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Bruno Lafourcade opéned an
architecture and design studio
in Saint-Rémy in 1977, He works
there with his son, Alexandre,
at rear, and their 17 employees.

By Jean Rafferty

SAINT-REMY DE PROVENCE, France
N ot every Provencal dream house springs

from illustrious beginnings. But Bruno La-

fourcade, who first attracted attention in
1970 when his restoration of a crumbling chiteau
in the Perigord region of southwest France won
the Prix Nationale de Restauration, is equally a-
dept at transforming undistinguished houses and
dilapidated farm buildings into aristocratic country houses
imbued with the spirit of the 18th century.

Lafourcade, a self-taught architect who works with his
son, Alexandre, 32, and their 17 employees, has attracted a
high-flying international clientele with imaginative meta-
morphoses of Cinderella structures into princely estates.

As before-and-after phl:;};lgraphs prove, these architec-
tural renaissances can be radical.

ﬂmnfnrminﬁm strict Provencal building regulations, the
designers work from a property’s “footprint,” incorporating
such unlikely outbuildings as chicken coops and pigpens
into their plans to gain space. In one of their most unusual
reincarnations, *we transformed an incinerator into a mar-
velous Grecian-style house on the Chte d"Azur,” Lafourcade
recalled.

“What is important for a property to have is a beautiful
location, to have a view and a park and know what sur-
rounds it,” he said. “A plane tree 80 to 100 years old cannot
be transplanted, but we can always find a solution for the
house, no matter its state,”

Just such an arboreal asset shades the front of a pleasant
vacation home outside Saint-Rémy that the Lafourcades are
turning into a luxurious compound on 18 hectares, or 45
dCTES,

The main house will be extended on the second floor and
entirely reorganized to include a TV room, an artist’s
atelier, a hothouse and five large bedrooms and bathrooms.

A %unrdinn's house will rige from the outline of the pig-
sty, the former pool house will become a guesthouse over-
leoking an ornamental pool, and the swimming pool and a

Rebuilding &
with stylein £
ayearin
Provence !

néew pool house will be relocated among stome olive trees to
gain a view of the Alpilles Mountains.

All the proportions will be revised and tthe plate-glass
window in the living rcom banished to resitore the harmony
and distinctive features of a traditional “mias,” or farmhouse.

Catering to a clientele that is a mix of niationalities — in-
cluding Russian, Indian, English, Americain, German, Itali-
an and Swiss — the Lafourcades’ credo is flexibility. “How
could they be happy if we imposed a style: on them?” La-
fourcade asked. “Our philosophy is to listeen.” (It helps that
most members of the team speak English :and among them
are a Russian, a German and a Briton.)

“We're curious to know how they like tco live, and our job
is to guide them and give a physical form to their lifestyle,”
Lafourcade said.

A first meeting with clients always takees place at the
property. After questioning that is intendled to learn the cli-
ents’ preferences, the Lafourcades tour thhe site from top to
bottom and immediately present the gramd outlines of a
proposal.

“Explaining how the entrance would bee, how a courtyard
would be paved and a chapel integrated iinto the scheme is
much better than a drawing,” Lafourcade: said. “There is
already something to savor.”

The proposal is not carved in stone at ! that stage, but it
serves as a measure of reciprocal undersstanding. “You have
t{; l]a:cd a mutual feeling to work with a cklient,” he ex-
plained.

Depending on the location, one of the : company’s three
construction-site managers will set up a pportable desk and
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 Photographs by Richard Harbus for the lnternational Herald Trituse
The Abbaye de Pierredon is one of the Lafourcades® most
notable projects. Their work included the lavender Melds,

above; the master bedroom, below left, and the dining room.

work right on the property. Alexandre Lafourcade, helped
by his assistant, covers the area south of Aix-en-Provence
to the Italian border; his father and Claire Perraton, the
third site manager, oversee projects from Aix and Saint-
Rémy to Saint-Tropez and Montpelier.

*You see things on the spot that you don't see working
from a plan in an office,” Bruno Lafourcade explained.
"How to take into account where the sun rises to place the
}-aﬂ:-ugss to situate the master bedroom where there is beauti-

u £

“People did this in the past, but now everything has be-
come very technical,” he added.

The company limits to 15 the number of commissions it
will accept at any one time. For all projects, regardless of
the size, the maximum work period is one year. Many are
completed in just nine months.

; l The secret of their speed is a complete overhaul of the
%

common building practice that one workman — a mason,
for example — must finish before the next tradesman is
called. On a Lafourcade project, the various artisans work
simultaneously.

“We divide the construction into parts so we can be
painting the first part while we are in demolition on the
fourth part. When there are 75 people working on the site,
everything needs to go quickly,” Lafourcade said.

A full-time archivist in the office will be given a list
right at the start to find four stone fireplaces and one in

 wood, tor example, and 400 square meters of old cak
- = = planks,” he explained. “Once builders see that it works
= well, they are converted.”

. o Project costs generally run from €2,000 to €2,500 per

square meter, or $235 to $295 per square foot.
The Lafourcades’ reputation has been built around re-
| fined details — gracefully arched windows, the shape of the
. shutters, an elegantly designed balcony — that spell the dif-

LAFOURCADE, Continued on Page 11
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LAFOURCADE, From Page 10

ference between ordinary and extraordi-
nary renovations.

Colors are mixed on the spot and tests
of different shades are :pﬁ]itd to walls,
both in the shade and in the sun.

“After the client has chosen, we give a
s:m;glt: to be analyzed and have the paint
made. It's more complicated than choos-
ing a paint chart color, but when you see
the texture in a ray of sun, it makeés a con-
siderable difference,” Lafourcade said.

The passion for getting it right was
born during Bruno Lafourcade’s very
first experience in the building industry,
when he worked with an exceptional ma-
son (o restore a 16th century mill in the
Dordogne region of southwestern France.

“Monsieur Bonnet was the kind of
craftsman that practically no longer ex-
i5t$, He knew how to do everything and
with taste,” Lafourcade said. "Meeting
him gave me the chance of my career and
my life.,”

Among the more than 300 projects that
the Lafourcades have completed, one of
the most outstanding is the Abbaye de
Pierredon in the hills near Les Baux de
Provence.

A 12th-century chapel, all that re-
mained of a monastery, and a bastide, or
country house, built in 1602, were joined
scamlessly to create a private residence
of 2,500 square meters, or nearly 27,000
square feet.

The Lafourcades created a newsen-
trance drive that passes lavender {ields
and a budding vineyard to approach the
house from the north, mmugﬁ a verdant
avenue of plane trees that had been un-
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used. A cobbled courtyard was created in
a vacant lot and the facade was trans-
formed into a graceful glassed-in conser-
vatory for the entrance.

Careful planning gave the kitchen
cqually easy access to a small garden ter-
race for breakfast in the rising sun, the
main southern courtyard for summer
lunches in the shade of 150-year-old

lane trees, and an interior courtyard,
or winter lunches in the sun.

Although many of the Lafourcades”

Fhatographs by Richard Harbus for the Intornational Heradd Tribume

‘Top, the Abbaye de Pierredon and its swimming pool. Above, the Lafourcades, who are
renovating a house in Saint-Rémy de Provence, oversee construction of the pool house.

projects are noted for classical interiors,
they have noted a growing trend of cli-
ents’ wanting a contemporary style. The
Abbaye was one such project and Alex-
andre Lafourcade, who supervised the
work, specializes in such decors. An attie
became a loft-style office flooded with
light; a large, metal-framed window was
installed in the master bedroom to
provide a panoramic view of the land-

scape.

The Abbaye’s garden spotlights the
artistry of the third Lafourcade, Domin-
ique, who is Bruno's wife and Alexan-
dre’s mother. “The base is on plants one
can find ing wild in the Alpilles —
laurel, olive trees, cypress, lavender and
pine,” she said.

Dominique Lafourcade's gardens often
feature fruit trees native to the Mediter-
ranean, like kaki, or persimmon; arbousi-
er, or strawberry tree; grenadier, which
produces a reddish berry; and neflier, a
type of loguat tree

Peter Mayle wrote of the trials of
renovating a home in Provence. But for
Craig M , & financier in Atlanta, and
his wife, Ginny, an interior designer,
working with the Lafourcades proved a
happy revelation.

In 1996 they transformed a large barn
and farmhouse, set on 60 hectares in the
foothills of the Alpilles, into an 18th cen-
tury-style bastide and garden.

The planning took six months, con-
struction about a year — and between
their trips to Provence, Bruno Lafourcade



gave them weekly reports about progress
on the 14-room, 800-square-meter house.

“Bruno was very good about estimat-
ing costs. He had almost like a fixed-
price system and if we decided to change
something, he put a cost on it and we
signed the order,” Craig Magher said.
*Did we spend more than we originally
thought? Yes, but not unknowingly.
There were no surprises.”

*We built a house in Atlanta a couple
of years later and it took twice as long
and cost more than éstimated,” he con-
tinued. “And there were nasty surprises
- mmcthig estimated at $40,000 ended
up at T

Ginny Magher, who decorated the in-
teriors, also remembers the experience
with pleasure. “In my design work for
others, I fee] the house should reflect the
people living in it. Bruno really let me
express my ideas,” she said.

And 10 years on, the Maghers are just
as ple with their home as they were
when it was finished.

“People think the house has been the
same for 200 years,” Craig Magher said.
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A slide show of the Abbaye de

Pierredon and the Lafourcades’

current project in Saint-Rémy de

Provence. The selection also includes |
images of the limestone quarries in |
Les Baux, where Pascal Bourgier, a

stonecutter, turns the Lafourcades”

designs into balustrades, columns and

other ornamental features.
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