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The Burgundy region of France is one of the country’s most beautiful, and not merely because of the many world-class vineyards that line the
valley. Visitors may have made the trip to sample the famed vintages here, but they also remember the landscape itself, the small villages,
and the modest chateaux that dot the area. This former hospital in Meursault, a UNESCO World Heritage site (since 2015), was built in the
early 12th century as a leprosarium by the Duke of Burgundy, lending it an ancestry that makes it one of the region’s oldest structures. In the
habit of the times, the medical facility was administered by a monastery, and sheltered the poor and the sick, but also soldiers and pilgrims. It
comprised the Gatehouse, the Poor Hall and the Chapel, as well as a courtyard garden partially enclosed by low stone walls. Its more recent
history includes use as a coach house, and then an agricultural farm. It sits on the outskirts of the village on a flat site amid vineyards and
crop fields.
The project, which is likely to seem controversial to some, reconstituted the enclosure of the hospital, which had fallen into disrepair. A
small ‘piazza’ has been created to welcome visitors to Meursault. The spatial character of the courtyard reflects the inherently introverted
nature of the building’s historical purpose, and underlines its physical claim within the broad, flat-bottomed valley, as if it wants to stake out
a tiny territory almost defensively. This happens to give the compound a strong presence against the horizon. The new addition adheres to
the remnants of the original enclosure walls, which had fallen into a ruinous state. The introduction of new programme related to tourism
brings continued use to the site. The Gatehouse now hosts the Tourist Information Office, while the Poor Hall and the Chapel spaces now
accommodate temporary exhibitions. The project included significant restorations and reconstruction work of the original structures.
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The obviously contemporary wing, an L-shaped arm branching off the original building, is a narrow, minimalist piece clad in silvery
zinc panels. It is conceived as a geometric response to the original layout configuration of the hospital, with a few deliberate ‘twists’
to distort its implied conservatism in massing form. The cross-sectional shape is compressed on one flank so that it is no longer a
symmetrical peaked roof, and at its end another ‘push’ has angled the final wall off perpendicular. This clarifies its era perhaps, and
attempts to bring more interest to what is a decidedly simple form, though one might argue the external cladding (and simplified internal
surfaces of wood) did that already. The zinc cloak, punctuated by randomly spaced vertical window openings set into the angled walls,
tells us what we need to know about chronology.
The pale blue-grey of the metal panels meshes surprisingly nicely with the chalky cream tones of the original Burgundy stone structure;
both seem to bask in the local sunshine. Their respective matt surfaces absorb light rather than reflect it, allowing the complex to rest
in some tranquillity within its immediate context. And the trendily handled randomness of the window placements here just happens
to echo the similar ad hoc quality of apertures on the original building, even if both issue from entirely different epochs and schools
of thought. The dramatic angles of the new wing’s roofline and the gentle slope of the walls on its courtyard side help meld the little
addition into the collage of angles and slopes expressed in the older portion.
It is very difficult to make a project that simultaneously explores contrast and resolution; that pays homage to a treasured relic, yet also
states something new and very different. What initially startles as a marriage of opposites, gradually evolves into a pairing of mentor and
student, and the relationship starts to convince. The architects have managed the task with enough sensitivity to quiet at least some of
the purists.
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