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Kengo Kuma and Associates (KKAA) have recently 
completed the new ArtLab building, a new campus for 
the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne 
(EPFL). Under One Roof – this is the project’s title 
– consists of three distinct spaces covered by a 250 
meter long slate roof. The aim of this project is to offer 
a new common space for students, while promoting 
the dialogue between science and culture through 
three distinct spaces: the Montreux Jazz Café, the 
Experimental exhibition space and the Datasquare, 
probably the most interesting feature of this project.

According to Patrick Aebischer - president of EPFL 
- «Beyond its architectural envelope, ArtLab is a 
research initiative through which EPFL, together with 
its partners, is setting off to explore a new world: 
that of digital humanities. It’s an emerging field full of 
scientific questions and challenges that play out at 
many levels». The Artlab is another addition to the list 
of signature buildings of the EPFL, together with the 
Rolex Learning Center (SANAA, 2010) and the New 
Mechanics Hall (Dominique Perrault Architecture, 
2016). Acting as a backbone for the whole campus, 
this building aims to become the new core of EPFL 
by offering a pleasant experience through art and 
science, hence providing fresh social and cultural 
stimuli for the academic community. It is conceived as 
an architectural element with urban value and plays 
the role of unifier for the campus structure.

Under one roof: 
the new ArtLab at the EPFL
Kengo Kuma & Associates
Work 
ArtLab building at EPFL
Client
École Polytechnique Fédérale De Lausanne (EPFL)
Location
Lausanne, Switzerland
Project Year
2016
Architecture and Design 
Kengo Kuma & Associates, Tokyo, Japan
Local architect: CCHE Architecture et Design SA, Lausanne 
Architect
Kengo Kuma
Project Team
Lead Architects: Kengo Kuma & Associates
Partner in charge: Javier Villar Ruiz
Project team: Nicola Maniero, Rita Topa, Marc Moukarzel, 
Jaeyung Joo, Cristina Gimenez
Lighting Design: L’Observatoire International
Engineering 
Structure: Ingphi SA (project phase); Ejiri Eng., Util 
(competition and preliminary phase)
Building Services: BG Ingénieurs Conseils 
Thermal & Acoustics: AAB
Woodworks: JPF Ducret
Additional Functions 
General contractor: Marti Construction SA, Lausanne 
Construction cost: CHF 30.900.000
Size and total area
Total volume: 17.586 m3

Total net surface area: 3.360 m2

Image credits
KKAA ©
Michel Denance, EPFL
Valentin Jeck, EPFL

KKAA ©

© Valentin Jeck, EPFL

© Valentin Jeck, EPFL
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A few notes on its authors are important 
for a better understanding of the 
project. Kengo Kuma (1954) studied 
architecture at the University of Tokyo 
and Columbia University in New York, 
and then founded Kengo Kuma & 
Associates in 1990. His architecture is 
deeply rooted in traditional Japanese 
culture but also, in many respects, in 
European tradition. Architecture and 
nature are the key words to understand 
Kuma’s work. The Japanese expression 
mono no aware can be translated as 
“feeling of things” or empathy between 
man and nature. Architecture can trigger 
relations with the environment - both 
physical and social - through lightness 
and transparency. A deep knowledge of 

traditional values for Kuma represents 
the starting point to create a truly 
modern design. Building technology 
emerges as simple and natural, while 
addressing a deep research on cutting 
edge structures and materials. «The 
place is a result of nature and time», 
he declares. «I think my architecture is 
some kind of frame for nature. With it, 
we can experience nature more deeply 
and more intimately. Transparency is a 
characteristic of Japanese architecture; 
I try to use light and natural materials to 
get a new kind of transparency».

Out of 12 leading international 
architects, KKAA won the open 
competition launched in early 2012 

by EPFL to create the new campus 
commons in Place Cosandey. The 
construction started in August 2014, 
with the general contractor Marti 
Construction SA and a budget of 
35,5 million Swiss Franc. One of the 
reasons for the success of KKAA in this 
competition was the clear strategy that 
oriented the design. Javier Villar Ruiz 
- Partner and Design Chief at KKAA 
- has developed the awarded project 
since 2012 and followed its construction 
until the recent completion. «The design 
concept of the building was determined 
primarily by two factors», he says, 
«the development of the campus and 
the relationship to other architectural 
objects». Since the very beginning, the 

concept has been based on four simple 
strategies: 1- creating connection; 
2- maintaining the view towards the 
lake; 3- enhancing connections and 
permeability; 4- defining a new public 
space.

Looking at the Artlab, one can 
remember the Hiroshige Museum of Art 
realized by Kuma in 2000. Dedicated to 
the works of the famous Ukiyo-e artist 
Hiroshige Ando, this museum embodies 
an interesting synthesis of art values 
in architectural design, materializing 
the unique spatial structure created 
by Hiroshige in his woodblock prints. 
While in the Japanese museum 
wood is the main material, in the 

KKAA © KKAA ©

© Michel Denance, EPFL
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Artlab the traditional locally sourced 
wood is sandwiched with the modern 
perforated steel plates. This probably 
comes in order to reflect the program 
of this space where art, science and 
technology inspire the academic staff. In 
terms of technical needs, this innovative 
sandwich structure allows to solve the 
challenges of such an exceptionally 
slender shape. By changing the 
proportion between wood and steel, 
the designers were able to conserve 
the same section for the 57 supporting 
portals throughout the building.

The engawa (covered hallway space) 
is a typical element of traditional 
Japanese architecture. In the book 
Kyokai: A Japanese Technique for 
Articulating Space, Kengo Kuma 
describes the boundaries that 
form building enclosures in Japan. 
These elements were used to create 
transitional spaces with several layers 
of transparency. In the Artlab, the 
porches provided under the long roof 
resemble the engawa, thus providing 
permeability through the building and 
connecting the different activities. The 
stone cladded roof is another significant 
element of this project, which brings a 
touch of Japan-ness. The Artlab’s roof 
stone takes inspiration from the typical 
Swiss houses but its origami shape is 
extremely modern and enhances light 
and shadow through the folds. This roof 
can be considered the most important 
component for two reasons: it connects 
all the functions, unifying a complex 
program under one simple shape, and 
its shape is intended to dismantle the 
image of the building as an object, 
rather creating an “Anti-object”. 

This is the title of another stimulating 
book edited by Kuma. Here the 
architect argues that an alternative 
form of architecture is not only 
desirable but also possible: avoiding 
objectification and creating a ‘weaker’ 
architecture, in opposition to the iconic 
and monumental design that prevails 
nowadays.

The accurate selection of natural 
materials – always exploring their deep 
potential, their aging and mutations 
during time – is one of the strategies 
commonly used by Kuma to achieve 
dialogue with nature. In the Artlab 
façade, the wood was pre-aged in 
order to maintain a homogeneous 
texture during its life span. A profound 
understanding of the life cycle of 
materials is what makes the projects 
from KKAA greatly appreciated 
worldwide.© Michel Denance, EPFL

© Michel Denance, EPFL© Michel Denance, EPFL© Michel Denance, EPFL
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“Under one roof” three distinct spaces 
are conceived to inspire and enrich 
the experience at EPFL and attract 
the general public. The Montreux Jazz 
Café is dedicated to showcasing the 
famous festival’s archives - inscribed 
in the UNESCO Memory of the World 
Register – through devices used to 
browse, visualize and listen the huge 
amount of digital recordings collected, 
while enjoying modern and healthy 
food. The archives include about 5,000 
concerts since the very first Festival’s 
(1967), including artists like Aretha 
Franklin, Ray Charles, David Bowie and 
Prince.

The Experimental exhibition space 
is located at the centre of Artlab. It is 
conceived as a flexible box in which 
to explore new means of enhancing 
artistic and cultural heritage. This space 
will host innovative art installations, 
showcasing cutting edge technology 
and innovative approaches. For 
example the first project, Outrenoirs 
by Pierre Soulages, involves the 
public in an interactive and immersive 
experience by using technology 
developed by five EPFL laboratories.

DataSquare, the most fascinating of the 
three pavilions, is designed to inform 
and educate the public, showcasing 
projects driven by big data. The “Blue 
Brain Project” and the “Venice Time 
Machine” - EPFL’s two most important 
research projects – are displayed at 
the centre of the space. These projects 
prove the potential of big data for 
sciences and humanities by using 
highly interactive presentations and 
innovative interfaces.

«ArtLab initiative is to build bridges 
between “hard” science and humanities, 
a field in which EPFL already has 
a college that continues to grow in 
importance». This mission – which was 
the starting point for the competition 
launched in 2012 – has been perfectly 
fulfilled by KKAA with this project. Artlab 
is a place where students, professors, 
academic staff and general public can 
get together and team up, «living under 
one roof».

Matteo Belfiore

© Valentin Jeck, EPFL

© Michel Denance, EPFL

© Michel Denance, EPFL



 
 
Under one roof: the new Artlab at the EPFL 
 
Kengo Kuma and Associates (KKAA) have recently completed the new ArtLab 
building, a new campus for Swiss Federal Institute of Technology 
in Lausanne (EPFL). Under One Roof – this is the project’s title – consists of 
three distinct spaces covered by a 250 meter long slate roof. The aim of this 
project is to offer a new common space for the students, while promoting the 
dialogue between science and culture through three distinct spaces: the 
Montreux Jazz Café, the Experimental exhibition space and the Datasquare, 
probably the most interesting feature of this project.  
 
According to Patrick Aebischer - president of EPFL - “Beyond its architectural 
envelope, ArtLab is a research initiative through which EPFL, together with its 
partners, is setting off to explore a new world: that of digital humanities. It’s an 
emerging field full of scientific questions and challenges that play out at many 
levels.” The Artlab is another addition to the list of signature buildings of the 
EPFL, together with the Rolex Learning Center (SANAA, 2010) and the New 
Mechanics Hall (Dominique Perrault Architecture, 2016). Acting as a 
backbone for the whole campus, this building aim to become the new core of 
EPFL by offering a pleasant experience through art and science, hence 
providing fresh social and cultural stimuli for the academic community. It is 
conceived as an architectural element with urban value and plays the role of 
the unifier for the campus structure. 
 
A few notes on its authors are important for a better understanding of this 
project. Kengo Kuma (1954) studied architecture at the University of Tokyo 
and Columbia University in New York, and then founded Kengo Kuma & 
Associates (KKAA) in 1990. His architecture is deeply rooted in the traditional 
Japanese culture but also in many respects, in the European tradition. 
Architecture and nature are the key words to understand the work of Kuma. 
The Japanese expression mono no aware can be translated as "feeling of 
things" or empathy between man and nature. Architecture can trigger 
relations with the environment - both physical and social - through lightness 
and transparency. A deep knowledge of the traditional values represent for 
Kuma the starting point to create a truly modern design. The building 
technology emerges as simple and natural, while addressing a deep research 
on cutting edge structures and materials. “The place is a result of nature and 
time,” he declares. “I think my architecture is some kind of frame of nature. 
With it, we can experience nature more deeply and more intimately. 
Transparency is a characteristic of Japanese architecture; I try to use light 
and natural materials to get a new kind of transparency.” 
 



KKAA won the open competition - out of 12 leading international architects - 
launched in early 2012 by EPFL to create the new campus commons in Place 
Cosandey. The construction started in August 2014, with the general 
contractor Marti Construction SA and a budget of 35,5 million Swiss Franc. 
One of the reasons for the success of KKAA in this competition was the clear 
strategy that oriented the design. Javier Villar Ruiz - Partner and Design Chief 
at KKAA - has developed the awarded project since 2012, and followed its 
construction until the recent completion. “The design concept of the building 
was determined primarily by two factors”, he says. “The development of the 
campus and the relationship to other architectural objects”. The concept have 
been based, since the very beginning, on 4 simple strategies: 1- creating 
connection; 2- keeping the view towards the lake; 3- enhancing connections 
and permeability; 4- defining a new public space. 
 
Looking at the Artlab, one can remember the Hiroshige Museum of Art 
realized by Kuma in 2000. Dedicated to the works of the famous Ukiyo-e artist 
Hiroshige Ando, this museum embodies an interesting synthesis of the art 
values in the architectural design, materializing the unique spatial structure 
created by Hiroshige in his woodblock prints. While in the Japanese museum 
wood is the main material, in the Artlab the traditional locally sourced wood is 
sandwiched with the modern perforated steel plates. This probably comes in 
order to reflect the program of this space where art, science and technology 
inspire the academic staff. In terms of technical needs, this innovative 
sandwich structure allows to solve the challenges of such an exceptionally 
slender shape. By changing the proportion of the wood/steel, the designers 
were able to keep the same section for the 57 supporting portals throughout 
the building. 
 
The engawa (covered hallway space) is a typical element of the traditional 
Japanese architecture. In the book “Kyokai: A Japanese Technique for 
Articulating Space”, Kengo Kuma describes the boundaries that form building 
enclosures in Japan. These elements were used to create transitional spaces 
with several layers of transparency. In the Artlab, the porches provided under 
the long roof resemble to the engawa, thus providing permeability through the 
building and connecting the different activities.   
 
The stone cladded roof is another significant element of this project, which 
brings a touch of Japan-ness. The Artlab’s roof stone take inspiration from the 
typical Swiss houses but its origami shape is extremely modern and enhances 
light and shadow through the folds. This roof could be considered the most 
important component for two reasons: it connects all the functions, unifying a 
complex program under one simple shape; its shape is intended to dismantle 
the image of the building as an object, rather creating an “Anti-object”. This is 
the title of another stimulating book edited by Kuma. Here the architect argues 



that an alternative form of architecture is not only desirable but also possible: 
avoid objectification and create a 'weaker' architecture, in opposition to the 
iconic and monumental design that prevails nowadays.  
 
The accurate selection of natural materials – always exploring their deep 
potential, their aging and mutations during the time – is one the strategies 
commonly used by Kuma to achieve the dialogue with nature. In the Artlab 
façade, the wood was pre-aged in order to maintain a homogeneous texture 
during its life span. A profound understanding of the life cycle of materials is 
what makes the projects from KKAA greatly appreciated worldwide.  
 
“Under one roof”, three distinct spaces are conceived to inspire and enrich the 
experience at the EPFL and attract the general public. The Montreux Jazz 
Café is dedicated to showcase the famous festival’s archives - inscribed in the 
UNESCO Memory of the World Register – through devices used to browse, 
visualize, and listen the huge amount of digital recordings collected, while 
enjoying modern and healthy food. The archives include about 5,000 concerts 
since the very first Festival’s (1967), including artists like Aretha Franklin, Ray 
Charles, David Bowie and Prince.  
 
The Experimental exhibition space is located at the centre of Artlab. It 
conceived as a flexible box where to explore new means to enhance the 
artistic and cultural heritage. This space will host innovative art installations, 
showcasing cutting edge technology and innovative approaches. For example 
the first project, Outrenoirs by Pierre Soulages, involve the public in an 
interactive and immersive experience by using technology developed by five 
EPFL laboratories.  
 
DataSquare, the most fascinating of the 3 pavilions, is designed to inform and 
educate the public, showcasing projects driven by big data. The “Blue Brain 
Project” and the “Venice Time Machine” - EPFL’s two most important 
research projects – are displayed at the centre of the space. These projects 
prove the potential of big data for the sciences and humanities by using highly 
interactive presentations and innovative interfaces.  
 
“ArtLab initiative is to build bridges between “hard” science and the 
humanities, a field in which EPFL already has a college that continues to grow 
in importance.” This mission – which was the starting point for the competition 
launched in 2012 – has been perfectly fulfilled by KKAA with this project. 
Artlab is a place where the students, the professors, the academic staff and 
the general public can get together and team up,  “living under one roof”.  
 
Matteo Belfiore, 2017.01.12 
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