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Design Vanguard -Ten architects build out their ideas

SERERO Architecture fuses research and technology to create a global practice

By Deborah Snoonlan, P.E. & David Serero According to David Serero, he and his partner, Elena Fernandez, don't run a design firm, exactly. Instead, he characterizes their partnership, SERERO Architecture, as a "mobile network agent." The name "Iterae", the former practice name, is a sly reference to "iterate," or repeat, referring to the way calculations are done by computers. And Serero's description aptly captures the ethos of a bicontinental practice that employs engineers as well as architects, and generates designs by writing scripts for CAD programs and obscure analytical software. "Essentially, we're hackers," Serero says cheerfully.

Serero, who is French, and Fernandez, who is from Spain, met as master's students at Columbia in the mid-1990s, during the heyday of the school's paperless studio years. But like the better architects of their generation, they realized not all architectural issues can be resolved on-screen. "We go back and forth between making computer and physical models," says Serero, echoing the methods of Frank Gehry and other technophiles.

It was precisely this iterative approach that led the designers to begin writing software scripts, which lets them explore design alternatives cheaply and examine the limits of scale, structure, and form. For SERERO's overhaul of a 2,000-square-foot loft in Manhattan (pictured on opposite page), programming savvy helped them determine the best geometry for a complicated glass-and-steel wall separating the bedrooms and bathroom from the main living areas. Then came the hard part, finding a fabricator who could make it for $25,000, about the cost of a conventional glass wall. "The contractor we ended up hiring was once a ship builder in Holland," Serero says. The wall's glass panels were cut with a water-jet machine, while its steel structure was laser cut and later welded and sandblasted on-site.

Research is never far from SERERO's agenda. Serero's analyses of the form of historic theaters, and computer modeling of the acoustic properties of domes, led him to propose installing an adjustable acoustical shell in the Renaissance Salon of the Villa Medici in Rome, whose high ceilings create echo problems. He won the Rome Prize last year to design and build it. The project underscores the firm's enthusiasm for working with cultural institutions. "We're interested in the ambience of these places, the sort of mood a space creates," says Serero.

Recently SERERO snared its biggest project yet, winning a competition to turn the former international airport in Athens -most recently the site of the 2004 Olympic Villageinto what may be the largest metropolitan park in Europe. Their parti for the 1,300-acre site evolved from a rigorous study of the site's drainage patterns (the airport was closed in part because of problems with flooding). In SERERO's hands, drainage swales define recreation corridors for biking and walking, and the park's edges bleed into the surrounding urban fabric, the way water seeps into soil, which creates more opportunities for development at the periphery. Many details about the program have yet to be resolved, but Serero's not cowed. "Concepts don't have scales," he says. "If you start with a strong idea, you can design anything, from a chair to a city."

Hellenikon Metropolitan Park and Urban Development, Athens

SERERO will transform the former airport in Athens, which closed in 2001, into a 1,300-acre urban park. The runways (center in photo below), which must be retained because they're too expensive to tear up, will define a visual and circulation axis, while drainage patterns and swales (bottom images in drawing below) help define both the park's perimeter and recreation corridors for biking and walking.

Glass Loft, New York City

A couple wanted to create two bedrooms and a bathroom in their open loft space just north of SoHo, in New York City. SERERO used engineering software to create a complex 3D wall of frosted, laminated glass and a steel skeleton to separate private areas from public and allow light to filter through. Doors to the bedrooms penetrate the wall at an angle rather than straight-on, to create more privacy.

Acoustical Domes, Rome

Serero won the Rome Prize in 2004 to design and build this adjustable acoustic shell for the Villa Medici, home of the French Academy in Rome, whose rooms are used for everything from lectures to receptions to classical music performances. The canopy can be moved and shaped to improve the sound qualities of the echo-prone spaces. Serero modeled his design extensively with 3D CAD software, and assessed the acoustic performance of different design alternatives before deriving its final form.

Mediatheque of Proximity, Carnoux-en-Provence, France

SERERO designed this reception area and media center for a French library as part of an invited competition in 2003. The perimeter walls were conceived as both structure and shelving system, made of stacked layers of stone and glass blocks, with books placed on stone shelves, and modern storage and retrieval media. such as CDs and DVDs. placed on glass shelves.

Art Arena, Roland Museum, London

This museum will host a private collec-tion of films about art and the art world; up to 42 films will be playing simultaneously. The building's structure is conceived as a flexible system of concrete shells and beams housing theaters of various capacities. Advanced audiovisual systems obviate the need to enclose each theater, creating a seamless, flowing Interior where visitors can move freely among the screening areas.