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We designed a space that 
could modulate sound, 
creating a concert hall that 
can itself be played along 
with the music generated 
inside – the space becomes a 
unique musical instrument

IRCAM
Paris, France



IRCAM (Institute for Research and Co-ordination in Acoustics 
and Music) was built as the domain of the presiding genius 
of modern French music, Pierre Boulez, and as a centre 
for leading-edge musical research and experimentation. 
Research is carried out by scientists and musicians into 
psycho-acoustics, electronics, computer science, artificial 
intelligence, neuro-psychology, linguistics and sociology, in 
addition to more traditional musical disciplines.

Though open to the public, IRCAM did not easily fit within 
the Centre Pompidou. In particular, a high degree of sound 
insulation was necessary to eliminate external noise and 
permit a wide range of concerts and rehearsals to take place 
simultaneously. Flexibility of the spaces within the Centre 
was neither possible nor desirable. The result was that the 
Institute’s accommodation was created as a highly serviced 
subterranean building beneath the Place Igor Stravinsky 
next to Beaubourg. The concert halls and studios are 
approached via a ‘cascade’ of stairs which is the inversion of 
the escalators which crawl across the front of the  
Centre Pompidou.
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IRCAM has four main departments: instrument and voice, 
electro-acoustics, computer, and general acoustics 
research and co-ordination, each with its own offices, labs 
and studios. The building is divided into compartments 
which house suspended studios and high performance 
inner acoustic shells, within which the main research and 
experimental activities take place. The choice of studio types 
with variable properties allows for a wide range of acoustic 
flexibility. The main product of the building – sound – can be 
piped anywhere. Any combination of spaces, listeners and 
sound inputs can be linked together as one participatory unit, 
giving virtually total acoustic flexibility within the building. The 
main studio is a superbly-equipped experimental facility – 
suspended within the main structure and thus isolated from 
airborne sound and external vibrations. Measuring 18 metres 
in height, it can accommodate 400 people and is equipped 
with an acoustically variable, vertically mobile ceiling in three 
elements, programmable by computer.
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