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Manuelle Gautran

A Creased-Look Car Dealership

In the prestigious Avenue des Champs-Elysées in Paris, Manuelle Gautrand de

1

room for Citroén. The most conspicuous element of the building, which is home to a ga

vintage and modern automobiles, is its crystalline skin of glass and steel which subtly echoe

Citroén brand logo.
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In Paris, the Avenue des Champs-Elysées almost qualifies as holy
ground. The buildings which line the famous three-kilometre boulevard
are predominantly magnificent old houses dating from the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The few new buildings that stand between
these historical structures attempt to blend into the massive stone ar-
chitecture of their classicistic neighbours, trying not to stand out too
much. And so the new building at number 42 is all the more conspicu-
ous. Here there is a sudden eruption of faceted glass that projects from
the closed fagade and thrusts its prismatic skin into the space above the
street like a self-assured alien alighting between an historical structure
and a rather nondescript commercial building from the 1980s. The first
impression the building creates is one of lightness, openness and ekpres—
sive form. It takes a second glance to notice that the angles of the fagade
take the form of the red chevrons which make up the Citroén brand logo.

This unusual building was designed by the young Parisian archi-
tect Manuelle Gautrand and took first place in an invitation-only de-
sign competition in 2002 against five other architectural firms. The
somewhat loosely defined task was to design an emblematic build-
ing which would advertise the automobile manufacturer’s brand pres-
ence and, at the same time, encourage a dialogue with the public. The
client selected this design both for its aesthetic and functional quali-
ties, and because “Gautrand Architectes understood the full scope
of our strategic aims”, says Yves Boutin, PR manager at Citroén.

A presentation carousel under a crystalline skin

One of these aims was to symbolise the continuity of the brand. The
address of the new building, Avenue des Champs-Elysées 42, was the
exact location where André Citroén introduced his very first automobile,
the Type A, in 1919. In 1928, he built a modernist showroom on this site.
This Citroén “display case” was a simple cube with a floor-to-ceiling glass
fagade. While built along very much straighter lines than its current suc-
cessor, its futurist aesthetics of steel and glass counterpointed the histor-
ical weightiness of its neighbours in a similar way. This building served as
Citrogén's flagship on the Champs-Elysées for decades, until most of the
major automobile manufacturers abandoned their branches on the boul-
evard in the 1970s and moved to other locations away from the expen-
sive city centre. Thus the lower storeys of the Citroén building were let
to a restaurant chain in 1980. In recent years, however, many automobile
manufacturers have returned: Peugeot, Renault, Mercedes and Toyota
each opened a representative subsidiary on the Champs-Elysées. In the
course of these developments, Citroén decided to revive its old showroom.

Unlike most of the other brands, however, Citroén will not use
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the showroom to sell cars or offer any kind of entertainment spec-
tacle, but simply to exhibit the most important historical and mod-
ern automobile models. Thus the verticality of the new building and
the 25m glass fagade are entirely devoted to the purpose of display-
ing the cars. Inside the building, there is a spindle which contains sev-
en round platforms over a total height of approximately 20m. Each of
the platforms holds one car as it slowly rotates about its axis, start-
ing with the Type A on the top level and ending with the latest concept
car on the ground floor. The carousel stands freely in space and is vis-
ible through the fagade. Visitors to the building can take a tour of Cit-
roén’s history along the gallery that spirals its way around the interior.

The brand logo as the germ cell of form

The presentation spindle in the centre of the building is coloured
a uniform red, the Citroén brand colour. This colour filters through the
fagade and thus transmits the corporate design to the exterior. How-
ever, the most important branding element in the fagade, which has a
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The logo of the automobile manufacturer was
the initial point of the architectural design and
was adopted as the determining element of
the fagade.

sculptural form somewhat reminiscent of crumpled cellophane paper, is
the emblematic double chevron of red glass. This chevron is located at
the exact spot where the smooth pedestal zone - an echo of the build-
ing's predecessor from the 1920s - begins to bulge out into increasingly
crystalline shapes. According to Citroén, the placement of the double
chevron at the border between these two zones symbolises the con-
tinual growth and development of the brand. In contrast, the architect
herself likes to compare the fagade, which extends even over the roof
of building and gives way to a fine network of lozenges at the rear, to
the chassis of a car on which the double chevron is emblazoned like
a radiator ornament. As corporate logos go, however, this one is pre-
sented in a very restrained, understated style and elegantly succeeds
in being both the point of departure for and an integral element of the
overall form. Thus Gautrand’s design succeeds in uniting several ley-
els of meaning and symbolism, echoing the company’s history and at-
tracting attention - and it does all this in an astonishingly subtle way.
O . Anneke Bokern

Citroin Communication Centre, Paris

Clignt: Automobiles Citrotin, Paris

Architect: Manuelle Gautrand Architectes, Paris

Structural design: Khephren Ingﬂﬁie




