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Algiers/Marseille as double neighbourhood
From the mid-nineteenth century, when its port

infrastructure was radically expanded following the

French conquest of Algeria in 1830, the city of Mar-

seille embraced the appellation ‘Gateway to the

Orient’ as it developed into the most important

Mediterranean port linking France and its overseas

empire. By the early twentieth century, the city

was repeatedly described as a liminal frontier,

where visitors could experience the colonies

without ever leaving metropolitan soil.1 Across the

sea, the city of Algiers—the capital and leading

port of Algeria—and the surrounding coastal

regions were administratively redefined in 1848 as

an integral part of France.2 Algiers was thereafter

perceived as the expanding edge of Europe.

Whereas Marseille was celebrated as an industrial

port but decried as an otherwise provincial city,

Algiers was touted, especially following the

Second World War, as a cutting-edge European

capital. When the war for independence began in

1954 (unacknowledged as such by the French gov-

ernment for decades to come), ambitious new

housing developments were transforming the city

into a spectacular construction site. Despite these

differences, the urban landscapes of Algiers and

Marseille were linked in crucial ways, even as calls

for Algeria’s independence became increasingly stri-

dent.

Once independence was achieved in 1962, move-

ments of architects, transfers of architectural ideas

and large-scale migrations of people between

these two cities continued to foster often-fraught

connections and complex experiences of belonging

across what we might understand, following

Étienne Balibar, as a ‘double neighbourhood’.3 In

his provocatively entitled essay ‘Algeria, France:

One Nation or Two?’, Balibar asserts that the

history of colonialism and its aftermath have so pro-

foundly affected both Algeria and France that they

cannot easily be disentangled. Seen in this light,

the seemingly definitive rupture in 1962 is deceptive

as the ties binding these nations have never been

fully severed, even if they have been irrevocably

altered. Balibar insists that these dynamics must be

seen as a two-way street. Whereas Algeria’s

relationship to France is typically assumed to be a

defining aspect of the nation and its citizens, ‘just

as importantly, we should wonder about the

history of “the French people” and of the state in

France—”before and after Algeria”—for France

today was made (and doubtless is still being

remade) in Algeria, with and against Algeria’.4

If we take seriously the contention that Algeria

and France have been fundamentally shaped by

one another, the border between them emerges as

a primary site of contact and contestation. As

Balibar observes, ‘The frontier is doubtless not the

same, depending on whether we see it from the

north or the south. But . . . in the case of Algeria

and France . . . those two gazes that meet have

been internalized one by the other, and so in some

sense internalized within the frontier itself’.5 Con-

sidered in these terms, the port cities of Algiers
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and Marseille, on opposite shores of the Mediterra-

nean Sea, constitute what Balibar describes as a

‘not-whole-frontier’, simultaneously separating

and connecting Europe and North Africa.6

This essay examines urban transformations

between Algiers and Marseille during the long

process of decolonisation. In the 1950s, Algiers

saw the rapid proliferation of informal settlements

and large-scale housing projects, a phenomenon

that likewise reshaped Marseille in the 1960s.

While both cities’ ports had historically functioned

as defining urban edges, new development shifted

increasingly to the landlocked urban periphery.

These changes were fuelled in turn by waves of

migration, initially from rural areas in Algeria to

the capital city Algiers, and later from Algeria to

France, when Marseille and the surrounding region

became a favoured destination for so-called ‘rapa-

triés’ (repatriates) of both European and Algerian

origin, as well as for Algerian immigrants.

Existing studies of architecture and planning

under French colonialism have primarily focused

either on cities in the colonies, including Algiers, or

on visible traces of empire in Paris and other metro-

politan cities.7 As a result, lines of influence have

most often been traced in one direction or the

other, either from the metropolitan centre to the

colonies, or the reverse. Balibar’s observations

suggest instead that the historian must always

have her eye trained on both horizons simul-

taneously. Seen in this light, Algiers and Marseille

constitute a distinctive ‘double neighbourhood’,

understood here not as a unified region, but as a

volatile, internal frontier that has situated these

two cities in a particularly close, if often fraught,

dialogue with one other. Such a shift in focus to

borders defined geographically, however, must

also be accompanied by a more nuanced consider-

ation of the very categories of citizenship and iden-

tity we use to analyse architecture, particularly in

situations where buildings were explicitly designed

to reinforce social hierarchies and determine inhabi-

tants’ experiences of belonging. In the case of

Algeria and France, as Todd Shepard has shown,

the neat lines between ‘Algerian’ and ‘French’ do

not adequately convey what was a complex and

shifting ideological and legal terrain, especially in

the 1950s and 1960s.8

In what follows, I examine a series of projects that

took shape between Algiers and Marseille in these

decades through three intersecting analytic

frames. First, I consider how architects responded

to local topographies in the consolidation of an evol-

ving housing typology. Secondly, I trace the dynamic

interplay between the informal city and the formal

city, which likewise had profound effects on the

rapid transformation of urban landscapes in both

Algiers and Marseille. New housing forms and

debates about informal settlements, or bidonvilles,

in these two cities cannot be understood without

a third issue: the politics of accommodation and

exclusion that structured mass housing in Algeria

and in France. While the work of architect Roland

Simounet forms an important thread throughout,

the final section looks more closely at his proposals

for Logis d’Anne, a forest encampment for French-

Algerian rapatriés outside Aix-en-Provence, which

was the subject of a detailed renovation plan,

initiated two decades after independence. Within

the broader history of this double neighbourhood,
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Simounet’s trajectory reveals that on-going tensions

about French-Algerian identity continued to shape

markedly ambivalent landscapes well after the end

of empire.

The tower in the garden
In addition to their geographical proximity and his-

torical connections, topographical similarities con-

tributed to a perceived resemblance between

Marseille and Algiers.9 Each city developed in relation

to the Mediterranean Sea and around a densely built

historic core that was, on the eve of the French con-

quest in 1830, surrounded by scattered settlements

and cultivated land. Outlying hills defined both

cities’ boundaries. In Algiers, dramatic bluffs and

ravines created a striking natural amphitheatre with

abrupt changes in elevation of as much as 300

metres. This topography encouraged a relatively

narrow swathe of development concentrated along

the waterfront, extending outward from the

medina, the old walled city, in a pattern that contin-

ued in the twentieth century (Fig. 1).10 By the mid-

nineteenth century, Marseille encompassed an

expanding port infrastructure and far-flung hinter-

land, which fuelled its development into the follow-

ing century. In comparison to Algiers, Marseille’s

varied topography featured more gradual transitions

and level expanses of terrain that accommodated dis-

persed constructions well beyond the old port, the

city’s historic core (Fig. 2).

Historically, both cities were shaped by distinctive

relationships of city and countryside. In Algiers,

areas outside the walled city had been extensively

reshaped during the Ottoman period into a

network of summer residences for urban elites,

each surrounded by extensive gardens or djenan.11

Whether palatial or diminutive in scale, these villas

were distinguished by their terraced orchards and

productive gardens, often irrigated by elaborate

systems of noria (water wheels) and aqueducts.

The outlying areas of Marseille were similarly

defined by bastides: country manors surrounded

by agricultural landscapes characteristic of the Prov-

ence region. Bastides often emerged in tandem with

outlying villages; together they created a defining

urban order predicated on the cultivation of rural

and suburban terrain. In this context, the bastide

functioned simultaneously as leisure space and

investment property, ultimately for the benefit of

elite city dwellers.12

By the early decades of the twentieth century,

both Algiers and Marseille had annexed the formerly

suburban djenan and bastide. At the end of the

Second World War, both cities faced severe

shortages of available housing. In Marseille, new

housing had not kept pace with the city’s population

growth during the interwar years; wartime destruc-

tion and the relatively slow pace of rebuilding only

intensified the problem.13 During this same period,

Algiers experienced its own dramatic population

increase, due especially to rural residents moving

to the capital in search of employment.14

In Algiers, the Mayor, Jacques Chevallier,

famously initiated an ambitious building campaign

in 1953 to address the challenges.15 Several archi-

tects who contributed to these efforts were

members of CIAM-Alger, a loose affiliation of archi-

tects in Algiers active in the Congrès International

d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM). The Swiss-born

architect Pierre-André Emery, an early collaborator
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of Le Corbusier’s and a vocal supporter of his urban

plan for Algiers (1931–42), was the organising force

of CIAM-Alger. In addition to his close associate

Louis Miquel, Emery was joined by Jean de Maison-

seul, Pierre Bourlier and Roland Simounet, the

youngest member of the group.

Chevallier’s initiative, to which all of the CIAM-

Alger architects contributed, aimed to accelerate

housing construction in the capital, where several

high-profile projects were already underway.

Among these, Aéro-Habitat (1950–55), designed

by Miquel, Bourlier and José Ferrer-Laloë, was a tes-

tament to the multi-directional circulation of archi-

tectural ideas between Marseille and Algiers.

Inspired by Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation in Mar-

seille (1946–52), Aéro-Habitat featured duplex flats,

whose balconies—distinguished by their perforated

concrete brise-soleils—served as outdoor extensions
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of interior living spaces (figs 3, 4).16 Like its prede-

cessor, the complex in Algiers featured an elevated,

internal commercial ‘street’ and communal facilities,

including an on-site laundry. In contrast to the

Unité’s single block, however, Aéro-Habitat com-

prised two towers set at a perpendicular angle to

the steeply sloping site (Fig. 5). Two low-rise build-

ings following the hill’s contour lines served to

connect the two towers. The tallest of these

ranged in height from thirteen storeys where it
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met the hill at its highest point to twenty-three

storeys made possible by the precipitous incline.

Like many contemporaneous constructions in

Algiers, Aéro-Habitat occupied a corner of the for-

merly sprawling gardens surrounding an Ottoman-

era villa. In the 1930s, the owners transferred the

property to the city, and soon thereafter it became

the focus of a competition to design what eventually

became the Saint-Saëns (now Beyrouth) Park.17 An

irregularly shaped, three-and-a-half-acre section of

the property was reserved for Aéro-Habitat and

the re-engineered intersection it surmounted,

linking the widened Télémy Boulevard with the

Saint-Saëns Boulevard, a major access route to the

city centre below. Miquel and his colleagues

prided themselves on their compact solution,

which not only allowed the two streets to run

directly under the main tower, but also preserved
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Figure 3. Louis Miquel,
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many established cypress and olive trees. In this way,

Aéro-Habitat embraced Le Corbusier’s vision of a

residential tower in a park, as realised in his Unité

in Marseille.

The Unité was itself rooted in the architect’s earlier

efforts to devise a new urban plan for Algiers, not

only in its defining brise-soleils, but also in the

formula of an elevated tower surrounded by green

space.18 Like the Unité, Aéro-Habitat was conceived

as a mechanism for exploiting panoramic views of

city and sea. However, whereas Le Corbusier had

envisioned the Unité as a motor for decentralised

development, Miquel and his colleagues conceived

Aéro-Habitat as a spectacular urban infill strategy

that redefined the relationship between building

and landscape. As a photo-collage of the complex

emphasised, the two towers were oriented to

accentuate their narrowest façades and downplay
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their considerable mass, while taking full advantage

of the sectional complexity facilitated by the slope

(Fig. 6). Quite unlike Le Corbusier’s example,

Miquel’s towers asserted themselves as defining

new urban landmarks: readily visible from a distance

and strategically poised midway between the com-

mercial heart of Algiers near the waterfront and the

crest of the hills above.

Subsequent housing complexes by CIAM-Alger

architects likewise aimed to exploit the city’s challen-
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Figure 5. Aéro-Habitat,

site plan (Architecture

d’Aujourd’hui, 26: 60,

June, 1955).
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ging topography, including Roland Simounet’s

Djenan el Hasan (1956–62) and the Cité des Car-

rières Jaubert (1957–59), designed by Alexis Daure

and Henri Béri, with Simounet overseeing site plan-

ning. Djenan el Hasan’s very name, ‘beautiful

gardens’, referenced the cultivated landscapes that

had historically defined the outlying areas of

Algiers (Fig. 7). Built into the slope of a steep

ravine along the M’Kacel riverbed in the city’s north-

ern hills, Djenan el Hasan rejected Aéro-Habitat’s

tower form in favour of two-storey dwellings,

which followed the site’s terracing and carefully pre-

served many of its existing trees. By contrast, the

hulking, linear tower block at Carrières Jaubert

embraced the prefabricated processes and monu-

mental scale increasingly favoured by municipal

authorities (Fig. 8). In an effort to counteract the

building’s mass, the architects took pains, as
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d’Aujourd’hui, 26: 60,
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Zeynep Çelik has noted, to create a stepped roofline

intended to echo the adjacent cliff that formed the

quarry’s recognisable silhouette.19

Aéro-Habitat, Djenan el Hasan and Carrières

Jaubert shared approaches to housing and urbanis-

ation that served radically to transform Algiers in the

final decade of French colonial rule. In all three

cases, overlooked urban fragments that bore the

marks of earlier interventions—whether the terra-

cing of Ottoman djenan or more invasive limestone

quarrying—were strategically reintegrated into the

rapidly expanding city. While the tower and

garden formula generally prevailed, even at Djenan

el Hasan, where it was rejected, Simounet was

inspired by Aéro-Habitat’s sensitivity to site.20 Sig-

nificantly, these projects marked a definitive shift

in urban development to the hills far above the

waterfront. Together they represented the final con-

quest of the Ottoman city and an aggressive re-

assertion of Algiers as European capital by way of

a new, modern skyline defined by towers.

Although the Aéro-Habitat model did not expli-

citly travel back to Marseille, the tower in the

garden did find its echo there. As in Algiers, earlier

settlement patterns and cultivated landscapes

made their mark on the large-scale housing ensem-
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Figure 7. Roland

Simounet : Djenan el

Hasan, Algiers, 1956–

62 (Archives Nationales

du Monde du Travail).
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bles that began to populate the outlying areas of

Marseille beginning in the late 1950s. Here the bas-

tides and dispersed villages that had defined the

unusually rural character of the city’s expansive per-

iphery became decisive features of increasingly

monumental housing ensembles. The imprint of

the bastide was evident on multiple registers. New

housing communities routinely took their names

from the properties on which they were erected or

from neighbouring villages, as was the case with

Les Agylades (1961–65), a massive complex of eigh-

teen buildings comprising almost six hundred flats.

Designed by a local architect, Jean Rozan, the

project was erected on the site of a grande bastide

near a village of this name on the city’s northern

edge. New cités that sprung up wholesale

attempted to stitch themselves into Marseille’s fam-

iliar toponymy, often drawing on evocatively pas-

toral nomenclature, like Bel Ombre (‘beautiful

shade’, 1959–61) and La Solitude (1962–65).

Marcel Roncayolo has observed that in mid-nine-

teenth-century Marseille, ‘the city-countryside, con-

siderably modified, was transformed into popular

housing erected between the still resistant blocks of
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bastides, terraces, gardens, and houses’.21 Whereas

the bastides had then largely remained intact, a

century later they provided ready terrain for large-

scale constructions. Many of the resulting new

housing estates were organised, like their predeces-

sors in Algiers, in response to prominent features of

the existing landscape. Constructed on the grounds

of a particularly elegant bastide, La Solitude featured

a quartet of four-storey courtyard blocks organised in

terraces along a wooded allée that defined the

formal garden’s central axis. Bel Ombre’s sixteen-

storey linear block of flats was likewise oriented to

follow a tree-lined allée, while the bastide’s gates

became a vestigial garden folly (Fig. 9).22

Not unlike Algiers in the 1950s, Marseille was

transformed in the following decade through the

concerted re-appropriation of its periphery. The

negotiated model of the tower in the garden was

not the direct translation of building form from

Algiers to Marseille, but the product of repeated

trans-maritime peregrinations. The resulting pro-

jects took different forms, but they shared a con-

certed engagement with the surviving leisurely and

productive landscapes of djenan and bastide.

While many cities witnessed accelerated decentrali-

sation during the post-war decades, in Algiers and

Marseille the colonisation of the periphery by monu-

mental cités posed an irrevocable challenge to the

waterfront and port as defining urban centres.

The bidonvillebidonville and theand the CiteCité
The conquest of the garden by the tower in both

Algiers and Marseille also provoked new tensions

between the formal and informal city. In fact,

Aéro-Habitat seems to have been designed to

ensure that open terrain would not fall prey to

rapidly proliferating bidonvilles. In 1954, the urban

geographer Jean Pelletier noted that the hillsides

and hollows near Aéro-Habitat had been appro-

priated for ad-hoc constructions not readily visible

from a distance.23 One critic described Miquel’s

complex as a much-needed corrective to the

‘exuberant and disorderly constructions’ cropping

up on land long considered unsuitable for build-

ing.24 While the redevelopment of this site was

part of a broader effort to reclaim marginalised

areas for municipally sanctioned building, the

visual bravado of Aéro-Habitat’s towers also

offered a potent retort to strategically hidden infor-

mal dwellings.

As visible proof of the lack of affordable housing

and the growing population of economically disad-

vantaged migrants in Algiers, informal settlements

became the subject of a heated debate in the mid-

1950s. Such constructions had first emerged as a

notable phenomenon in Algiers in the 1920s,

around the same time that authorities in Marseille

were decrying the spread of makeshift encamp-

ments near the central railway station and else-

where.25 While the events of the Second World

War further exacerbated the situation in both

cities, only in the following decade were coordi-

nated efforts made to redress the problem.

CIAM-Alger architects were among the first to

examine seriously the built forms and spatial prac-

tices of the bidonville. In preparation for the CIAM

9 meeting, which was to take place in Aix-en-Prov-

ence in 1953, Emery, Miquel, Bourlier, Maisonseul

and Simounet undertook detailed studies of La

Mahieddine. Then the city’s largest and best-estab-
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lished bidonville, this area had developed incremen-

tally on expansive gardens surrounding the Mahied-

dine villa, another Ottoman-era suburban residence

(Fig. 10). In the 1930s, the owners began renting

out portions of their acreage. An initial cluster of

dwellings eventually swelled into a dense conglom-
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eration of around 10,000 inhabitants, complete

with its own commercial quarter.26 The CIAM-

Alger study—comprising architectural plans, photo-

graphs, drawings, interviews, and images culled

from other sources—was presented in the standar-

dised form of the CIAM grid, organised into the

reigning functional categories of dwelling, work,

leisure and communication.27 These findings were

presented at CIAM 9, which was dedicated to the

question of ‘habitat’ and featured a tour of Le Cor-

busier’s recently completed Unité d’Habitation in

Marseille.

CIAM-Alger architects devoted considerable ener-

gies to documenting La Mahieddine’s buildings and

activities. Their final presentation panels highlighted

how inhabitants transformed their living spaces,

whether through shifting the uses of a room over

the course of a day, or more permanent additions

to accommodate new needs. One drawing,

focused on a typical dwelling, depicted a tree in

the courtyard as the home’s defining centre, while

an accompanying text described the second-storey

addition as an organic accretion (Fig. 11). In numer-

ous images featuring terraced constructions and
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Figure 10. La

Mahieddine bidonville,

Algiers, c.1953 (CIAM-

Alger study; Fondation

Le Corbusier).
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ubiquitous staircases, strategies of spatial layering

were claimed as the bidonville’s structuring logic.

Zeynep Çelik has argued that the process of

studying both the built forms and everyday life of

La Mahieddine represented a significant, early cri-

tique of CIAM principles. In particular, she praised

Simounet’s thoughtful attention to indigenous cul-

tural practices and his celebration of everyday

objects, while emphasising that the bidonville pro-

vided a powerful model for his subsequent work.28

By contrast, Richard Klein has insisted that the

formal results of this collaborative research

project were less a repudiation of Le Corbusier’s

ideas than testament to their continued influence

on these architects.29 I would argue that these

competing impulses coexist within the CIAM-

Alger project and constitute an animating

tension, but that this endeavour must also be

understood within the broader dynamics of identi-

fication and distance endemic to the colonial situ-

ation.30 Positioning themselves as insiders with

intimate knowledge of the bidonville and its

inhabitants, Simounet and his colleagues neverthe-

less maintained their distance as architect-experts,

appropriating local cultural forms for their own

purposes.
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These architects’ documentary impulse served dis-

tinctly constructive ends, as their study provided

fodder for the design of a dwelling unit, intended

as a model for re-housing La Mahieddine’s residents

(Fig. 12). The modest flat echoed the Unité d’Habi-

tation’s duplex strategy, featuring a loggia and an

abbreviated mezzanine level accessible by a stair-

case. A drawing depicted the dwelling as if occu-

pied, its sparse furnishings—inspired by objects

observed in La Mahieddine—standing in for tempor-

arily absent inhabitants.31 The CIAM-Alger ‘cell’ was

clearly indebted to Le Corbusier, as was the re-ima-

gined ‘Algerian’ modulor featured in another

drawing, here wearing a traditional burnous (Fig.

13). This unresolved conjunction of a universaliaing

conception of dwelling and its localised represen-

tation in ‘Algerian’ dress reveals an underlying

ambivalence about the bidonville as model.

The CIAM-Alger study and model dwelling later

provided the starting point for Simounet’s design

for Djenan el Hasan, first begun in 1956 (see

Figure 7 above). The project was one of several

new cités de transit, or transitional flats, that were

meant to provide temporary, emergency dwelling
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Figure 12. CIAM-Alger
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for former residents of the bidonville before they

were relocated to permanent accommodation.

Djenan el Hasan included 210 units, divided into

four different flat types, including variations on

one-room units with a loggia and duplex models

with a loggia and a second room (Fig. 14), the

latter an abbreviated iteration of the CIAM-Alger

cell, with dimensions derived from Le Corbusier’s

modulor (Fig. 15). Simounet’s innovation was to

develop a new housing type distinct from typical

tower-block or low-rise schemes, by organising

modules in terraced formation following the

ravine’s steep incline.32 Each terraced level featured

a corridor traversing that row of units and providing

a horizontal circulation path with access to each

dwelling. Narrow staircases, conjoining shared,

open patios at various levels, broke the project

into irregular clusters of cells and allowed vertical cir-

culation between lower units and those further up

the hill.

With this design, Simounet ensured that each flat

had access to a view. Located near the crest of a hill,

Djenan el Hasan was—in stark contrast to Aéro-

Habitat—hidden in a ravine, oriented away from

the water, and not readily visible from the surround-

ing city. Intended to displace the bidonville, Djenan
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Figure 14. Djenan el

Hasan, plan of duplex

unit type (Archives

Nationales du Monde

du Travail).
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el Hasan was erected near a small informal settle-

ment. A photograph taken shortly after the

complex was completed reveals the formal echo

with the neighbouring auto-constructions (Fig. 16).

In its sectional logic and vaulted roofs, the project

recalled strategies observed in La Mahieddine.33

Although Simounet seemed here to monumentalise

ad-hoc informality, these extremely small living

spaces could not easily accommodate their inhabi-

tants, let alone their shifting needs or expanding

households, despite the fact that such realities had

been crucial lessons of the CIAM-Alger studies. At
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Hasan, plan of typical

housing cluster

(Archives Nationales du

Monde du Travail).
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the same time that formal constructions in Algiers

increasingly took to the hills, they followed the

path of the bidonville, a link overtly expressed in

housing complexes like La Mahieddine and Nador,

named for the informal settlements they displaced

(and the Ottoman djenan they had previously colo-
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Figure 16. Djenan el

Hasan, view with

informal structures in

foreground (Archives

Nationales du Monde

du Travail). 575

580

585

590

595

600



nised). Ubiquitous bidonvilles thus marked the

leading edge of urbanisation in Algiers, even as

new cités like Djenan el Hasan were predicated on

their destruction.

Efforts to rein in proliferating shantytowns

through the construction of cités de transit and

more permanent flats were critical aspects of the

Mayor, Jacques Chevallier’s building campaign in

Algiers. Beginning in the mid-1950s, Algiers

became a model for local authorities in Marseille

alarmed by the city’s expanding informal settle-

ments. In 1956, Sonacotra (the national construc-

tion company for workers of Algerian origin) was

founded in France as a coordinated response to

the pressing problem of the bidonville and to the

rapidly growing North African immigrant popu-

lation. Sonacotra and, after 1960, Logirem, its affili-

ate in Marseille, launched an ambitious programme

to construct cités de transit intended to re-house

bidonville residents.34

By 1961, between 15,000 and 20,000 people

were estimated to live in informal settlements in Mar-

seille, making it the largest such concentration

outside the Parisian suburbs.35 As in Algiers, bidon-

villes in Marseille had often developed on outlying

properties, either where owners had rented small,

subdivided plots or on vacant municipal lands. The

latter was true of Cap Janet, where 150 families

(120 of whom were of North African origin) settled

on a bluff by this name overlooking the northern

reaches of the city’s sprawling docks.36 During the

Second World War, Cap Janet served as command

headquarters for the occupying German authority,

located directly above its submarine base. Aban-

doned after the war, this relatively inaccessible site

and its extant concrete bunkers offered an oppor-

tune terrain for re-appropriation. In 1961, Logirem

began planning an ambitious cité de transit at Cap

Janet. Initially intended for Algerian and North

African residents, this project helped to inaugurate

Marseille’s efforts to ‘re-absorb’ the bidonville, fol-

lowing strategies first used in Algiers (Fig. 17).

In both Algiers and Marseille, the bidonville’s rapid

growth was tied to the precipitous growth of the

immigrant population and to systematic failures to

redress the lack of adequate, affordable housing.

The informal city only registered as a problem with

local authorities, however, when unauthorised con-

structions and their residents became a visible pres-

ence, especially in increasingly desirable areas of the

city. While the cité was heralded as a solution to the

bidonville, formal housing policies had facilitated

the emergence of informal settlements in the first

place. The cité de transit in particular proved to be

a remarkably inadequate solution, as these units

were often less accommodating and certainly less

flexible than the dwellings they were meant to

replace. In 1959, Robert Descloitres asserted that

the bidonville in Algiers was ‘a by-product of con-

temporary architecture’, wilfully produced through

structural neglect.37 The same could certainly be

said for Marseille. In both cases, the bidonvilles

and the cités intended to supplant them represented

enduring urban consequences of colonialism.

The politics of accommodation
In November, 1954, as Jacques Chevallier, the

Mayor, was celebrating the first victories in what

he termed ‘the battle for housing’, the situation

in Algiers shifted radically. That month the FLN
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(Front de Libération Nationale or National Liber-

ation Front) declared its existence through a series

of armed attacks and officially called for Algeria’s

independence. While the beginning of the Algerian

revolution was accompanied by the acceleration of

Chevallier’s building campaign, the city of Algiers

was simultaneously transformed by the systematic,

forced displacement of rural residents. Because the

FLN’s early operations were based outside the

capital, rural areas—especially less accessible

mountainous regions—were understood to be

hotbeds of resistance. The forced ‘re-grouping’ of

rural populations into readily policed barracks and

blocks of flats were strategies employed by the

French military in a bid to disrupt the FLN’s net-

works and sympathies. At the same time, the pro-

vision of new, modern housing in Algiers had the

explicit aim of pacifying ‘Muslim’ Algerians, follow-

ing the familiar assumption that, if housing needs

were met and living conditions improved, the

benefits of colonial rule would be eagerly

embraced.38
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The capital city’s shifting demographics had

already prompted growing concern. From the

1920s onward the relative balance between ‘Euro-

pean’ Algerians—the settler population that had

long constituted a majority in the capital—and

‘Muslim’ Algerians changed drastically. By 1954,

although ‘European’ Algerians still predominated,

‘Muslim’ Algerians comprised forty-six percent of

the population, a considerable increase from

thirty-four percent in 1936.39 At the same time,

emerging nationalist movements in Algeria gave

the lie to the universalising claims of the French

Republican tradition. After the Second World War,

French status had been extended to most male

‘Muslim’ Algerians (also referred to as ‘Muslim

French from Algeria’), although many of the usual

rights of citizenship were not granted until 1958.

Prior to these changes, ‘Muslim’ Algerians who

became naturalised French citizens, thanks to mili-

tary service or other special circumstances, were

often called ‘évolués,’ that is, ‘evolved’ or ‘civilised’

subjects.40 In the 1950s, competing colonial ideol-

ogies of assimilation (which assumed that all

French subjects would eventually become French

citizens) and coexistence (which attributed distinct

classes of citizenship to different populations) were

given concrete form in Chevallier’s ‘battle for

housing’.

New constructions were conceived within the fra-

mework of evolutionary housing, so that distinct

dwelling typologies were designed to accommodate

discrete groups, defined by ethnic identity and civil

status. An important aim of the system was to

move ‘Muslim’ Algerians from the uncontrolled

spaces of the bidonville to transitional units in cités

de transit, and finally into European-style flats. In

the process, architecture would actively transform

rural migrants into modern, urban residents, who

would, by definition, be Europeanised.41 Djenan el

Hasan was thus conceived as a stopping point en

route to the ultimate destination of something like

Aéro-Habitat. Evolutionary housing was built on

the universalist assumption that all French subjects

could become French citizens, even though the

very notion of the ‘évolué’ paradoxically fixed a

rigid hierarchy defined by racial difference. The

degree to which this ideology was fully naturalised

in the colonial context is evident in the CIAM-

Alger studies, where the more solidly built houses

in La Mahieddine were described as ‘evolved shanty-

town dwellings’ (habitations bidonvilles évoluées).42

Simounet’s collaboration with Daure and Béri at

Carrières Jaubert was an even more ambitious

experiment in evolutionary housing than Djenan el

Hasan (see Figure 8 above). Once again, the

CIAM-Alger cell served as inspiration, here further

simplified into what Simounet described as ‘sturdy

units’, most featuring a single room with minimal

built-in storage and narrow, unembellished

loggia.43 Of the 1600 units originally projected,

only 800 were constructed, all within one imposing

linear tower block, featuring shared lavatories and

steam baths. Both Carrières Jaubert and Djenan el

Hasan evidenced the fact that the cité de transit

was an illusory ideal. Rather than springboards to

better accommodation, they effectively became per-

manent dwellings cordoned off from the surround-

ing city, with insufficient space and amenities. The

inhabitants of Djenan el Hasan nevertheless asserted

their own priorities in architectural form, as many
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walled up loggia to increase their enclosed living

area.44 Here at least the bidonville seemed to take

its revenge on the cité.

Ideas about evolutionary housing consolidated in

Algiers eventually found their way to Marseille. In

fact, the cité de transit—also called the cité évolu-

tif—became ‘the centrepiece’ of the city’s housing

programme, especially for projects targeting recent

immigrants.45 The bidonville at Cap Janet, for one,

was to be replaced by a cité évolutif of the same

name, designed by Henri Marty and Marcel Roux

(1961–70). While temporary accommodation else-

where allowed for the demolition of extant struc-

tures and the settlement’s transformation into a

construction site, former bidonville residents were

to be given new flats at Cap Janet. The initial

design featured elements intended to facilitate

incremental integration into the complex’s three

sixteen-storey towers. A village de transit, compris-

ing a cluster of low-rise houses, would provide on-

site transitional dwellings as an intermediary step

between the bidonville and a high-rise flat.46 The

sudden influx of migrants from Algeria to Marseille

in 1962, just as construction was beginning,

altered the project mid-course, and ultimately only

the three towers were erected (see Figure 17 above).

By the time Algeria officially became independent

on July 5th, 1962, ‘European’ Algerians, who were

increasingly referred to as pieds-noirs, had fled the

country in droves. While the vast majority of these

so-called rapatriés (repatriates) headed for France,

including hundreds of thousands who ultimately

settled in Marseille and the surrounding region,

many were ‘returning’ to a place that they had

never personally known.47 In Marseille, these new

arrivals faced extreme housing shortages, few avail-

able jobs and considerable resentment by their

metropolitan compatriots. In response, local auth-

orities scrambled to complete housing projects

then underway, like Cap Janet, and to plan even

more ambitious developments. In several cases,

including Bel Ombre, Les Agylades and La Solitude,

construction was systematically accelerated.

The mass exodus of the rapatriés and the advent

of independence placed new pressures not only on

available housing stock in Marseille, but also on

the understanding of housing as a mechanism of

assimilation. Whereas the cité de transit had been

initially adopted in Marseille as an appropriate typol-

ogy for ‘Muslim’ Algerians, the target population for

evolutionary housing shifted dramatically following

the arrival of the pieds-noirs. Given popular assump-

tions about their rural origins and political conserva-

tism, pieds-noirs were seen as not really French and

therefore in need of assimilation into metropolitan,

urban culture.48 The elimination of Cap Janet’s

village de transit, which followed the abrupt shift

in the project’s anticipated inhabitants from the

bidonville’s primarily North African immigrants to

recently arrived pieds-noirs, suggests that the latter

were nevertheless thought to be more easily inte-

grated. This new cité, like so many others built in

Marseille after 1962, took shape through what

might be understood as a kind of internal colonisa-

tion. Increasingly, the strategy of segregation

embraced in housing projects in Algiers was rejected

in favour of integration, in the hopes of preventing

the ghetto-isation of French Algerians of all types.

A notable exception to the rule was the plight of

the harkis: that is, ‘Muslim’ Algerians who had
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been or were perceived as being loyal to France

during the war for independence.

Thousands of so-called harkis were also among

the rapatriés who left Algeria for France around

1962, often only narrowly escaping violent reprisals.

Once they reached metropolitan soil, they were

treated as refugees rather than as French citizens.

While some harkis were housed in new cités in Mar-

seille, including Les Agylades, most were relocated

to encampments in outlying rural areas.49 Nine kilo-

metres outside the village of Jouques, in the moun-

tains near Aix-en-Provence, Logis d’Anne was a

typical example, combining new prefabricated bar-

racks with existing, unoccupied dwellings originally

built for electricity workers. While evolutionary

housing had translated colonial ideologies of assim-

ilation and coexistence into architectural form, the

creation of ‘forest hamlets’ for the harkis was the

ultimate spatial expression of a racialised hierarchy

and of the denial of French Algeria that emerged

in the wake of independence. Once again, tempor-

ary accommodation became permanent dwellings,

even as their spatial isolation belied any ready possi-

bility of integration.

Repatriated architecture
Like numerous architects of European descent who

lived and worked in Algeria, Simounet headed to

France in the summer of 1962. Born in Guyotville,

on the outskirts of Algiers, Simounet could trace

his family’s roots in Algeria back five generations.

Unlike many of his fellow pied-noir architects,

Simounet returned to Algiers in January, 1963, to

take up a new post as professor of North African

housing at the École des Beaux-Arts, reopened

two months earlier.50 Over the next several years,

even as he maintained close ties with colleagues

like Louis Miquel, who had permanently decamped

to Paris, Simounet focused most of his attention on

his reconstituted practice in Algiers. From his new

office in the Immeuble-Pont Budreau (Fig. 18), up

the street from Aéro-Habitat, he could more easily

oversee his multiple projects then underway in the

Democratic and Popular Republic of Algeria, includ-

ing an extension to Djenan el Hasan.51

At first, many rapatriés believed that they would

go back to Algeria once the violence had subsided.

Like Simounet, some men returned relatively

quickly, while their wives and children remained in

France, in the hopes that the entire family would

soon be reunited in Algeria.52 In letters to his col-

leagues and family in Paris, Simounet repeatedly

stressed the difficulties of life in Algiers and above

all the near impossibility of extracting payment for

on-going projects from government agencies still

in flux. His experience vividly demonstrates that

the dismantling of French Algeria was an incremen-

tal, messy and incomplete process. At some point

near the end of 1967, Simounet abandoned his

office in Algiers and moved permanently to Paris, a

year after obtaining the official status of rapatrié.53

A decade and a half later, in 1983, the Ministry

charged with overseeing the affairs of the rapatriés

hired Simounet as consulting architect for two pro-

jects: the renovation of Logis d’Anne and a

museum dedicated to the rapatriés just north of

Marseille in L’Estaque.54 In the first of these, Simou-

net returned to concerns that had fuelled his work

with CIAM-Alger in the 1950s. Established as a

‘forest hamlet’ for harkis, Logis d’Anne provided

965

The Journal
of Architecture
Volume 16
Number 6

725

730

735

740

745

750



minimal shelters for 110 families, many of whom

were employed in the forestry service. The settle-

ment comprised five two-storey dwellings that had

been constructed in 1948 by the national power

company to house construction workers for a

nearby hydroelectric dam. Thirty prefabricated

dwellings (the ‘Forestry’ cluster), and a school

were erected in 1963, and a third set of prefabri-
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Figure 18. Pierre Marie
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cated barracks was added in 1975 to accommodate

the expanding population. By the early 1980s, only

fifty-six families (354 total inhabitants) remained,

and their dwellings were in extremely poor con-

dition.

The site itself posed a considerable challenge, not

only due to its dense woods and rocky terrain, but

also to a deep ravine that divided the settlement

into two separate housing clusters. Creating an

interconnected residential zone was thus a major

focus of Simounet’s plan (Fig. 19). As at Djenan el

Hasan, Simounet took advantage of the steep

slope to create a terraced effect, with clusters of

buildings following the site’s natural contour lines.

Surmounted by a bridge, the ravine would provide

a focal point for new community buildings, includ-

ing a public square lined by arcades housing new

commercial spaces, a school, an outdoor

amphitheatre and a youth centre. Dwellings on

either side of the gorge would be linked by the

bridge, which was designed to be an ‘immeuble-

pont,’ that is, flats in a building whose roof served

as a navigable road. This pivotal feature of Simou-

net’s proposals was clearly inspired by Pierre

Marie’s striking Immeuble-Pont Budreau (1952) in

Algiers, where Simounet set up his post-indepen-

dence architectural office (see Figure 18). Built into

a dramatic ravine, the Immeuble-Pont Budreau,

like the nearby Aéro-Habitat, was a belated recup-

eration of Le Corbusier’s earlier, unrealised
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schemes for Algiers.55 Unlike its predecessors,

however, the ‘flats-bridge’ at Logis d’Anne would

be traversable only by foot, not by car.

In his plans for new residences to be built on either

side of the ravine, Simounet returned to his designs

for Djenan el Hasan, even as he further developed

the earlier project’s spatial dynamics of autonomy

and interconnection. As at Djenan el Hasan, the

new units at Logis d’Anne were organised in irregular

clusters that followed the ravine’s steep slope in ter-

raced formation. Individual dwellings featured their

own garden courtyards, often punctuated by a

single tree, reminiscent of the drawing of a typical

house in La Mahieddine included in the CIAM-Alger

studies (see Figure 11 above). Vaulted roofs, similar

to those at Djenan el Hasan, became defining

elements of the new residential areas and the

subject of detailed study (Fig. 20). Although he

retained aspects of Djenan el Hasan’s built form

and site design, Simounet attempted to redress key

limitations of his earlier project by providing more

commodious living spaces in the proposed three-,

four- and five-room dwellings, designing interiors

with sliding partitions, and incorporating important

public amenities. Even as Simounet’s work in

Algiers served as a critical reference point, his pro-

posed renovation of Logis d’Anne offered a compel-

ling critique of the cité de transit: above all its

inflexibility and its vision of dwelling reduced

merely to emergency shelter.

In the early stages of the project, Simounet

worked closely with Marwan Abi-Samra, a sociol-

ogist based at the University of Lyon, on an exhaus-

tive survey of the site’s history and current residents

financed by the Secretary of State to the rapatriés.56

The parallels with the CIAM-Alger studies of La

Mahieddine are striking, despite Abi-Samra’s more

detailed and academically rigorous analysis. As

with La Mahieddine, considerable attention was

paid to how the built landscape was used over the

course of a typical day. In contrast to the CIAM-

Alger studies, Abi-Samra looked closely at how the

site had changed since its residents were first relo-

cated there in 1963, at the same time that he pains-

takingly traced how gender and generational

affiliations shaped patterns of sociability and appro-

priations of space. For example, interviews and on-

site observation revealed that the relationship

between domestic and public space shifted dramati-

cally during the day; after the men left for work,

women moved outside to reclaim pathways and

open areas as extensions of their dwellings—occu-

pied and controlled by women.57 Founded as an

ethnic enclave, deliberately isolated from outsiders,

and defined by provisional accommodation, Logis

d’Anne had nevertheless been transformed by its

residents. Shared experience had likewise helped

forge a dense fabric of close social ties and a keen

attachment to place.
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Simounet developed his proposals with Abi-

Samra’s conclusions in mind. In his early notes, the

architect had imagined Logis d’Anne transformed

into a typical French village, complete with the

requisite bakery, pharmacy and small grocery shop.

After Abi-Samra’s study, Simounet attempted

instead to formalise the informal dynamics of this

close-knit community, especially by creating a

single entrance to the site and a clearly defined

civic centre, complete with vital public amenities.

Even the new dwellings would telegraph this per-

ceived social cohesion by way of the repeated

forms of their vaulted roofs. At the same time, the

architect hoped to enhance the community’s auton-

omy, both spatially and economically. A new petrol

station erected near Logis d’Anne’s main entrance

was imagined as a means of monetarily profiting

from the site’s otherwise vexing proximity to the

national highway. Simounet even proposed that

residents be put to work physically to build their

new community as a means of combating the extre-

mely high unemployment rate, especially amongst

the youth. Auto-construction would thus return

through the back door, framed this time through

the new terms of ‘participation’, but ultimately

subject to the design control of the architect’s

master plan.

Simounet’s work at Logis d’Anne aimed to redress

the manifold problems that plagued what was

essentially a state-sponsored encampment—not

unlike the temporary barracks erected in Algiers

during the 1950s for forcibly displaced rural,

‘Muslim’ Algerian residents. However, the consider-

able energy he invested in this project was also

fuelled in part by his desire to recuperate his own

early architectural career in Algiers. Identification

and the desire to draw on personal knowledge

were certainly at work here. However, their limits

were equally at play, as was provocatively suggested

by early handwritten notes about the project, in the

margins of which he had written, ‘learn Arabic’.58

Even as Simounet took pains to accommodate

Abi-Samra’s analysis of daily activities and spatial

appropriations at Logis d’Anne in his plans, he still

seemed to see these residents through the lens of

his experiences in La Mahieddine and to fall back

on earlier models of evolutionary housing.

A sketch depicting a typical interior in the reno-

vated Logis d’Anne (Fig. 21) bore an uncanny resem-

blance to the interior of the CIAM-Alger model cell

(se Figure 13 above), with its built-in sitting area,

sparse furnishings and figure reminiscent of his

‘Algerian’ modulor. Here the architect seemed to

conflate the distant reality of recent rural migrants

to Algiers he met in 1953 with the radically different

situation of Logis d’Anne’s residents who had been

living in France for two decades. The harkis had sub-

stantial experience on the front lines of Franco-
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Algerian interaction, given that they had played an

active role in the French military and colonial admin-

istration in Algeria, even before their displacement

to France. Despite these realities, which Abi-Samra

had insightfully described as ‘a double cultural

belonging’, Simounet effectively flattened these

complexities into a singular architectural form and

cultural identity.59 The renovation of Logis d’Anne

was, however, never undertaken, as political tides

were turning towards integration and sufficient

funding was not forthcoming from local, regional

or state authorities. In 1987, after a series of

violent protests at Logis d’Anne, the remaining resi-

dents were moved to existing cités in neighbouring

towns and the surviving structures were demol-

ished.

Crumbling barracks isolated within a dense,

mountainous forest deep inside Marseille’s far-

flung hinterland would seem an unlikely location

for reviving the ideals of CIAM-Alger, let alone the

ambitious housing projects of 1950s’ Algiers. The

partial reading of a forest hamlet in Provence

through the lens of the bidonville and the cité de

transit in Algiers produced a markedly ambivalent

landscape, where the desire to redress historical

inequities suffered by the harkis uneasily coexisted

with a desire to reanimate forms and experiences

of the architect’s own French-Algerian past. Both

Simounet’s circuitous trajectory after independence

and his proposed renovation of Logis d’Anne

demonstrate the degree to which the architectural

legacies of France in Algeria and Algeria in France

have had significant afterlives long after the end of

empire. As much as late-colonial Algiers preserved

traces of its Ottoman past and post-war Marseille

retained the defining structures of its bastides, archi-

tecture in both France and Algeria continues to bear

the marks of a shared colonial past and to be shaped

by on-going connections, especially along the

internal frontiers of Algiers/Marseille.
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à Marseille, vol. 4 (Aix-en-Provence, Edisud, 1991),

p. 133.

14. The city’s population grew from 214,520 in 1931 to

357,753 in 1954, a seventy-five percent

increase. J. Pelletier, Alger, 1955 (Paris, Belles Lettres,

1959), pp. 6–7.
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