide
buildings that can best fit with good hygiene conditions as thought at that time and the pedagogical
organization progressively introduced. Pupils are separated by classes of ages coinciding with
instruction levels. The good quality of the results (in comparison with other contemporary
realizations), linked with promotional campaigns defending a progressive and modern administration
of the capital, constituted them as examples to follow. In 1879 is organized a committee to reflect
above school building regulations, with also the idea to propose new guidelines. In this committee are
present hygienists, academics, architects — all of Paris school architecture department — under the
authority of Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc (1814-1879) and engineers. In order to control as much as possible
the classroom, guidelines are proposed in 1880 without any reference to architectural styles or
influence. The architect, therefore, is dispossessed of the organization of the classroom and widely of
the entire school building, being only able to apply some personal stylistic “touche”. Municipalities are
obliged then in 1881 to buy or build schoolhouses responding to these new regulations, in order to
accommodate all the children, since the same year instruction was proclaimed mandatory until 13.
Most of the municipalities look after savings, charging most of the time their municipal architects with
these projects. They apply then directly Parisian examples, even if built before 1880, which are largely
documented inside professional magazines. A new tradition spread all over French territory, easily
recognizable with its poor ornaments and a rationalist use of building materials.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, politics, art critics, pedagogues and architects start
to ask for changes in terms of school architecture, sustained also by a deeper movement for the
promotion of popular art culture. This assertion should be more understood as an art for the people
than an art from the people, especially in reaction of this uniformity of school architecture, but also in
link with the new modernity inspired by arts and crafts ideals and the progressive movement organized

® The Falloux law in 1850 places the public school under the supervision of Churches.
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around the “Musée social” founded in 1894. New materials and new buildings technologies should be
used in adequacy with their plastic expressivity but also to educate the people to beauty. The “groupe
scolaire” of the Sextius-Michel Street by Louis Bonnier (1856-1946) inaugurated in Paris in 1911 tries
to propose at the same moment a new paradigm for the schoolhouse and a new way to integrate
modern materials, like reinforced concrete.

VIIl.  Second Part: urban and politic contexts at the origins of suburban schools of the
thirties

Parisian suburb already knows an important development during the nineteenth century,
accompanying the extension of Paris and its economic growth. Slowly, with the development of huge
industries, especially mechanical ones, economic activities need extra space and find it in Paris’ suburb
that was until there mostly rural or used as holiday accommodations. Before the First World War, the
first two crowns of cities surrounding Paris and located inside the Seine county are urbanized. Large
fabrics with their tall chimneys, railways, docks near the Seine and ghettos for workers are now
adjacent to the original villages. Unlike Paris and its controlled development, especially inside annexed
villages after 1860, the rest of the Seine-suburb constitutes an anarchical administrative ensemble,
divided in almost 80 municipalities. If local mayors own powers in terms of urbanism, main
infrastructures are designed for national and Paris’ purposes; the suburb shall accommodate itself with
it. First World War increased, with the reorganization of the economic tool for war times, the Suburb’s
population, without providing housings. Suburban cities are then poorly provided in terms of public
and local infrastructures, especially schools, originally designed for smaller population contained inside
original rural urban fabric. Another aspect are the global hard and unhygienic conditions of living of
the populations living in these now industrial districts.

This situation is already denounced before its aggravation after First World War by many actors:
architects, first town planers, politics, hygienists and progressives. The “Musée social” and especially
its “Section d’hygiéne urbaine et rurale” founded in 1908 will play a key role in spreading new
urbanistic ideas among political decision makers in Parliament but also among local city mayors. Other
technical associations are founded in order to spread near local powers new urbanistic techniques and
tools. Various laws are adopted, aiming at the same time for a controlled planning of urban spread,
extension of Paris, organization of “Grand Paris” agglomeration and improvement of living conditions.
At the same time, and thanks to the action of “Musée social” several laws allow and encourage the
foundation of affordable housings, in a first time with private statues and after 1912 also with public
statues, directly controlled by municipal administrations or county administrations. Various researches
are led in order to propose a modern housing building organization both cheap and hygienic,
continuing the trend started by the “Fondation Rothschild” in 1904.

Seine-suburb municipalities are slowly conquered by left-wing powers. Municipal power is
always more and more affirming itself, gaining progressively new prerogatives. Socialist mayors try to
profit of this more important role, organizing municipal life. They develop what will be known later as

III

“socialisme municipal” or “communisme municipal” and more generally “municipalisme”. Yet First

World War puts these initiatives in standby. After the War, city councils invest then directly in
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infrastructures — water system, sewing system, electric network, incipient phone network — and
equipments — public baths, theatres, movie theatres, schools, nurseries, hospices — or new districts
based on modern town planning directly inspired from British experiences and also Parisian
experiences shortly before the War. The “Département de la Seine” founded in 1914 its Public office
for affordable housing (OPHBMS) but constructions will start only in 1919, under the direction of Henri
Sellier, mayor of Suresnes since 1919. Through no less than 15 new neighborhood, a new urban
typology will redesign suburb’s urban network. An evolution will appear at the end of the twenties,
Henri Sellier rolling away from “Musée social” ideals and giving up with Unwinian model, finding new
paradigm inside modern examples from Germany and Holland.

Architects working for the OPHBMS will rise a new type of schoolhouse, but not from the
beginning. In fact, first “cite jardin” built by the OPHBMS was the one of Suresnes under the direction
of architect Alexandre Maistrasse (1860-1951). The first “groupe scolaire” built inside is largely inspired
by traditional models and also Louis Bonnier’s Parisian last school. Meanwhile, not as the director of
OPHBMS but as the mayor of Suresnes, Henri Sellier will ask, through a competition, a new typology
for school architecture. Today Lycée Paul Langevin, designed by Maurice Payret-Dortail (1874-1929,
architect working also for the OPHBMS), introduces at the same time a new ideological image of the
school and a new urban implantation of it, making it a reference for other schools that will be risen
both inside and outside “cité jardins” during the thirties.

After 1921, French socialist Party (“Section francaise de I'Internationale ouvriere”, SFIO) splits
itself into two entities, one reformist and continuity of SFIO, keeping the same name, one revolutionary
and Bolshevik, French communist Party (“Parti communiste francais, PCF). Most of SFIO mayors of
Seine-suburb choose first to join PCF. Later, many of them will go back to SFIO. It is the case of Henri
Sellier, but also of his neighbor André Morizet. A strong local competition takes place then inside the
“banlieue”, between communists, socialists, radicals and conservatives. Being a municipal realization,
even if widely financed by State grants, the school houses then built are used, by left powers, as
showcases of political action sensitive to working classes, ability of ruling power even if local and faith
in progress. From that point of view, the use of a new paradigm of architecture within schoolhouses is
motivated among political deciders by the modernity that it could express. A true competition takes
then place between these municipalities, in order to get notoriety. Lurgat’s school in Villejuif, PCF city
since 1925, inaugurated in 1933, will benefit of a publicity unknown before for such a structure.
Municipal official newspapers, professional magazines, national daily newspapers, etc... largely
illustrate these new constructions and participate to the debate about school architecture and public
investment.

This choice to address to certain architects in phase with political views send away from local
public market many architects, often well installed and that used to collaborate with previous
majorities. A debate takes place then, mixing frustration of these professionals, often war veterans,
guestioning about art, industries, handicraft, national spirit and tradition in terms of “style”, new
avatar of Regionalism, often defending racist theories, and the place of school. The political views of
these architects without commissions and of the local majorities are opposite. Nationalist war veteran
architects will organize themselves inside an association in 1930, “I'’Association des Architectes Anciens
Combattants” (AAAC). These last ones defend at the end a charitable role for the education and the

Origines et histoires des groupes scolaires construits dans la banlieue parisienne durant les années 1930 | XXi



Extended summary

school, attacking even secularism and separation from the Church. Later events during World War Two
and Vichy Régime will see their temporary victory, only partial, since good results obtained in

“banlieue” in terms of school architecture will become a new reference not questioned anymore.

IX.  Third Part: what modernity for the school in the thirties?

The last part focuses on the schools listed during the research, and deeply interrogates their
origins in terms of hygiene, pedagogy and architectural paradigm. Open-air school knows a very large
success in all Europe and around the world, with trials in America, both northern and southern. These
equipments were originally intended as specific schools for week children, especially from poor
neighborhoods. Open-air school movement is the occasion for hygienist and modern active pedagogue
to meet and interrogate school architecture. Pavilion typology directly inspired first realizations that
took place in Germany in 1904 and then in England and Holland especially. First ones were seen as
temporary constructions, using light materials, allowing also easy changes that can take place in order
to improve the organization of the school according to feedback and experience. Dutch, English and
German experiences from the twenties largely inspired French pedagogues, hygienists and architects
active in Seine-suburb during the thirties. These countries quickly introduced open-air typologies or at
least devices inside urban schools. Henri Sellier, looking for examples of “modern” town plans, new
form of housings and also new public equipments, often sends architects collaborating with him within
the OPHBMS abroad, where they will find many examples for their own neighborhoods but also public
equipments and therefore schools.

Movements for a renewal of school (“Mouvement de la Nouvelle Education”) and for open-air
school (“Mouvement de I'école de plein air”) create a common front shortly after the First World War.
It is clear at the beginning of the thirties that the school of the future should be designed by modern
architects according to open-air school models. Different associations are founded, hesitating between
collaboration and conflict, due to different approaches. We can find strong dissensions inside their
official newspapers, especially between I’Educateur prolétarien and La nouvelle Education, expressing
for instance different appreciations toward schools that continue to be risen according to old models.
Organizations understand that architects shall be directly involved inside this trend, in order to create
new and modern schools. André Lurcat, but also other architects working in the suburb like Eugéne
Beaudouin and Marcel Lods, or architects which formation is more linked with design like Tony Fillon
or Maurice Barret collaborate closely with these associations, often sharing common ideologies and
the wish to give to architects a social role. They try to interrogate themselves as pedagogues. Their
production, far away from what can be still risen at the same time by other architects, are praised by
all the critics, except of course political opponents, criticizing money waste, deformation of
schoolchildren environment and devastation of France’s panoramas.

A wave of schools is commissioned immediately after 1929 by new municipalities. If their
finishing can show the different influences that are then present among French architectural
modernity, they share many common characteristics directly inspired from on one side modern
architectural paradigm (absence of supporting walls, terrace roof, pilotis, horizontal windows, a fagade
free from structural constrains) with different degrees of application and on the other side the creation
of open-air conditions. We cannot consider that purist or more “arts-décos” architects took the
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leadership. If their appearance and the way to use decorations — always with pedagogic purposes but
integrated inside architecture in different ways and with different materials — may show differences,
their global organization respect same precepts and ideals, integrating more and more the school
inside a urban environment that tend to be more rationalized, green and linked. New furniture is
introduced also, creating a new geometry of the classroom and a greater flexibility of it, at least
theoretically, because always depending on Academic inspection and teachers’ will.

These schools will have a great influence. Nevertheless, in France, the path toward a renewal of
school architecture, led by mayors of Paris belt and young architects, supported by modern
pedagogues and hygienists, should oppose itself to reluctant academic and ministry administrations,
political opponents and the regulations inherited from 1880, updated in their last version in 1887. If
new regulations are adopted in august 1936, after the arrival of “Front populaire” coalition in
parliament and radical-socialist Ministry of Education Jean Zay (1904-1944), their rewriting starts in
January 1934 during Anatole de Monzie (other radical socialist, 1876-1947) period at the head of the
Ministry. Anatole de Monzie keeps a dubious look at the modern realizations in Seine-suburb. These
doubts can still be found inside 1936 rules that keep 1887 frame but relatively introduce the possibility
to use modern materials and modern architecture. Regionalism, since 1921 official doctrine for school
architecture, is authorized only if cheaper than modern solutions. Later in 1949 terrace roofs will be
prohibited because of original implementation defaults that did not guarantee good waterproofing.
Jean Zay will set a new centralized committee “Comité central des constructions scolaires” in 1937 for
the evaluation of school projects submitted to grant applications, introducing an architectural
judgment with the participation of modern and young architects that mostly intervened in Paris
“banlieue”. A true new paradigm is spread all around the country shortly before the war, mostly
influenced at the end by a “prudent modernism” largely inspired by the realizations of André Dubreuil
(1895-1948) and Roger Hummel (1900-1983) in Maisons-Alfort, ruled then by Léon Champion from
1901 till 1935 also radical socialist. Young Beaux-Arts architects, more in contact during their formation
with modern materials, building technologies and building engineering, will often abandon the
traditional language taught by teacher like Gustave Umbdenstock (1866-1940) of Paul Tournon (1881-
1964), adopting this new vision of an architecture, especially for their school projects.

Today, these schools went through different histories but knew similar pathologies and
necessities to be updated according to more recent pedagogic methods and comfort needs. Some may
have lost their terrace roofs. Most of them lost their original window frames, furniture and inside
finishing, taking away original intention of project design and meaning because of a modified
perception. At the same time, a lack of illustrious paternity and a lack of communication between
municipalities about their twentieth century heritage did not help also for their valorization.

X. Conclusions

As a conclusion, governed by shared hygienic inspirations, an homogeneous political,
architectural, urban and economic reality, these “groupes scolaires”, risen inside developing zones, are
moved by the same principles and the same understanding of the challenges of an architecture at the
service of education that looks after the innovations of the modernity. A substantial connection
appears then between all these buildings as much as in their chronology and in their spatial spread.
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The patrimonial character of these schools, as members of a common and unifying movement,
strengthens itself, surpassing a local story that would be otherwise absurdly limited to the borders of
these eighty municipalities that fragment the Seine-suburb. This territorial network, patrimonial and
monumental, highlights a common history whose reality is still contested by political and electoral
competitions that durably marked the first half of the Twentieth century and still today exist. Inscribed
inside a monothematic catalogue, these schools discuss with each other and allow a new reading of
this history, characteristic of the Seine-suburb. So, if not contextualized, it is obvious that the
patrimonial value of a school that haven’t been confronted with its contemporaries and would only be
considered as the emanation of a local and recent history (the local characteristic of such a realization
is highly questionable when considered the political challenges and the development of the Seine-
suburb that occurred during the thirties and that overpassed such boarders) would be at least
suffocated if not silenced. This work was able to highlight also a school typology that doesn’t coincide
today with the traditional and popular image of a school mostly coinciding with models of the
nineteenth century, from both Second Empire (“Second Empire”) and Third French Republic
(“Troisieme République francaise”). These buildings constitute a tank of identity for a territory that
today is fully integrated to the Parisian metropolis — crossed by huge communication axes; roads
extend and complete themselves from a city to another, creating a dense urban continuum — but
whose political system is similar to feudal struggles.
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1. Résumé

1. Versione italiana

Oggi, all’alba dell’eventuale concretizzazione del "Grand Paris" che desidera fare dalla capitale
della Francia una metropoli del ventunesimo secolo, la Parigi che occupa le menti € ancora questa
grande metropoli del diciannovesimo secolo, rinchiusa prima all’interno dai recinti bastionati e ora
nella cintura del "Boulevard périphérique". Durante un secolo, la "banlieue" si & estesa e sviluppata,
urbanizzata e costruita, lasciando un patrimonio ancora difficilmente riconosciuto e tuttora in pericolo.
Questo patrimonio corrisponde essenzialmente con cid che ha fatto di Parigi una metropoli del
ventesimo secolo, senza la necessita di un estensione amministrativa. Tentativi per una tale estensione
sono stati condotti in particolare durante gli anni Trenta, e il dipartimento della Seine e i comuni della
"banlieue" che lo componevano hanno condotto un ruolo di primaria importanza. La crescita
demografica e corrisposta localmente non solo con i primi tentativi di un urbanismo moderno ma
anche con uno sforzo particolare in termini di attrezzature pubbliche. Dentro queste, le scuole primarie
possiedono un ruolo di primo piano, e particolarmente quelle degli anni Trenta.

Queste scuole, tra le quali alcune sono state considerate per molto tempo come esempi e
tuttora sono in buona posizione dentro la storia dell’architettura moderna, si inseriscono all’interno di
una tradizione architettonica ereditata dal diciannovesimo secolo e strettamente regolamentata.
Nonostante incarnino i primi tentativi per sorpassare questo dogma — mosso originalmente da una sua
propria comprensione della modernita — preservandone I'essenza. In effetti, un legame si distingue tra
le varie epoche considerando le costruzioni scolastiche, da quando inizia a manifestarsi il desiderio di
estendere l'istruzione e poi I’educazione all’intera popolazione: assicurare buone condizioni igieniche,
uno spazio di lavoro che coincide con le necessita funzionali dei vari metodi pedagogici e I'uso
sistematico di materiali e tecnologie sempre pilt moderni, regolarmente aggiornato. Pero, il contesto
particolare del periodo interbellico dimostra che allora l'intrusione delle formule moderne
contemporanee — "purismo" oppure "art-déco" — non era cosi evidente.

Il rinnovo e stato allora promosso dalle municipalita socialiste e comuniste della "banlieue"
parigina che riescono cosi a posizionarsi nell’anteprima dell’avanguardia dell’architettura scolastica
pubblica elementare, creando le condizioni per materializzare I'incontro tra le contemporanee
modernita e nuove pratiche pedagogiche, con risultati di qualita riconosciuti dalla critica, il mondo
dell'insegnamento, gli utenti e gli igienisti. Purtroppo non fu facile per gli architetti muoversi dentro
un contesto regolamentare particolarmente vincolante e obsoleto, che tante volte spinge a
considerare queste scuole come dei modelli "post-Jules Ferry", adottando un rivestimento di
modernita come valore estetico e non concettuale. Invece, se la modernita fu la mossa essenziale per
I’edilizia scolastica del diciannovesimo secolo, lo rimane — aggiornata — durante questo periodo. E
furono proprio gli scontri politici ed ideologici, condotti "in situ" da parte dei politici locali, a consentire
questo rinnovo, confrontandosi con le critiche violenta degli ambienti conservatori, sia politici sia
artistici, prima di imporsi come un modello che poi sara esteso all’intero territorio.

Tali realizzazioni soffrono, in maggioranza, dell’assenza di una paternita illustre. Lo studio dei
percorsi professionali degli architetti in carica e I’evoluzione del linguaggio architettonico di tali autori
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consente di illustrare la particolare situazione dell’architettura francese allora, dove si assiste alla
ridefinizione dell’'insegnamento dei Beaux-Arts, I'influenza sempre piu forte e anche la difesa di un
architettura "nazionale". Oggi queste scuole sono collocate dentro un tessuto urbano relativamente
eterogeneo di cui hanno attraversato la storia. La loro percezione generale non aiuta alla loro
valorizzazione. Sono difficilmente identificabili come edifici rivoluzionari, o almeno concepiti tali. Tanti
elementi caratteristici di questi progetti sono stati modernizzati, sostituti e rimpiazzati. Questa ricerca
in Conservazione del Patrimonio Architettonico intende partecipare a questo processo di
riconoscimento di un patrimonio scolastico suburbano, attore potenziale sia della storia della Parigi
del ventesimo secolo sia della valorizzazione condivisa colla Parigi del ventunesimo secolo.

2. English Version

Today, at the dawn of the upcoming realization of the Grand Paris, which desires to make the
capital of France a major metropolis of the 21° century, the Paris, which people may think, about is
still this great metropolis of the 19" century, contained first inside the walls and today inside the ring
road so called "Boulevard périphérique". For a century, the suburbs spread and developed, urbanized
and build themselves, providing a heritage, yet hardly recognized and now in danger. This constitutes
the essential witness of what makes Paris a metropolis of the 20" century, even if the city did not
extend administratively. From that point of view, several attempts have occurred especially during the
interwar period, in which the Seine "département"” and the suburban towns that composed it played
a key role. The increase of the population corresponded also locally with a great effort in terms of
public facilities. Among these, primary schools played a major character, especially those built in the
1930s.

These schools, some of which were then for a long time considered as examples and remain
today prominent inside the history of French modern architecture, were erected inside an architectural
tradition inherited from the 19%" century and heavily regulated. They nevertheless embody the first
attempts to get out of a dogma - then driven by his own understanding of modernity - while retaining
its essence. Indeed, a link is emerging between the different periods regarding school architecture,
once manifested the desire to extend the instruction and education to the entire population: ensure
good hygiene and a work area corresponding to the functional necessities of teaching methods, with
the systematic use of materials and the latest technology, being regularly updated. However, the
specific context of the interwar indicates that regarding school buildings, the intrusion of "purists" or
"art-deco" formulas was not obvious.

Socialist and communist mayors of the Parisian suburbs led this renewal that succeed in placing
themselves at the head of the vanguard of elementary public school architecture, creating the
conditions to materialize the encounter between modernity and new teaching practices, with quality
results praised by critics, academic community, users and hygienists. Yet it was not easy for architects
to move in a particularly restrictive and out-of-date regulatory environment, which sometimes can
make these schools appear as "post Jules Ferry" models, adopting architectural contemporary
modernity only as an aesthetic value and not conceptual. If modernity has been the key driver of the
design of school architecture in the nineteenth century, it remains so during this period. The political
and ideological struggles led on the ground by local officials definitely allowed the school design to
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know a revival, facing at first violent criticism from conservative circles, both political and artistic,
before to establish itself as a model seeking to extend over the whole territory.

These buildings are suffering for the majority of them from the lack of an illustrious paternity.
Yet the study of career paths and evolution of architectural language of the author illustrates the
particular situation of French architecture at the time, where we are witnessing a redefinition of
teaching Fine Arts, the growing influence of CIAM but also the defense of national architectural
characteristics. These schools are located within the relatively heterogeneous urban context of the
suburbs which they crossed history. Their general perception today does not do them justice. They are
hardly identified as revolutionary buildings, or at least intended to be so. Especially since many
elements were modernized, substituted and replaced. This research in Preservation of Architectural
Heritage, for the issues raised in terms of historiography, intends to participate in the valorization of a
suburban architectural school heritage, participating in both the history of the Paris of the 20" century
and in the constitution of a heritage shared by the one of the 21% century.

3. Version Frangaise

Aujourd’hui, a I'aube de I'éventuelle réalisation du Grand Paris qui souhaite faire de la capitale
de la France une grande métropole du XXle siecle, le Paris qui occupe les esprits est encore cette
grande métropole du XIXe siecle, contenue d’abord dans ses enceintes bastionnées et aujourd’hui
dans la ceinture du périphérique. Pendant un siécle, la banlieue s’est étendue et développée,
urbanisée et construite, offrant un patrimoine encore difficilement reconnu et actuellement en
danger. Ce patrimoine correspond essentiellement a ce qui fait de Paris une métropole du XXe siecle
sans que la ville ne se soit administrativement étendue. Des tentatives ont eu lieu en particulier durant
I’entre-deux guerres, et le département de la Seine et les communes de banlieue qui le composaient
y ont joué un réle clef. L'accroissement démographique a correspondu sur le terrain non seulement
aux premieres tentatives d’urbanisme moderne mais également a un tres grand effort en matiere
d’équipements publics. Parmi ceux-ci, les écoles primaires possédent un réle de premier plan, et en
particulier celles construites au cours des années 1930.

Ces écoles, dont certaines sont restées longtemps des exemples et demeurent en bonne place
au sein de I'histoire de I'architecture moderne, s’inscrivent a I'intérieur d’une tradition architecturale
héritée du XlIXe siecle et fortement réglementée. Elles incarnent néanmoins les premieres tentatives
de sortir d’'un dogme — a I'’époque mu par sa propre compréhension de la modernité — tout en en
conservant l'essence. En effet, un lien se dessine entre les différentes époques concernant les
constructions scolaires, des lors que le désir d’étendre I'instruction puis I'éducation a I'ensemble de la
population s’est manifesté : assurer de bonnes conditions d’hygiene, un espace de travail
correspondant aux nécessités fonctionnelles des méthodes pédagogiques et le recours systématique
aux matériaux et aux technologies les plus modernes, se mettant régulierement a jour. Cependant, le
contexte particulier de I'entre-deux guerres indique que, concernant les constructions scolaires,
I'intrusion des formules "puristes" ou "art-déco" n’étaient pas évidentes.

Ce renouveau est mené par les mairies socialistes et communistes de la banlieue parisienne qui
réussissent ainsi a se placer a la téte de I'avant-garde de I'architecture scolaire publique élémentaire,
créant les conditions pour matérialiser la rencontre entre la modernité et les nouvelles pratiques
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pédagogiques, avec des résultats de qualité loués par la critique, le monde de I'enseignement, les
usagers et les hygiénistes. Pourtant il ne fut pas aisé pour les architectes de se mouvoir dans un
contexte réglementaire particulierement contraignant et ancien, qui parfois peut faire voir ces écoles
comme des modeles “post Jules Ferry”, adoptant la modernité architecturale seulement comme une
valeur esthétique et non conceptuelle. Si la modernité a été le moteur essentiel de la conception de
I’architecture scolaire au cours du XIXe siécle, elle le demeure encore durant cette période. Et ce sont
bien les combats politiques et idéologiques menés sur le terrain par les édiles locaux qui ont permis a
I'architecture scolaire de connaitre un certain renouveau, affrontant dans un premier temps les
critiques violentes des milieux conservateurs, tant politiques qu’artistiques, avant de s'imposer comme
un modele cherchant a s’étendre sur I'ensemble du territoire.

Ces réalisations souffrent, pour la majorité d’entre elles, de I'absence d’une paternité illustre.
Pourtant I’étude des parcours professionnels et I'évolution du langage architectural de leurs auteurs
permet d’illustrer la situation particuliére de I'architecture frangaise a I'’époque, ou I'on assiste a une
redéfinition de I'enseignement Beaux-Arts, l'influence croissante des CIAM mais également la défense
d’une architecture aux caractéristiques nationales. Ces écoles se situent a l'intérieur du contexte
urbain relativement hétérogéne de la banlieue dont elles ont traversé I'histoire. Leur perception
générale aujourd’hui ne leur rend pas justice. Elles sont difficilement identifiables comme
révolutionnaires, ou tout au moins congues pour I'étre. D’autant que de trés nombreux éléments ont
été modernisés, substitués et remplacés. Cette recherche en Conservation du Patrimoine
Architectural, par les enjeux soulevés en matiere d’historiographie, entend participer a la mise en
valeur d’un patrimoine scolaire banlieusard, pouvant participer tant de I’histoire du Paris du XXe siécle
que de la constitution d’un patrimoine partagé par celui du XXle siecle.

6 | Modernité et architecture scolaire (1870-1940)



Il. Genése d'une problématique

Il. Genese d'une problématique

1. Une école publique, des patrimoines scolaires ?

L’école primaire, et I'école dans son ensemble, est en France une question éminemment
politique. Des premieres écoles paroissiales aux dernieres réformes des programmes, le pouvoir
régnant a toujours voulu placer dans l'instruction, puis I’éducation, ce qu’il retenait d’essentiel pour la
formation auparavant des sujets et aujourd’hui des citoyens. Au fur et a mesure du développement de
I'instruction publique, un lien organique s’est formé entre I'école et son lieu, y faisant entrer a chaque
époque les préoccupations qui dominaient alors : contraindre la morale sociale, dominer I’hygiene du
corps, éveiller au beau, forger ’'homme nouveau, encourager la créativité des enfants, accueillir
I'individu en devenir. Pour répondre a ces enjeux successifs, I'école s’est dotée de cours, de préaux, de
tableaux, de mobilier, de baies, d’installations. Un souffle moderne semble comme mouvoir
perpétuellement les contours d’une institution ainsi que la boite qui I'accueille.

D’aucuns ont pu vouloir reconnaitre dans telle ou telle période une révolution ou une rupture.
Les afficionados de I'intervention étatique ont pu s’extasier devant la précision des normes hygiénistes
des années 1880. Les chantres d’une plus grande liberté ont pu entonner les louanges de telle ou telle
expérience pédagogique individuelle entrée par la suite dans le modele institutionnel. Deux constats
se dressent. D’abord I’école comme institution a une fonction, qui s’est avérée fluctuante dans son
appellation : I'’éducation. Pour pourvoir a celle-ci sont définis des programmes appliqués au niveau
national depuis les années 1870. Ensuite I'école comme lieu posséde un visage, enfin un catalogue de
visages, que les pérégrinations de chacun au cours de sa vie d’écolier ou d’adulte ont fait apprendre a
connaitre et a reconnaitre.

Les maisons d’école et les grands groupes scolaires de la fin du XIXe siecle sont parmi les
stéréotypes les plus fameux que tous nous imaginons lorsque nous pensons au temps scolaire. Leurs
souvenirs ont été également véhiculés par des auteurs et réalisateurs passés désormais a la postérité
et offrant sur cette école un regard bien souvent critique mais épris d’'une forte nostalgie, donnant
ainsi au lecteur ou au spectateur une image regrettée, et ce méme chez les plus jeunes. Parmi les
auteurs, Louis Pergaud apporte un regard tragicomique dans sa guerre des boutons sur les écoles
rurales, et plus tard Sempé se montrera particulierement dréle dans son livre dédié aux enfants, le
petit Nicolas. Nous pensons également aux 400 coups de Frangois Truffaut qui se déroulent au sein
d’une école parisienne. Nous pouvons encore citer ‘assassinat du pére Noél de Christian Jaque qui
donne a voir un grand chalet savoyard comme exemple d’école rurale. Par la suite les écoles ont
continué d’étre construites, mais souvent en périphérie et selon des compositions qui ne connaissent
plus cette affection de la part de la mémoire collective. Au contraire, ces écoles sont souvent situées
dans des banlieues difficiles ou des quartiers nouvellement lotis, et les ceuvres culturelle qui y sont
situées offrent un regard blasé et triste sur ces lieux, illustrant rejet et incompréhension.
Inconsciemment, la mémoire collective, comme en réaction, semble assimiler ces nouveaux modeles
de constructions scolaires, y compris ceux des années 1930, aux échecs sociaux dont patissent ces
quartiers. Il s’agirait presque d’un déni de patrimonialisation, lié a la perception comparative qui nous
est offerte de deux moments distincts, et pourtant liés, de I'histoire de I’architecture scolaire et
également de I'école.
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Des phénomenes sociologiques prennent effectivement place dans le processus de création du
patrimoine, dans cette reconnaissance collective d’une valeur historique donnée a un objet circonscrit
dans un paysage physique et mémoriel en mutation constante. Les prises de position argumentées
guant a la fonctionnalité inefficace de ces lieux honnis ou bien a leur vétusté sont hélas éminentes
dans ce processus. Et pourtant, quid de leur objectivité ? Les récents plans de rénovation urbaine pour

des quartiers en proie a des problématiques de violence ou de pauvreté ont montré |'existence d’'une
attache, d’'un affect émotionnel fort des populations résidentes ; d’un affect qui ne s’exprime
malheureusement qu’au moment de la destruction, qu’au moment du déracinement, de I'annihilation
d’un lieu ou d’un espace empreints d’'une mémoire non exprimée et non explorée. Il va sans dire que
ces lieux possedent leur raison. Celle-ci se situe a différents degrés : la raison qui a mené a
entreprendre ce projet, la raison qui a lui donné ses contours morphologiques et typologiques, la
raison enfin qui a permis a des personnes d’y vivre. On dira que ’'homme est doué d’une forte capacité
d’adaptation. Soit. Mais c’est bien la le sens d’un projet architectural tel que le congoit une tradition
plurimillénaire, des le moment ou celui-ci est confié a un nom, un individu, une équipe, un cabinet ;
sinon nous serions dominés par une auto-construction généralisée. L’adaptation de tous est en
permanence requise, par n‘importe quel projet, que celui-ci soit reconnu comme remarquable ou bien
condamné comme le pire des échecs. Dés lors, dans le cadre des rénovations récentes, nous pouvons
nous demander si ces projets sont réellement mus par un respect pour les habitants a qui des
conditions de vie dignes doivent étre rendues, ou bien si au contraire la pelle des constructeurs ne

répond avant tout qu’a des intéréts économiques ?

Le corpus des constructions scolaires n’échappe pas a cette regle, et celles situées en particulier
en banlieue, parisienne ou non, proche ou grande. Une analogie, peut-étre spécieuse, nous permet de
constater le méme attachement porté tant aux avenues tristes et monotones mais bien tenues du
Paris d’Haussmann et de ses successeurs immédiats qu’aux écoles si reconnues et pourtant
méconnues par beaucoup qu’elles répondent pour le public au qualificatif "d’écoles Jules Ferry" ; et
parallélement le méme détachement consacré tant aux formes modernes de I’habitat collectif dont |a
banlieue regorge — un véritable "musée a ciel ouvert" — qu’aux constructions scolaires qui ont
accompagné le lotissement de ces espaces.

Cependant les études expertes concernant le patrimoine scolaire, et passant essentiellement
par le travail colossal de I'inventaire, ne manquent pas. Néanmoins, elles n’interrogent pas sous I'angle
de la valeur patrimoniale ces architectures. Celles-ci sont identifiées a des mouvements connus et
présents dans les manuels d’histoire de I'architecture. Leurs caractéristiques sont connues presque
dans leur globalité. Mais la reconnaissance de leurs valeurs historiques, institutionnelles, la
contextualisation de leurs constructions, les processus qui ont défini ce langage architectural plutét
gu’un autre, enfin tous ces aspects qui déterminent I’histoire d’'un batiment et sa valeur patrimoniale,
ne sont connus que de maniére partielle. Cette ignorance porte a des projets ne mettant pas en valeur
ces batiments, ou ce qu'’il en reste. De plus la culture francaise concernant la protection du patrimoine
se heurte a des enjeux qu’elle n’a pas encore su résoudre concernant les productions du XXe siecle.
Ainsi, les procédures de classement et d’inscription s’appliquent délicatement et seulement de
maniéere ultra-sélective a ce patrimoine, ne retenant que des exemples amplement publiés dans les
livres d’histoire de I'architecture, retenus ainsi par un certain niveau de la critique experte, et pourtant
n’ayant pas forcément bénéficié a I'époque d’une publicité particulierement importante. Ce cas bien
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entendu ne saurait s’appliquer au groupe scolaire Karl Marx d’André Lurcat a Villejuif et inauguré en
1933 ou bien au cas unique de I'école en plein de Suresnes, dessinée par Marcel Lods et Eugene
Beaudouin et inaugurée en 1935. La premiére pourtant a été régulierement remaniée, par André
Lurcat lui-méme, soit, et récemment a fait I'objet d’un projet de restauration qui a également intégré
de nouveaux espaces, rognant partiellement sur la superficie des cours de récréation. La seconde, par
contre, est aujourd’hui dans un état avancé d’abandon et les projets de restauration n’ont
malheureusement pas encore produit de résultats tangibles.

Figure 1 : La mappemonde de I'école en plein de Suresnes. Eugene Beaudouin
et Marcel Lods architectes. 1935. [années 1930-50 ?] Consultée le 13 octobre
2015. Source :
http://images.delcampe.com/img_large/auction/000/149/972/059_001.jpg?
v=1.

La maitresse organise la classe de géographie autour de la mappemonde.

————— LSRN _—
Figure 2 : Le globe sculpté devant I'entrée des écoles. Fiche d’inventaire
1A92000249 dressée en 1995 par Antoine Le Bas. Cliché Inventaire Ayrault,
95.92.2937 X. © Inventaire général.

L'école est inoccupée, les escaliers ont été enlevés. On remarque la

surélévation qui a eu lieu durant les vicissitudes du batiment.
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2. Restituer ’émotion, rendre la mémaoire

Mais existent-ils d’autres batiments semblables, non protégés et des lors potentiellement
menacés ? Les exemples récents en effet démontrent que les architectures du XXe siécle ne bénéficiant
pas de protections particulieres — le label « Patrimoine du XXe siecle » qui commence a connaitre un
certain succes n’étant qu’informatif pour le badaud — sont les victimes faciles de coups de pioche aux
allures d’expiation. C’est particulierement le cas pour les batiments appartenant aux communes.
L’école fait partie des meubles de celles-ci. Pourtant les raisons économiques menant nos édiles locaux
peuvent avoir des répercussions sociales désastreuses et indirectement colteuses. Qu’attendre des
lors pour des écoles qui ont bénéficié jusqu’a présent de critiques indélicates ? Et pourquoi intégrer
dans le patrimoine scolaire les seules réalisations du "tournant Jules Ferry" ? On peut imaginer les cris
d’orfraie qu’un projet de destruction d’'une de ces "intouchables" ne manquerait pas d’entrainer.

Mais pour quelles autres raisons, si ce n’est celles précédemment exprimées d’un processus de
patrimonialisation sélectif et subjectif, font que les écoles de I’entre-deux guerres dans leur écrasante
majorité ne bénéficient pas encore aujourd’hui de la reconnaissance de leur valeur historique et
culturelle, tant au niveau local que national, tant au niveau de I'architecture scolaire que des évolutions
pédagogiques ? Elles ont pourtant été intégrées a une histoire de I'architecture moderne, encore
aujourd’hui en cours d’écriture. Mais le role des historiens n’est pas celui du conservateur. En effet,
son interrogation passe par la reconnaissance d’un état matériel tangible et la préoccupation de faire
perdurer celui-ci le plus longtemps possible. Des difficultés d’ordre éducatif pourraient étre la cause
d’'un tel manque d’intérét ? Et pourtant, les interrogations préliminaires menées durant cette
recherche ont amené a reconnaitre des espaces pédagogiques d’une qualité forte et plus aboutie que
ceux des célébres "écoles Ferry". Des contraintes inhérentes a la culture architecturale de cette
époque rendraient ces écoles non soutenables face a un projet de restructuration ? Et pourtant la
culture du plan libre consenti par la généralisation du béton armé offre des batiments organisés
comme une superposition de plateaux.

Certains ont pu remarquer que la modernité, tant clamée a I'époque, de ces édifices était déja
présente dans les réalisations antérieures. En effet, les équipements et les installations innovantes ne
manquent pas dans les constructions des années 1870-1918. Ces technologies innovantes ont en
particulier bénéficié de I'appui des doctrines hygiénistes en plein essor durant cette période,
appliquant de maniere pratique et scientifique les découvertes en particulier pasteuriennes. Mais la
modernité est déja présente avant, aux temps de I'école mutuelle. Et avant encore, par le seul fait
d’avoir une école ou les enfants peuvent apprendre a peu pres a lire et a écrire. Ici, la modernité est
encore présente et réactualisée, et le seul argument technologique ne peut suffire pour la percevoir
car I"école a toujours su repousser ses murs et les percer suivant la doctrine pédagogique mise en
application, suivant les aspirations qui sont placées dans I'école. En I'occurrence, au cours de cette
époque, la modernité s’introduit dans une nouvelle maniére de concevoir le batiment scolaire. Le
mobilier ne se congoit plus comme un tuteur mais comme un outil au service d’'une pédagogie
renouvelée ou du moins qui tente de I'étre, malgré les conservatismes tres forts. Ainsi, le seul souci
physique et hygiéniste ne domine plus le projet scolaire. L'esthétisme des années 1900-1918 perdure
mais sous des formes revisitées. Aprés la Premiere Guerre Mondiale, I'enfant se trouve propulsé au
centre du projet, dans une école faite pour lui et ou il peut se construire et non dans une école ou il
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doit seulement étre instruit. La modernité se situe dans ce nouveau dynamisme et non plus dans la
passivité institutionnalisée des enfants. Dailleurs, le Ministére de I'Instruction publique est rebaptisé
durant cette période Ministére de I'Education nationale.

Cette recherche s’intéresse particulierement aux écoles construites durant la décennie 1929-
1939. Les écoles, objets de cette étude, sont situées en banlieue parisienne, dans les communes de
I'ancien département de la Seine, a I'exception de Paris. Ce sont des batiments qui souffrent. Ils
résistent pourtant. lls font fi des assauts du temps. lls demeurent au sein de cet environnement urbain
dont la morphologie a constamment évolué depuis leur construction. Ils sont un patrimoine scolaire
au sein d’un espace dont le caractere patrimonial fait I’'objet d’un déni. Ne sont-ce pas ces destructions
et reconstructions perpétuelles qui empéchent ce corpus, d’intérét local, d’'intérét institutionnel,
d’intérét artistique, d’intérét architectural, de prendre place comme partie intégrante du patrimoine
scolaire ?

L’évolution constante des formes d’urbanisme en banlieue parisienne, profondément marquée
par le modernisme de I'aprés Seconde Guerre Mondiale, n’a pas joué en la faveur de la reconnaissance
de ces architectures. La croissance démographique extrémement forte de la banlieue durant les Trente
Glorieuses a considérablement densifié et prolongé cet environnement qui était, au cours des années
1930, marqué par les usines et leurs cheminées fumantes, par des jacheres et des bidonvilles, par la
zone aux pieds des « fortifs » alors en voie de lotissement, par des champs et des fermes. Presque
chaque commune possédait son centre et sa singularité. Et pourtant, c’est cette époque qui a vu naitre
les premiers projets d’extension de Paris. C'est cette époque qui a vu la banlieue rattachée au métro
pour la premiére fois. C'est cette époque qui a vu les perspectives heureuses d’un grand Paris
débordant de sa ceinture de fortifications dont la destruction s’achevait. Dans quels projets urbains et
de grande échelle la construction de ces écoles s’inscrit-elle ? Sont-elles les seuls résultats des
nécessités d’une population qui devait étre instruite et éduquée ?
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Figure 3 : Vue aérienne du Groupe sc