
PreSerViNg the receNt PaSt  
As the 21st architect to receive the 
Richard Morris Hunt Fellowship, 
architect, preservationist, and profes-
sor Vanessa Fernandez will spend six 
months in the United States studying 
the practice of preserving architecture 
of the “recent past.”

Her work is helping to redefine the 
span of preservation by looking at how 
modern architecture is being rewoven 
into the urban fabric of American 
cities. What she finds here, she plans 
to bring back home to Paris. She 
specifically wants to see how 21st-
century approaches, techniques, and 
issues such as sustainability can help 
preserve our architectural heritage. 

The preservation of modern architec-
ture is different from that of classi-
cal architecture—different enough 
to merit separate courses of study. 
Until 2006, there was no specialized 
post-master’s training course in the 
preservation of 20th-century archi-
tecture in Paris. That year, Fernandez 
was on the team of professors that 
created a new program at the Ecole 
Nationale Superieure d’Architecture 
de Paris-Belleville. The focus of this 
new course of study is on the pres-
ervation of buildings from the more 
recent past being affected by new 
development.
 
Fernandez is currently an assistant 
lecturer at the ENSA de Toulouse 
(ENSAT), a school that recently 
redeveloped its master’s of historic 

preservation program. The university 
recruited Fernandez in 2009, around 
the same time that she applied for 
the Hunt Fellowship. One of her 
goals when she returns is to improve 
teaching on preservation in order to 
increase students’ interest and skill 
in preserving the recent past.

Fernandez explains why she chose  
to apply for a program focused on 
preservation in the US:

“There’s always been an exchange 
in architecture between Europe and 
America. In many ways, Ameri-
can modern architecture inspired 
other countries after WWII. French 
architects since the 1950s have been 
interested in what’s happening in 
America.” She is excited to continue 
the trans-Atlantic exchange that AAF 
has been supporting since 1990.

“I want to thank AAF for the super 
work they are doing,” she said. “Its 
network is fantastic; I’ve met some of 
the most skilled and involved people in 
this field. It is at a very high level.” Over 
the past two decades, the Hunt Fellows 
have formed a sort of preservation 
family, and Fernandez looks forward to 
meeting them all.

Fernandez’s American tour began in 
Washington, DC, on July 12, 2010; 
she then proceeded to Philadelphia, 
Boston, New York City, Mexico City 
for a conference, and finally, Chicago. 
Her time in the US is broken up into 
two periods because she had to
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return to ENSAT in September 
to teach a semester. She will 
return to the US in February for 
four more months to tour west 
coast cities. 

This trip was her first to the na-
tion’s capital. “I found DC to be 
very surprising; it was built quite 
recently and is a modern city.” 
As the country’s capital, she 
continued, the way architectural 
preservation is carried out is a bit 
more public. “One project will go 
through several boards of skilled 
people, where it is edited and 
critiqued a lot. There’s a lot of 
interaction in the process.” 

Her time in the US is not only 
divided by location; it’s also di-
vided by theme. Her six months 
of exposure to best practices 
in architectural heritage and 
preservation will be in the form 
of intensive research as well 
as dialogues with some of the 
leading American preservation 
professionals in her field. 

Her time here and her research 
that develops from it will then 
be oriented around three key 
themes: (1) the practice of 
preserving modern architecture, 
(2) the philosophies behind 
preservation, and (3) the teach-
ing of preservation. These three 
themes combined will shape a 
report that she plans to apply to 
preservation in France.  

Fernandez sees herself as a 
messenger charged with taking 
the best practices of American 
preservationists working on 20th-
century buildings back to her col-
leagues in France. “France needs 
many more good professionals 
trained to do preservation, and 
they need a lot of programs with 
more of a focus on this recent 
past architecture,” she explained. 

One of the reasons for this is 
because in the ’60s and ’70s, 
there was a building boom in 
France during which millions 
of dwellings and office build-
ings were constructed. “These 
buildings of the recent past need 
to be identified, and we need to 
know how to take care of them,” 
she concluded.

Her final report will include a 
general overview of her time as 
a Hunt Fellow as well as specific 
case studies. She hopes that 
looking at what is going on here 
in America will help her see what 
is going on at home. 

“Often, you don’t really see what 
is going on until you step away 
and then come back.”

The Richard Morris Hunt  
Fellowship program is  
supported through a  
generous gift from Lafarge. 

 

The Richard Morris  
Hunt Fellowship,
co-sponsored by the 
american architectural 
Foundation and the 
French Heritage society, 
began in 1990 and now 
has 20 alumni Fellows. The 
purpose of the Fellowship 
is to offer an intensive 
six-month work/study 
program that provides 
immersion in the latest 
preservation techniques 
and practices. To realize 
the Fellowship’s goals 
and foster a meaningful 
exchange of ideas 
between their respective 
countries, american and 
French architects travel to 
one another’s countries in 
alternating years. 

Left: Smithsonian Hirshorn Museum in Washington, 
DC, SOM, 1974. 

Right: Ben Franklin’s Ghost Structure in Philadelphia, 
Pennslyvania, Robert Venturi, 1976.
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