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Grand Palais restoration in Paris
through the lens of champion
fencer Enzo Lefort
As Paris’ Grand Palais prepares to reopen following extensive restoration
by Chatillon Architectes, we visit the site with champion fencer and
photographer Enzo Lefort, who documented the space ahead of the
Olympic Games 2024
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(Image credit: Enzo Lefort for Chatillon Architectes)

Paris' Grand Palais is among the city's most iconic architectural landmarks, so it
seems fitting that the Champs-Élysées museum and exhibition space is also part
of the upcoming Olympic Games 2024, as the French capital gears up to host the
event this summer. 

Enter Parisian studio Chatillon Architectes, which, headed by founder François
Chatillon, oversaw the venue's extensive restoration in preparation for, not only
the building's future role in the city's cultural life but also its immediate sporting
contribution to the Olympic Games as the home for taekwondo and fencing. So
when champion fencer and talented photographer Enzo Lefort was invited to
document the site's final stages, the synergetic energy was strong. 

BY ELLIE STATHAKI
PUBLISHED LAST WEEK
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(Image credit: Enzo Lefort for Chatillon Architectes)

The Grand Palais as seen by Enzo Lefort
The historic monument was originally built for the Universal Exposition of 1900,
but closed temporarily in 2021 for renovation works. Instantly recognisable for its
grand nave and glass roof, the listed structure was a unique commission for the
architecture team. Chatillon said: 'In many ways, this feels like a once in a
lifetime project. The opportunity to redevelop an icon is amazing but the Grand
Palais feels like so much more – it’s the opportunity to return a permanent public
use to the building, to redevelop the surrounding grounds, to connect the
building back with the city, and to adapt it for the Olympics and the future
generations.

'As a practice, we are driven by the connection between history and future. We
create projects and places that look forwards, becoming part of the contemporary
fabric of a city. This project enables visitors to connect with the heritage and
cultural memories of the building, while creating a platform for new
experiences.'
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(Image credit: Antoine Mercusot)

'The Grand Palais redevelopment has brought together everything that we love
about architecture; and the first phase will complete at a time when the world
will be looking to Paris.

'Over the course of a century, the building has become the international
showcase of the French cultural scene, hosting the world's greatest exhibitions
and events, and reflecting the developments and innovations of its time. It’s an
amazing honour to be the custodians of the building’s future, ensuring that this
role will continue.'
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(Image credit: Enzo Lefort for Chatillon Architectes)

The scheme was not without challenges, as Chatillon describes its large scale and
historic nature. At the same time, there were many possibilities to bring the
structure back to its original glory, through meticulous, detailed work. The
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architects delved into thousands of archive plans and documents and worked
with a site of some 900 team members, in order to bring their sensitive vision to
life. 
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(Image credit: Enzo Lefort for Chatillon Architectes)

It is a heritage, narrative and attention to detail that Lefort also acknowledges:
'What has inspired me the most during this photography project is the geometric
lines across the various materials and textures that you find on the construction
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site. I have loved witnessing the revival of these historic and significant
buildings, and watching them prepare to be part of this Olympic adventure.'

(Image credit: Enzo Lefort for Chatillon Architectes)
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(Image credit: H. Hebrard)

Dip into the Paris pools and swimming
culture enriching the 2024 Olympic
Games

Chatillon tells of the project's overarching vision: 'Our aim for this project is to
return the building to the public. The Grand Palais is such an important fixture in
Paris, an iconic structure that has always been central to the culture and identity
of the city but has, in many ways, not been used to its potential. The building was
always envisioned as an entire cultural quarter with a purpose that extended far
beyond an individual building or site. However, restrictions have seen it only
open for a small selection of events and exhibitions in recent times, with only
particular sections of the building available for use.

'Constructed of three main buildings,
each created by a different architect and
overseen by a fourth one, the visitor
journey has never flowed, and the
different areas have not spoken to each
other for a very long time. The new
building will create a cohesive
experience, presenting the building at its
best and enabling all areas to operate to
their full potential. We see our work as
turning a public icon into a truly public
building, one that visitors can now
experience rather than simply marvel at
from afar.'

The aim is for the building to reopen
fully to the public in 2025 – but for now, the public can catch a glimpse of its
majesty through the athletic achievements it will house this summer.
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