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AIRPORTS 
Paul Andreu offers a personal VIew of some issues involved In airport design. 

A n airport is a singular place. 
We leave land for the sky from 
there; we arrive there after our 
voyage which, however much 

we are in the habit of travelling, is always 
both a marvellous and a disquieting 
experience. Marvellous because it fulftls 
our impossible dream of flying; 
disquieting as are all the transgressions we 
accede to by our intelligence. 

Why then has airport architecture been 
neglected and mishandled for so long? No 
other construction poses in more precise 
or acute a manner questions of modernity 
and place, of universal technology and 
culture. 

The aeroplane is an object devoid of 
reference: its technical history is not yet 
a hundred years old while its commercial 
history dates back barely 15 years. It is 
a universal object for which it is difficult 
(and often impossible) to define a style 
that locates the design in space. It is 
entirely defined by time. And at any given 
period it is simultaneously in use all over 
the world. 

The aeroplane is the most recent means 
of material communication to have 
appeared; since its invention there has 
been nothing new, excepting 'pure' 
communication, 'wire-less' and 
immaterial. It is both the tool and the 
yardstick of a civilization that is 
continually reducing space, rendering it 
ordinary by making it more uniform and 
measurable. What programme can be 
more 'modern' in essence? And what 
programme is less encumbered with 
references to the past? 

At the same time though, what 
programme today is more authentically 
rooted in place, country or nation? For 
two phenomena have coincided in their 
efforts to overturn the very idea of limit 
and border. The city has exploded: 
universities, shopping centres and 
transport complexes have been projected 
to the peripheries, into zones of undecided 
nature. And this exploded world, which 
is still the two-dimensional world of 
maps, has suddenly been projected into 
a new three-dimensional space by the 
aeroplane, which has disrupted all simple 
ideas about borders. From now on there 

are new and fragmentary frontiers that are 
part of the territory, and to cross them -
airports: abstract borders where the 
meeting or separation with a country is 
much more brusque that it ever was 
before in a port, on a river or on a 
borderline. It is obvious then that in the 
course of this brusque .encounter, the 
architecture of the airport is bound to give 
immediate expression to the identity of 
the place and its inhabitants. 

The aeroplane reduces space and 
negates space; the airport has to restitute 
both one and the other. At once border 
and place of transformation and passage, 
the airport derives its character from being 
a meeting place (and sometimes the scene 
of confrontation) between a delocalized 
technical culture and'a localized global 
culture; of being a building that ftlls a new 
function, one that is evolutive and 
demanding (and that at times seems to 
define it completely) but that expresses, 
sometimes unwittingly, the certitudes, 
dreams, hopes or simply the being of the 
inhabitants of a particular place. 

Building an airport - and especially an 
air terminal - means building a space in 
balance, creating a place endowed with a 
new and autonomous existence where 
realities that seemed to be incompatible 
and in opposition may meet, confront 
each other and communicate. 

We might be tempted to think that it 
is easier to do this in developed countdes; 
that the people who have produced the 
technical objects that serve airports are in 
balance and coherence with them. But this 
is false: civilizations are no more unified 
and coherent than are individuals. 

The long-standing neglect of airport 
architecture is a first proof. Its vogue . 
today might constitute a second proof. 

At a time when architecture is being 
applied to airports just as it was formerly 
applied to museums, we should question 
ourselves carefully on what this 
architecture is and what it must be, and 
scrutinize the schizophrenic dissociation 
that comes about when 'dressing out' is 
detached from functional concept, and 
becomes autonomous. 

Obviously, the difficulty is even more 
pronounced for so-called 'developing' 

countries. Indeed, much more than others 
they have trouble defining themselves 
with regard to the technical world, in 
finding amidst the general movement that 
leads them on, a way that is their own. 

I do not wish to deal here with the 
classic problems of development, which 
have been the object of so much study, 
but .1 would like to insist on the acuteness 
with which these problems are posed in 
an airport. A survey carried out in Paris 
in the late 1960s, covering the visitors to 
Orly airport, showed how the airport 
served as a touchstone for social success. 
It was a place avidly sought after and 
identified with by those who travelled or 
who hoped the advancement of their 
social position would soon enable them 
to do so; by contrast, it was rejected by 
those who felt that the future held no 
hope for them. With minor changes, it is 
quite likely that the survey's results would 
hold good today worldwide, particularly . 
in developing countries. 

More than any other place, an airport 
is an element of reference and measure in 
the social and cultural scale. Who is to 
recognize him or herself in an airport? To 
whom must the airport 'open up'? What 
relations must it have with culture, the 
economic situation, the hope in material 
progress, or the occasional fear of spiritual 
decline? These are the questions that an 
architect should always bear in mind, and 
to which he must - with all the required 
humility - attempt to find answers. 

These questions immediately raise 
others that are more concrete. With what 
means are we to build? With what labour? 
Within which schedules? 

Answering these questions correctly 
does not in itself determine an architecture 
or a style. But neglecting them most 
certainly leads to games of style devoid 
of cultural or social relevance. 

As a place of passage and transforma
tion, the airport is also a meeting place. 
And the first meeting it gives rise to is 
often that between architects and 
contracting authorities, whose habits 
differ so greatly. Considered more 
closely, the clash, but more often the 
blending of their ideas, is an opportunity 
of renewal lor all those concerned. 
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A graduate from the Ponts et 
Chaussees and the Ecole Poly tech
nique, the architect Paul Andreu 
was 29 when he designed terminal 
1 of Charles-de-Gaulle airport at 
Roissy in 1967. Roissy I broke 

New airport of Abu Dhabi 
1975 -1982 
Project Manager: Aeroports de 
Paris. 
Architects: Paul Andreu with 
Fran~ois Prestat & Jean-Claude 
Flouvat. 
Engineers: Philippe Erne, 
Michael Cote, Eric Sauvalle, 
Roger Griod. 

Dar Es-Salaamairport, new 
air tenninal, control tower 
1977 -1984 
Project Manager: Aeroports de 
Paris. 
Architects: Paul Andreu with 
Jean-Fran~ois Vigouroux, Yves 
Coutant, Pierre Prange. 
Engineers: Gerard Michel, Jean
Michel Croc, Jean-Pierre Roche. 
Landscape Design: Claude Colle. 

Brunei airport, extension and 
restructuring of the tenninal 
1982 
Project Manager: Aeroports de 
Paris. 
Architects: Paul Andreu with 
Jean-Fran~ois Vigouroux, Jean
Paul Lavit d'Hauteford. 
Engineers: Roger Morel, Jean
Marie Chevallier, Nicole 
Gontier. 

Cairo airport, tenninal II 
1977 -1986 
Project Manager: Aeroports de 
Paris. 
Architects: Paul Andreu with 
Pierre Prange, Michel Gregoire, 
Jean-Fran~ois Vigouroux, Anne 
Brison. 
Engineers: Nicole Gontier, 
Dimitri Georgandelis , Christian 
Gay. 

Japan - New KanSal airport, 
concept for the tenninal. 
Definition of the concept (1987) 
Project Manager: Aeroports de 
Paris and Louis Sato & associes. 
Architects: Paul Andreu with 
Pierre-Michel Delpeuch & Jean
Michel Fourcade. 
Engineers: Philippe Erne with 
Andre Redon. 
Pre-project and Project Manager: 
Aeroports de Paris, Japan 
airport consultant, Nikken 
Sekkei then Renzo Piano 
Building Workshop, Aeroports 
de Paris. 
Architects for Aeroports de Paris: 
Paul Andreu, Jean-Michel 
Fourcade, assisted by Maurice 
Kruk, Ryohei Yamada, 
Graziella Torre. 
Engineers for Aeroports de Paris: 
Jean-Marie Chevallier with 
Pierre Kopff, Andre Redon and 
Pierre Rochereuil. 
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with the traditional linear glass 
box of the 1960s, in the style of 
Orly airport, built in 1964. The 
geometry of the circle marked a 
centre and the full concrete of its 
surface radically opposed the 

transparency so much sought after 
at the time. Light burst forth or 
penetrated from the interior to 
become the inseparable double of 
the form, a project material as 
dense as concrete itself. 

Andreu has since designed 
numerous airports, some of which 
are shown below. Andreu's work 
is published in a monograph by 
Serge Salat and Fran~oise Labbe, 
Electa Moniteur, 1990, Paris. 

Abu Dhabi, interior oj satellite. 

~ -

Cairo, access to embarkation halls. __ ---------, 

New Kansai airport, Osaka, Japan, master plan for concept. 


