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ABSTRACT

POSITIONING POSTMODERNISM: INSTANCES IN PARISIAN PARKS

Maxime Laphong Tudo      Advisor:

University of Guelph, 2021      Dr. Martin J. Holland

In France, a cultivated savoir-faire of landscape design and robust socio-political 

histories have established parks as not only functional components of urbanism 

but aesthetic compositions with potent psychological impact. Contemporary 

Parisian parks are integral to the French lifestyle and their designs openly encourage 

joy, innovation, and profound meaning. The aim of this thesis is to investigate the 

intersection of culture and creativity in three contemporary Parisian parks as tied 

to postmodern theory. An analysis is conducted on the intellectual, historical, and 

socio-political history of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy 

from conception to realization and subsequently synthesized into five central 

characterizations of the postmodern condition identified by Jean-François Lyotard’s in 

his exhibition: Les Immatériaux. In all, this thesis reveals the phenomenology of French 

postmodern landscape architectural design to engage the human spirit through 

underlying cultural referents and history of place.

Keywords: Postmodernism, Paris, France, Cultural Landscapes, Interpretation, 

Representation
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Mark Twain’s (1870) satirical map of Paris.
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The accompanying map explains itself.

The idea of this map is not original with me, but is borrowed from the Tribune and the 
other great metropolitan journals.

I claim no other merit for this production (if I may so call it) than that it is accurate. The 
main blemish of the city-paper maps of which it is an imitation, is, that in them more 
attention seems paid to artistic picturesqueness than geographical reliability.

Inasmuch as this is the first time I ever tried to draft and engrave a map, or attempt 
anything in the line of art at all, the commendations the work has received and the 
admiration it has excited among the people, have been very grateful to my feelings. 
And it is touching to reflect that by far the most enthusiastic of these praises have 
come from people who know nothing at all about art.

By an unimportant oversight I have engraved the map so that it reads wrong end 
first, except to left-handed people. I forgot that in order to make it right in print it 
should be drawn and engraved upside down. However, let the student who desires to 
contemplate the map stand on his head or hold it before her looking-glass. That will 
bring it right.

The reader will comprehend at a glance that that piece of river with the “High Bridge” 
over it got left out to one side by reason of a slip of the graving-tool, which rendered 
it necessary to change the entire course of the river Rhine or else spoil the map. After 
having spent two days in digging and gouging at the map, I would have changed the 
course of the Atlantic ocean before I would have lost so much work.

I never had so much trouble with anything in my life as I did with this map. I had heaps 
of little fortifications scattered all around Paris, at first, but every now and then my 
instruments would slip and fetch away whole miles of batteries and leave the vicinity as 
clean as if the Prussians had been there.

The reader will find it well to frame this map for future reference, so that it may aid in 
extending popular intelligence and dispelling the wide-spread ignorance of the day.

Mark Twain (1870)



vi  

Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy overlaid on the 1870 Second 
Empire parks of Paris.
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Figure 1: The Promenade Cinématique meets the subterranean Jardin des Bambous in 
Parc de la Villette (Rogers, 1985).

Chapter 1 Introduction
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INTRODUCTION

In the rush to get on the news, landscape architects need to learn a 
lesson from postmodernism. Slapping pieces together for the pure joy 
of recall with no overall idea of the context, time, place, or reason has 
resulted in many silly and boring buildings whose life will long outlive 
their appeal or need. Pasting up glass blocks in a garden for the sake 
of doing the exercise reeks of the same short-sightedness and lack of 
imagination. Landscape architectural design involves many levels of 
understanding, as in viewing a painting, which gives immediate pleasure 
but then pulls you back to fully appreciate its content and message. A 
garden should become more thoughtful and thought-provoking as it 
evolves and fulfils the concept integral to its being.

Patricia O’Brien (1990, p. 192)

Our sense of world is constantly in flux with rising trends and external factors that 

confront our capacity to perceive. Postmodernism seeks to improve the relational 

value between humans and their surroundings by drawing upon mass culture, the 

social context, and the site without an outright rejection of the past. It represents the 

multivalency of a city’s inhabitants and complex operations as well as being adaptable 

to the consequences of the global village. In this sense, postmodern landscape 

architecture symbolizes the socio-political, cultural, and economic conditions of 

society.

Postmodernism conceptualizes space both metaphysically as a condition and 

pictorially as a design movement. This thesis explores postmodernism through 

cultural translation and intellectual engagement by electing to focus on Jean-François 

Lyotard’s notion of the postmodern condition in relation to the design decisions 
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and elements of three postmodern parks in Paris, France. Together, they illustrate 

a uniquely French approach to postmodern landscape architecture–one tied to the 

intricacies of its society’s own psyche beneath the surface of postmodern design.

The postmodern transformation of sensibility, practices, and discourse in Western 

landscape architecture, architecture, and urbanism was triggered by an exhaustion 

for modernism. The utopian fervor of modernism ultimately led to its downfall as its 

blanket statement of rationality became symbols of power and repression and the 

housing projects of the time became equated to alienation and dehumanization.

This thesis contextualizes postmodernism in the principally French milieu by using 

the landscape architecture of Paris to frame the topic. Specifically, a comparative and 

speculative interpretation of Paris’ application of postmodern design shall be used to 

decipher the complex network of socio-political and cultural references. The nature 

of this body of work as a cultural translation and intellectual engagement encourages 

one to read a certain depth beyond immediate comprehension. Namely, postmodern 

landscape architecture is a distinguishable phenomenon recognisant of Parisian 

space, time, and tradition.

Research Goal

The goal of this thesis is to make sense of postmodernism in Parisian landscape 

architecture by exploring the intersection between culture, landscape, and meaning. 

To achieve this, I turn to three prominent landscapes with notable instances of 

postmodernism: Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy. The ability of 

these French landscapes to communicate postmodernity and their capacity to convey 

meaning offers an understanding of postmodern design as being representative 

of the collective consciousness at the time. We can sharpen the cutting edge of 

postmodernism by expanding our discussion beyond postmodernism as not only 
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a style but also a historical condition, thus revealing its importance and assorted 

possibilities (Huyssen, 1984). Landscape architectural history, historical precedence, 

and postmodern theory are drawn upon to bring light to the design elements and 

formative decision-making that make these parks innately postmodern and how the 

design of the parks have and continue to communicate postmodernist ideologies.

Defining Postmodernism

Postmodernism is a broad transdisciplinary term in that it crosses several cultural 

domains. There are multiple bodies of work in design, architecture, literature, and 

painting carried out in the name of postmodernism, and many articles, journals, and 

books attempting to diffuse the subject. Owing to its complex set of interpretations 

among different fields, Louis Menand (2009) described postmodernism as the 

“Swiss army knife of critical concepts”. Therefore, it is critical to specify a common 

understanding of postmodernism as it relates to this thesis.

In The Postmodern Condition (1984), French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard 

describes postmodernism as “incredulity towards metanarratives”. Essentially, the 

notion that knowledge in the postmodern society is the end of grand narratives: a 

delegitimization of stories that claim universal status. He acknowledges the faults 

in absolute universal language based on an eroding confidence and credibility in 

progress, scientific, and religious truths. Lyotard argues that the power of the grand 

narratives rests on their presumed comprehensibility by all but it has become clear to 

him that societies, generations, and classes do not share a universal “metalanguage” 

(Sennott, 2004, p. 172). As such, postmodernism can be read as a shift away 

from linear progress, rationality, and the possibility of acquiring and accumulating 

scientific knowledge that defined the mainstream ‘modern’ way of thinking. In that, 

the totalizing grand views and constructive oversimplifications have evolved into a 
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postmodern condition of greater awareness of the historical past and the plurality of 

the human experience by encouraging petits récits based on individual experience and 

imagination (Van Ham, 2001).

The Cultural Landscape Foundation’s (2020) definition of postmodernism 

demonstrates the epistemological transformation from modernist thought that 

influenced our methodological approach in the field. In doing so, they narrow the 

vastness of Lyotard’s postmodern ideology into the scope of landscape architecture. 

They describe postmodernism with the following text:

Beginning in the 1960s, Postmodernist design emerged as a departure 
from Modernism’s ideological belief in a singular purpose and focus on 
form and function, seeking a more pluralistic approach that embraced 
multiple uses and contexts on a given site. Rather than a complete 
rejection of Modernist principles, Postmodernism is often seen as a 
fracturing of Modernist ideas to accommodate a diversity of viewpoints 
and histories. Postmodernism’s desire for plurality was influenced by 
the environmental and historic preservation movements and a change 
in the way project work was conceived, utilizing multidisciplinary teams 
of consultants and often engaging local citizens and constituents in 
the design process. Whereas Modernism’s core philosophy sought to 
create the perfect form on an empty or open site with a fixed program, 
Postmodernism embraced wide-ranging social, economic, cultural and 
ecological histories of a site and the equally diverse needs of potential 
users. Instead of erasing the evidence of past uses in industrial or 
urban landscapes, Postmodernist landscape designs often maintained 
fragments of the past or recycled particular materials to evoke or 
reference a prior use. Postmodernist design is also distinct in its 
frequent integration of architecture, landscape and public art – often 
sculpture. In appearance, some Postmodernist landscapes are not 
radically different from Modernist ones, but broader programming and 
uses can reflect an underlying shift in their design intent.
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A reoccurring trait of these explanations is the dialectic between postmodernism 

and modernism, in a way confirming the writings of Charles Jencks (1977), Jane 

Jacobs (1961), Aldo Rossi (1966), and Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and 

Steven Izenour (1972) who agreed that, in architecture, landscape architecture, 

and urbanism, postmodernism is a reaction to the modernist era. Andreas Huyssen 

(1984, p. 8) observes the “shift in sensibilities, practices and discourse formations 

which distinguishes a postmodern set of assumptions, experiences and propositions 

from that of the preceding period.” While Stephen Sennott (2004) writes that 

postmodernism design is a formal language distinguished from its modernist 

predecessor because of its free use of historical, vernacular, or populist references.   

Importantly, “postmodernism is not anti-modernism” as declared by Charles Jencks 

(1996, p. 15). Instead, postmodernism is “double coded”: it is both modernist and 

traditional; a multi-faceted hybrid of materials and connotations from both learned and 

popular culture; symbolic as a communicative language, including through ornament; 

and, most importantly, concerned with the urban fabric (Jencks, 1996, pp. 34-35; Yaari, 

2008).

All things considered, it is essential to investigate postmodern design holistically 

because it is broad yet deeply intertwined in culture, nature, and landscape 

architecture. Postmodern landscape architecture is a spatial translation of cultural 

values of the times. Hence, the postmodern design of the Parisian parks carries 

more depth than just design form; their form is also representative of the underlying 

culture of Paris including historical, vernacular, and populist layers. Thus, this thesis 

incorporates an amalgamation of socio-political history and postmodern theory 

to explore how the design of Parisian parks have and continue to communicate 

postmodernism ideologies.
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Figure 2: Construction of Boulevard 
Péripherique in Javel (Henrard, 1969a).

Figure 3: Construction of Boulevard 
Péripherique in Bercy (Henrard, 1969b).

Figure 4: Construction of Boulevard 
Péripherique in La Villette (Henrard, 
1967).
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Paris, France

The rationale for choosing Paris, France comes first and foremost as a personal, 

subjective decision. While I had entertained other regions for inquiry, Paris was 

familiar to my western background and not far from my original topics of research. 

The circumstances of my mind and body being immersed in Paris’ built environment 

as well as day-to-day interactions has led it being the centre of focus. Paris became a 

candidate of my attention for its beguiling, captivating yet cryptic, persona. Naturally, 

I sought to understand how this outwardly historic city of mansard roofs and Lutetian 

limestone continued to excel or at least maintain their openness to innovation and 

originality. In some ways, the research of this thesis began before putting pen to paper, 

by learning through osmosis or admittedly painful exchanges. Additionally, Paris and 

the French culture lent itself quite well to the ideologies of and investigation through 

postmodernism.

Paris is a storied place of refurbishment and contextual layering that provides a 

suitable canvas for which to seek and apply postmodern strategies. Some 1.6 

million people live in the boundaries of Paris, a rough, circular shape encircled by 

the périphérique, an eight-lane ring road (see Figure 2-4 on the previous page). The 

city is bisected by the Seine River into the Rive Droit and Rive Gauche and, in all, is 

one of the most densely populated cities in Europe with significant Roman remains, 

medieval buildings and roadways, and a seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth-

century urbanity of gardens, monuments, and public buildings. Therefore, it comes 

as no surprise that “refurbishment” is often a word used to describe Paris’ building 

(Sennott, 2004, p. 20). Here, the new is never entirely new and it comes with the added 

attachment of previous structures and place.
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Centralization has been trait of French politics since the Ancien Régime and after 

Napoleon Bonaparte’s emperorship. France is highly centralized in Paris and the 

city, to a degree, can speak for the country. There are notions of governance and 

administrative systems that stem from those historic times and continue to be carried 

out nationally within Paris due to the overlapping actors and histories that ruminate 

in both scales. The concept of administrative tradition is defined as: “a historically 

based set of values, structures, and relationships with other institutions that defines 

the nature of appropriate public administration within society, a definition representing 

more than a little influence of the normative institutionalism” (Peters, 2008, p. 118). 

The Napoleonic administrative tradition continues to have contemporary relevance 

and influence over the public bureaucracies long after the French Revolution. The built 

environment in Paris has long been tied to the State and public institutions and, in 

such a way, are emblematic of the social consciousness and political environment that 

allowed for some of Paris’ greatest attractions. The political hand is evident in places 

such as the Palace of Versailles, the Arc de Triomphe, and the Louvre. It also remains 

relevant in the political environment that created Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, 

and Parc de Bercy.

Site Selection

The three parks all share similar characteristics, and this was well-suited for analyzing 

the relationship between each and conducting a logical comparative foundation for 

this thesis. They are similarly sized, were built to be both local and to fit within the 

greater framework of great Parisian parks, and the timing of their creation was during 

the height of French postmodernist psyche. Altogether, the three parks elucidate a 

convergence of political ambitions, professional rivalry, and conflicting urban design 

and landscape approaches emblematic of the postmodernist spirit and the capacity of 

which to French mores and values.
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Parc de la Villette is part of the Travaux Grands Projets by French president François 

Mitterrand. Unlike the other two parks, it is a national-level intervention, and is the 

largest park in Paris. Completed in 1987, the objective here was to create a twenty-first 

century park. The winning design by architect Bernard Tschumi aimed to deconstruct 

the park typology and so it was made to be a superimposed system of grid of points, 

lines, and surfaces. The design was heavily inspired by postmodern theory more 

than any other landscape precedent. It envisioned the twenty-first century park as a 

continuation of the fabric of the city and thus cannot be separated from each other.

Figure 5: President François Mitterrand and Mayor of Paris Jacques Chirac at the Coupe 
de France final championship (AFP, 1982).
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The creation of Parc André Citroën was headed by the Mayor of Paris Jacques Chirac 

who conducted a significant expansion and renovation of Parisian public space in a 

political bragging match with Mitterrand’s Grands Projets (see Figure 5). Completed 

in 1992, the park is built on land that was the former Citroën car manufacturing plant. 

The winning bid had two teams, with landscape architects included, who were tasked 

to combine their projects: teams led by Allain Provost and Gilles Clément. Together, 

they sought to return to the familiar garden typology partially in reaction to the avant 

garde Parc de la Villette. There is the Jardin Noir, a somber, leafy place surrounded by 

walls and the contrasting Jardin Blanc which is more open and planted with species 

that blossom. The alchemy-inspired and rich in symbolism Jardins Sériels which one 

walks to see diverse botanical environments. Amongst the plethora of outdoor rooms 

is the Jardin en Mouvement, a dynamic garden that balances plant succession, natural 

processes, and seasonal change.

Lastly, Parc de Bercy was completed in 1998 and was another park led by Jacques 

Chirac in his largescale renovation. The winning design by Bernard Huet was called 

Jardin de Memoire and was to be an urban palimpsest: writing over writing. Speaking 

to the postmodern renewed interest in history and its presence in the contemporary 

city. The written portion of the project bid noted that many elements of a picturesque 

garden were already present on the site (Micheloni, 1993). There were more than five 

hundred existing trees, mainly London plane (Platinus acerifolia) and horse chestnut 

(Aesculus hippocastanum), largely over one hundred years old and mostly in good 

condition. Further, several structures existed that the team either intended on restoring 

for park uses or maintaining as allegorical ruins. They also noted and incorporated 

the orthogonal street grid of the warehouse area which had suggested a regular 

framework to govern the park’s layout. The superimposed design thus confronted 

the irregular and picturesque elements of the existing site with newly produced highly 

regular, composed spaces.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

Figure 6: Atop the highest point at the Sorbonne, protestors wave a red flag as an act of 
defiance (Melet, 1968).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review contextualizes French postmodern landscape architecture from 

a historical, cultural, and design sense. Using this review, the reader should develop 

the intellectual support in which to consider in the subsequent chapters. In providing 

the historical knowledge base on significant socio-political and design-related 

events, a particularly French identity is recognized that permeates into the design and 

development of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy.

The French Context and French Landscape Design

To understand the postmodern savoir-faire of French landscape architecture is to 

also understand the socio-political and urban planning conditions in France. With this 

understanding, the literature review provides a cultural analysis of French society 

to interpret the built environment. As seen in Figure 7, the scope of this inquiry will 

encompass three historical episodes of significance that helped to define the three 

parks under study. The first pertains the Second Empire under the tripartite leadership 

of Napoleon III, Georges-Eugène Haussmann, and Jean-Charles Adolphe Alphand. 

Material changes occurred over this period had lasting impacts on the identity 

and cultural heritage of Paris. The second historical event is the 1925 Exposition 

Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes, where we can isolate the 

emergence of early Modernism and mounting anti-German sentiment. After this, we 

turn to exploring the lasting psychological detriments of World War II on the French 

psyche. Rounding out the historical review is the significance of May 1968 as the 

emergence of postmodern theory and the agency of the city is understood from the 

lens of landscape architecture. The postmodern movement in France can be identified 

as developing at the beginning of the events of May 1968.
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The Second Empire (1852-1870)

Emperor Napoleon III, Georges-Eugène Haussmann, and Jean-Charles Adolphe 

Alphand were influential figures in defining the design and landscape of contemporary 

Paris. Napoleon’s decision-making and repercussions of those decisions are what 

today’s travellers associate with French culture and are particularly evident in 

the substantial improvements made to the built environment. After being elected 

into power in 1848 as President, and an 1852 coup d’état that made him Emperor, 

Napoleon worked with Haussmann and Alphand to transform what was once a 

disease-ridden medieval city into a modern capital fit for the Second French Empire by 

enabling flows of various kinds to improve the circulation of goods, people, and capital 

(Strohmayer, 2006). As the appointed Prefect of the Seine, Haussmann modernized the 

city and implemented innovative technology such as gas lighting, water mains, sewage 

Figure 7: Timeline of events pertaining to this thesis.
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systems, and mass transportation while simultaneously dislocating tens of thousands 

working class people to broaden boulevards for armies and promenades, construct 

new railway stations, and tear down slum quarters (Pinkney, 1958).

Pertinent to this new vision of Paris were parks that play a vital role as instruments 

rather than embellishment or open space (Vincent, 2010a). This was a furtherance 

of the chorus of changes centred on the proliferation of the architecte-paysagiste 

discipline, coined by Jean-Marie Morel as early as 1804 (Hunt, 2002b). A new way 

of thinking about and creating landscape was driven by the establishment of a new 

Figure 8: Second Empire parks in Paris in 1870.



17Literature Review

landscape typology, a new body of knowledge, new techniques and practices, and 

recognition that landscape architecture and its practitioners were different than 

gardening (Hunt, 2002b). Conversely, buildings became ornamental building blocks 

as seen with the great landmarks built during this era like Palais Garnier and the 

Richelieu site of the National Library (Pinkney, 1958). Among the grand gestures 

during this period was the regeneration of Bois de Boulogne, in which Alphand was 

hired by Haussman to rectify issues with the previous plan. Alphand eliminated the 

majority of the straight pathways that were previously proposed and replaced them 

with meandering footpaths and carriageways. He also left more than half the park 

wooded while maintaining Napoleon’s strong desire to have streams and lakes similar 

to London’s Hyde Park. Alphand dealt with the site’s changes in elevation by separating 

the two lakes by Avenue de l’Hippodrome and re-routing the waterflow into a 25-foot 

cascading waterfall which pushes around 12,000 gallons of water a minute. A fleeting 

spectacle, the Cascade de Bois de Boulogne functions only for an audience by having 

the water overflow once a day during an afternoon hour popular with promenades 

(Pinkney, 1958). Alphand’s success with Bois de Boulogne opened the door for his 

continued work in several other Parisian parks where his role expanded from engineer 

of Bois de Boulogne to director of the Service de Promenades et Plantations. He 

applied the same design language in Bois de Vincennes, Parc des Buttes-Chaumont, 

Parc Monceau, and Parc Montsouris in addition to the creation and renovation of tree-

lined promenades throughout the city. Figure 8 outlines the major parks created during 

the Second Empire.

Haussmann resigned in 1870 due to the rising costs of his plans followed swiftly by 

the abolishment of the monarchy and the establishment of the French Third Republic. 

By this point, he and Alphand had increased the amount of municipal park space 

in Paris from 19 hectares in 1843 to over 1,800 (Pinkney, 1958). After Alphand and 

Haussmann’s death, both in 1891, much of the Parisian urban fabric continued to 

be built similarly with the help of Alphand’s protegé Jean Camille Formigé and the 
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Figure 9: Map of Paris and Thiers wall fortifications in 1870 (Erhard Schièble, 1870).
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Figure 10: Thiers wall and the zone non aedificandi in Bercy in 1911 (Atget, 1911).
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successor to Alphand’s position, Jean-Claude Nicolas Forestier, albeit in a reduced 

power. The latter, who took a regional planning approach, continued the creation 

of more greenspaces and the use of the Alphandian garden style, called the style 

paysager; together, their efforts maintained Alphand’s work as the dominant model for 

municipal parks which would then persist through the interwar years (Vincent, 2010a).

In the early 20th century, the momentum of municipal park expansion and renovation 

dissipated. The next expected expansion of park space in Paris, in 1919, came from 

the acquisition and ensuing demolition of a ring of fortifications that were built during 

Louis-Philippe’s reign and the associated zone non aedificandi; together, these were 

known as Thiers wall, named after Adolphe Thiers, the first president of the Third 

French Republic (see Figure 9 & 10 on the previous page). However, the newly-created 

ceinture of open space remained undeveloped until after the Second World War. Parc 

de la Villette, Parc de Bercy, and Parc André Citroën are situated on or nearby land 

created by its clearance.

The 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et 
Industriels Modernes

J.N.C. Forestier, a mediator of sorts, did not strictly adhere to either extremes of the 

style régulier or style paysager. In his position as designer and administrator, Forestier 

favoured a stylistic evolution over revolution and saw benefits in both styles of parks. 

Forestier’s attitude is revealed in his disdain for the “exactness” of landscape designs 

and, speaking on the modern garden, commented on how it returned to a clear 

composition without resorting to being overly symmetrical or having the exact forms of 

the jardin à la française (Imbert, 1993, p. 25). His designs favoured the simplicity of the 

style régulier but, as not strictly adapt to function, he also drew from romanticism and 

horticultural elements, which can be seen in his designs for Château de Bagatelle and 
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Champ-de-Mars. Using plants, he often blurred the rigidity of the modernist garden 

rather than reinforcing it further; this balance places Forestier in the middle of both 

styles (Imbert, 1993).

The 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in 

Paris, specifically the landscape section supervised by J.N.C Forestier, represented 

a pivotal point in a new manner of French landscape architecture (Imbert, 1993). The 

impetus to host an exposition was propelled by the fear of France losing its artistic 

Figure 11: Paris: Aerial view of Parc de Bagatelle (University of California, San Diego, n.d.)
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hegemony and the economic problems accompanying the potential loss of its cultural 

foothold. In 1910, German designers had received success and notoriety at the Salon 

d’Automne; the outbreak of World War I exacerbated the competition with Germany, 

and France’s insecurity on the dominance in the decorative arts (Imbert, 1993). Thus, 

the exposition purposefully and chauvinistically endorsed the modernist garden and 

Forestier encouraged designers to explore new territories of landscape form and 

gardens beyond the naturalism of the style paysager. Designers revisited the formality 

of the jardin à la francaise and, from it, devised the style réguilier from the abstract 

pictorial composition (Imbert, 1993).

Figure 12: Jardin d’Eau et de Lumière (Imbert, 1993).
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The most avant-garde garden at the exposition was the Jardin d’Eau et de Lumière 

designed by Gabriel Guévrékian and commissioned by Forestier (see Figure 12). The 

geometrical composition consisted of small opaque pink-glassed screening walls, 

inclined zigzag flower beds, tiered pools of water, and a spinning, illuminated sphere 

at its centre. Guévrékian’s radical approach to modern design using unconventional 

materials to express possible new directions in landscape design and plants to create 

bedded masses of shapes and striking colours became influential in promoting the 

modern movement in landscape architecture on a global scale (Imbert, 1993, p. 126; 

Rogers, 2001, p. 437). For instance, the reflective surfaces destabilized the concrete 

and provoked new associations and experiences to be had in garden art (Hunt, 2002b, 

pp. 198-199). While the Jardin does not exist today, the modernist spirit lives on in 

Guévrékian’s commission for Charles Noailles who was impressed by his work at the 

exposition (see Figure 13). His 1927 garden at Villa Noailles similarly deployed sharp, 

manipulated geometries and an overall “mathematical, antinatural angularity” with 

colour to create illusory dynamism (Imbert, 1993, p. 65; Rogers, 2001).

Figure 13: View of the garden at 
Villa Noailles (Imbert, 1993).
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World War II

World War II was a turbulent episode for France that left painful scars on the country’s 

national psyche. The series of wartime events continues to condition the country’s 

mindset well after the war. Among the sensitive topics is the fall of the Third Republic, 

the subsequent occupation of France (1940-1944), the humiliating liberation by 

the Allied powers, the debt owed to England and the United States, and the guilt of 

Vichy France’s collaboration (Davies, 2001). France is haunted by the wartime period 

politically and culturally and continues to carry the reverberations to this day.

There are several reasonings behind France’s defeat in the Second World War, all 

of which are associated with the painful memories of the First World War such as 

the Battles of Verdun and Somme fresh in the minds of politicians, military leaders, 

and society. During the interwar period, France faced a degree of political instability 

and was polarized by political extremes with the average lifespan of the national 

government under a year between 1920 and 1940 (Sangster, 2016). It was also a highly 

fragmented and divisive country with various forms of xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and 

opposing attitudes towards pacifism, appeasement, and rearmament (Sangster, 2016). 

Fear of Germany had been prevalent since the French loss in the Franco-Prussian War 

(1880-1881), which fuelled the morale to regain their territory of Alsace and Lorraine 

during World War I. Thus, the combination of these conditions made for a scarred and 

divided France, psychologically unprepared to fight against Germany and leading to its 

surrender within six weeks.

In the immediate post-war years, Charles de Gaulle attempted to sustain unity in 

France on the illusion that France was a nation of resisters, that everyone was a hero 

and so everyone could take credit for the liberation of France (Davies, 2001). At that 

point, the desires for a political and moral regeneration of France and a return to 

peace was well-timed with the Gaullist and Communist exaggeration of the role of the 
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French Resistance during the war. This passive acknowledgement of France’s role 

were examples of the country’s painful anti-Semitic track record and perceived lack 

of accountability. It was not until the late 1960s that any real impact was made on the 

ramifications of the war such as the trial of Adolf Eichmann (Sangster, 2016, p. 411). 

At the same time, the liberation of France by outsiders and the embarrassment of 

America taking France’s place on the global stage had verified an injured national pride 

and fuelled anti-American sentiment, especially in de Gaulle’s point of view. The friction 

with Britain and particularly the USA stemmed from disagreements made during the 

war and influenced de Gaulle’s post-war foreign policy to broaden relationships with 

the USSR and the ‘Third World’ (Davies, 2001). It also was marred by conflict views 

on the dependence on the USA to rebuild France (and Europe) and de Gaulle’s anti-

American efforts to block ties with Western Powers (Sangster, 2016). De Gaulle’s brief 

provisional government (1944-1946) was soon replaced by the establishment of the 

Fourth Republic (1946-1958). Its parliamentary nature and leadership under several 

coalitions was plagued by political instability and suffered from the inability to take 

necessary action on burgeoning issues in France, culminating in the Algerian War 

(1954-1962). Fourteen years after the Fourth Republic had been established and on 

the brink of civil war, de Gaulle returned into power under the condition of a new Fifth 

Republic and a presidential system (Fenby, 2010)

During the Mitterrand era, several French collaborators were put on trial through re-

opened cases. This action was symbolic as it represented a fresh determination to 

confront the Vichy regime and unearth the dark history that had long been considered 

a taboo subject. Ironically, however, Mitterrand was scrutinized for his early ties to 

Vichy France prior to joining the Resistance, his ties with Vichy officials, and his failure 

to make a full national apology (Davies, 2001; Sangster, 2016). Although the far-right 

had been suppressed immediately after the war by the guilt, embarrassment, and 

anti-Vichy rhetoric, the Algerian War saw the re-birth of the far-right as they fought 

for an Algérie Française (Davies, 2001). In more recent times, the right-wing solidified 
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their constituency in the Front National party who strategically use language such as 

“occupation” and “invasion” when speaking of the heightened immigration levels in a 

covert effort to pique the French consciousness (Davies, 2001).

Henry Rousso published Le Syndrome de Vichy (1987) in which he claimed a 

collective amnesia of French leaders painting Vichy as a victim of the Nazi regime and 

therefore repressing the active role Vichy France had in the atrocities of the war. The 

myths of the Resistance, de Gaulle, and Vichy were an easy route to remember the 

events and rebuild France’s honour while negating the humiliation, embarrassment, 

and guilt of France’s war crimes (Sangster, 2016). France was comfortable enough 

to prosecute Vichy collaborators but could not acknowledge the State’s role in 

supporting the regime’s war crimes. Following this publication, Jacques Chirac, then 

President of the Fifth Republic, admitted and apologized on the 16th of July 1995 for 

the “the dark hours which will forever tarnish our history” (Sangster, 2016, p. 110). 

His announcement came on the anniversary of the infamous Véledrome d’Hiver 

deportation of roughly 13,000 Jews. While this demonstrates that France is slowly 

opening up to its past by remembering and commemorating its disturbing role in World 

War II, the political, cultural, and social life of France continues to recover from trauma 

resulting from internal divisions (Rousso, 1987).
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May 68
A selection of photographs taken by Bruno Barbey (1968) capture the fervour of the 

French State, students, workers, and Gaullists during the month of May in 1968.
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May 1968

The student and worker revolts of 1968, known simply as les évènements, represent 

a turning point in French architecture and urbanism from modern to postmodern 

thought: a cultural transformation (Eagleton, 1997; Yaari, 2008). Originating at the 

University of Paris Nanterre campus, the events were an eruption of intensifying 

theoretical and social consciousness, and political considerations that, at one point, 

had significant momentum to become France’s next revolution. Some, like Gilles 

Clément, actively ignored the events occurring around him while others, such as 

Bernard Huet, became self-declared partisans: “the 68ers’’ [les soixante-huitards] 

(Vincent, 2010, p. 50; Busbea, 2007). Henri LeFebvre, a professor at Paris Nanterre 

University at the time, made visible the capitalist mode of production and bureaucratic 

state action of the University’s morphology of spaces–“vast amphitheatres, small 

functional rooms, drab halls, an administrative wing”–as having contributed to the 

events (LeFebvre, 1969, pp. 104-106). In Paris, Lyotard, a professor at the Sorbonne, 

played an active role in organizing events and his writings were heavily influenced by 

what occurred (Sim, 2011). But, as quickly as it came, it went. That is not to say this was 

a short-lived, insular moment in history. This surge of energy should not be delineated 

solely to its eponymous time frame and, instead, to an era marked by cultural and 

political upheaval (Bourg, 2007). The civil unrest of les évènements created a branch of 

postmodernism that exuded semiotics, psychoanalysis, and neo-Marxism, as well as 

a significant lasting effect of the events that is an enduring concern for the city (Yaari, 

2008). After les évènements, Huet was a central figure in the revival of architectural 

theory, criticism, and creativity in regard to his position as editor-in-chief of the 

journal Architecture d’Aujourd’hui from 1974-1977 (Ellin, 1996). Historian Pascal Ory 

(1983, p. 1) describes les années soixante-huit [the 68 years] as a period lasting until 

François Mitterrand was elected as president in 1981 in what he calls “between the two 
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Mays”. The outcomes of this era, both ideologically and politically, went on to inform 

the postmodern approach found in Parc de la Villette, Parc de Bercy, and Parc André 

Citroën (Yaari, 2008).

A striking feature of les evènements was the role of the city where focus shifted from 

single buildings to the city as a whole (Busbea, 2007; Yaari, 2008). Throughout the 

1960s at the École Nationale Superieure des Beaux-Arts (ENSBA), students fought for 

reform to replace the old institutional structures with a greater emphasis on the urban 

context, site visits, and consideration for the needs of the end-user (Busbea, 2007). 

Students were particularly influenced by the ideologies of Michel Foucault and Henri 

LaFebvre to develop designs with political and social concerns in mind. This eventually 

led to the dissolution of the architecture program at the School in late 1968 and the 

subsequent creation of the Unités Pédagogiques.

The first of two major trends that form the postmodern spirit of France is the 

contestation, revision, and correction of the grands ensembles (social housing 

projects) and the post-war policies and politics responsible for their creation. Marxist 

and Gaullist parties alienated students and workers and this prompted a reaction to 

universal theories, a hallmark characteristic of postmodernism, which the housing 

schemes represented (Sim, 2011). This had been a principal target of postmodern 

critique which viewed France as clinging to a pragmatic form of modernism, a form 

defined by the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) in the interwar 

period that guided the way for hasty post-war housing needs and the frantic pace 

of building during the Trente Glorieuses. By the mid-1970s, it had become to be 

understood as a scar on the country’s landscape even beyond the tourist’s gaze (Yaari, 

2008). The second trend is the questioning of the intrinsic philosophical, sociological, 

and aesthetic of the city; a city that is a complex and multi-faceted entity. After May 
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68, there was a renewed interest in quartiers, urban morphology, green spaces and 

experimentation with innovative notions such as participatory architecture, open-

ended spaces, and popular taste (Yaari, 2008).

Principally, a disciplinary and educational crisis for architecture, May 68, and broader 

societal shifts, affected landscape architecture more profoundly in the aftermath of 

May 68 (Vincent, 2010b, p. 50)–most notably with the concept of a quality environment 

for all. This was one of the lasting and most important legacies of the shifts. The notion 

of quality of life became codified into municipal policy in planning and environmental 

regulatory frameworks shortly after (Yaari, 2008; Vincent, 2010b). Florian Charvolin 

(1997) dubs the year 1970 as the invention of environment in France; that year, the 

French government released the first text on the environment with 100 Mesures 

Pour l’Environnement and, the following year, established the role of Ministère de 

la protection de la nature et de l’environnement. In 1977, President Valéry Giscard 

d’Estaing’s legislation for having a directly-elected city government for Paris was 

realized after having been under direct state control since 1794. Suddenly, the Atelier 

Parisien d’Urbanisme [APUR], the city’s planning department, had much greater control 

over the city’s development (Tate, 2001). With that came an updated Île-de-France 

Schéma Directeur d’Aménagement et d’Urbanisme [SDAU–land development and 

urbanism plan] and the first-ever Plan d’occupation de sols [land use plan] for Paris– 

signifying a bright outlook for the city. In these documents, more value was placed on 

existing structures, density, streetscapes, and natural resources and spaces (Vincent, 

2010b). Zones d’Aménagement Concerté (ZACs–comprehensive development areas), 

a key planning tool, were re-evaluated and updated such as the ZAC de Bercy and ZAC 

Citroën-Cevennes (Tate, 2015).
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Design Movements: Modernism to Postmodernism

Modernism (1920-1960)

This thesis looks to postmodernism as an evolution of modernism, not a rejection. 

Modernism began in France following the First World War as an avant-garde approach 

to design based upon a functionalist and reformist aesthetic honouring the principles 

of industrial manufacturing and the tenets of the social welfare state (Rogers, 2001; 

Treib, 2013). The early modern movement was influenced by stylistic changes to 

the depiction of nature which helped to massage the age-old dichotomy of visually 

representing the natural and the artificial (Rogers, 2001, p. 435). Artists like Cézanne 

and Paul Klee helped to promote a profound mythological and spiritual view of nature, 

giving the form of nature autonomy and, instead of the mimetic conveyance of ideas 

as icons or figures, form itself could be the content (Corner, 2014). Treib (2013) has 

suggested seven characteristics of modern landscape architecture: a denial of 

historical styles; the destruction of the axis; space over pattern; a concern for people 

and use; plants used for their sculptural form; the integration of building and garden, 

and; borrowing forms and shapes from modern art. A pursuit for a new syntax of 

movement, overlapping spatial planes, volumes, geometries, experimentation with new 

materials, and a return to formalism found in the jardin régulier set in motion a French-

stream of Modernist landscape architecture. The work of French landscape designers 

such as Gabriel Guévrékian, Paul Vera, and Pierre-Émile Legrain would provide 

grounding modernist inspiration for Garrett Eckbo, Dan Kiley, Roberto Burle Marx, Luis 

Barragán, and Lawrence Halprin (Corner, 2014; Rogers, 2001).

French post-war modernism is often attributed to the construction of the grands 

ensembles, they are quintessential products of the government’s planning efforts and 

are initiators in the French postmodern storyline. As shown in Figure 14, They were 

mass-scaled state-sponsored housing initiative intended to alleviate the explosive 
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population growth due to repatriation from former colonies, urbanization from the 

countryside, and the French baby boom (Cupers, 2010). The grands ensembles 

showcased France’s post-war economic rationality, industrial ambition, and social 

redevelopment (Cupers, 2010). These housing projects are also one of the lasting 

legacies of the CIAM (1928-1959), a coalition of European architects, whose doctrine 

informed their creation and others such as the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme in St. 

Louis, Missouri (Jencks, 1977).

Eventually, the grands ensembles fell out of favour for various reasons but mostly due 

to severe social problems. By the 1960s, the millions of French people who lived in the 

grands ensembles had criticized the state for the poor construction quality, lack of 

shops and schools, isolation, and dehumanizing environment of the grands ensembles. 

Around this time, Sarcelles, one of these developments, had a juvenile delinquency 

rate five times higher than a Parisian working-class district (Newsome, 2004). Georges 

Pompidou ultimately halted construction on the grands ensembles after losing 81 

seats when succeeding Charles de Gaulle. The events of May 68 had communicated 

to him a lack of support from lower and middle lower-class citizens and a bleak picture 

of mounting civil unrest, growing support for Socialist or Communist government 

parties, and an overall dissatisfaction with the Gaullist administration (Newsome, 2004). 

Henri LeFebvre, affected by les évènements, criticized the architectural utopia as 

technocratic visions of space and human behaviour according to the tools of capitalist 

production and technocratic planning (Patel, 2016). Seeing as the grands ensembles 

privileged space over societal issues, critics of this time wrote of their disillusioned 

“projections of ordered spatial forms, of harmonious societies in which the ills of the 

present day are banished to another space and time” (Pinder, 2002, p. 233). Helping 

to cement the perceived failure of the Modernist movement, Charles Jencks’ (1977) 

recognized the 1972 demolition of Pruitt-Igoe only twenty years after being designed 

as the symbolic end of the movement, and thus the utopic ideologies of the CIAM and 

the French State.
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While there were some new park developments in Paris during this time, generally 

speaking, the momentum under Alphand and Forestier’s leadership diminished. Paris 

was left relatively unscathed during the war and so it lacked the space required for 

these utopian neighbourhoods (Vincent, 2010b). As such, most new housing and 

projects were focused along the ceinture verte, the former Thiers’ wall and zone non 

aedificandi. However, the land zoned for park space was slow to be redeveloped due 

to inefficient public policy and planning such as the provision that anything built on the 

ceinture verte had to be matched with an equivalent amount of park space in the city 

centre: called la loi Lafay. The ease of developing land on the ceinture but the immense 

difficulty in securing land for a park in the city centre slowed development activity 

Figure 14: Overview of recent grands ensembles built in Paris (Architecture Aujourd’hui, 
1961).
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in otherwise the last large undeveloped land in Paris (Vincent, 2010b). Ironically, this 

policy can be considered an early, if not unintended, precursor to greenbelt planning 

policies. There was also a preference for large periphery landscapes in the 1965 SDAU 

which were seen to be more compelling than local squares and smaller parks (Vincent, 

2010b). The modernist movement saw abstract styles deriving from painting and 

sculpture adapted to the ecological, climatic, and cultural particularities of a region 

and the new social functions of the consumer society which the SDAU hinted at in their 

regional approach to evenly distribute large park spaces (Vincent, 2010b; Swaffield, 

2009). However, the development of parks was mostly tied to the development of 

residential projects, rather than the development of roads and intersections as it 

was under Haussmann, and parks constructed during this time were partially or fully 

surrounding by buildings in city blocks (Vincent, 2010b). Swaffield (2009, p. 57) writes 

that the abstraction of Modernism “shifted creative thought away from landscape as a 

focus of cultural production and suppressed the significance of site.” Landscape was 

then deprioritized to the background, literally and figuratively, as an ‘outdoor room, as 

an extension of architectural functions, and as a place for architectural objects.

Postmodernism (1960-Onwards)

Postmodernism grew from the dissatisfaction of modernism (Izenour, Scott 

Brown, & Venturi & Scott Brown, 1972; Jacobs, 1961; Rossi, 1966; Sennott, 2004). 

Postmodernism is both a condition of knowledge and the self-conscious stage in the 

evolution of modernity which can describe as more so a “yes, but…” answer than a 

strict “no”. As displayed in Figure 15, attitudes to form, space, materials, language, 

and systems evolved greatly between the two eras. The ambiguity and conceptual 

illegibility of postmodernism leads to a plurality of multiple voices and realities that 

all have equal importance (Van Ham, 2001). Charles Jencks (1996, p. 15) uses the 

term “double-coding” to describe how postmodernism rejects totalizing arguments 

on universal rights and instead promotes the proliferation of many metanarratives: 
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Attitudes and Influences Modern Postmodern

Attitude towards form Autonomous Signifies culture

Influences on form Function + site Memory + site

Impact of form on people Generate universal feelings Connote multiple ideas

Attitude towards space An area to be shaped Contested space of power

Influences on space Psychology Cultural criticism

Impact of space on people Generate universal feelings Connote multiple ideas

Attitude towards materials Authentic Artificial is okay, but not fake

Influences on materials New materials available after 

WWII

Ecological consequences

Impact of materials on 
people

Identified as modern Identified as sustainable

Attitude towards language Binary terms frame thought 

structures

Binary is too restrictive, 

repressive
Influences on language Modern, architectural design 

vocabulary

Earthwork and land art, ecology

Impact of language on 
people

Unify people across cultures 

and time

Language controls identity

Attitude towards systems Should be controlled by 

designers

Designers are part of the system

Influences on systems Scientific understanding Artistic practice

Impact of systems on 
people

Will lead to harmony and 

stability

Will lead to chance

Figure 15: Comparison of attitudes and influences claimed by modern and postmodern 
landscape architects according to Susan Herrington (2017).
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a stylistic pluralism (Klotz, 1988). The term postmodernism gained currency in the 

1970s to denote the reaction to Modernism’s teleological approach as well as to 

signify a late-twentieth century architecture associated with vernacular elements as 

well as classical motifs (Rogers, 2001). As Huyssen (1984) notes, the postmodern 

movement signalled a shift in sensibilities, practices and discourse formations that 

distinguishes the postmodern set of assumptions, experiences, and propositions from 

that of the preceding period. However, Huyssen (1984, p. 8) also goes further to say 

that postmodernism has not “generated genuinely new aesthetic forms,” but rather 

has continued to employ modernity’s forms with an “altered cultural context,” thus, 

asserting postmodernism as an evolution of modernism.

Postmodernism in the French context flourished during the 1960s and 1970s. French 

theorists such as Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Guy Debord, Gilles 

Deleuze, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Félix Guattari, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, 

Jacques Lacan, and Jean-François Lyotard formed a sort of postmodernist motley 

crew that focused their attention on discourse, difference, the other, decentring, 

absence, relativism and indeterminacy (Bourg, 2007). Lyotard’s exhibition Les 

Immatériaux on the postmodern condition is used to operationalize the discussion 

chapter and discourse on Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy. 

The Algerian crisis and, specifically, les évènements of May 68 had a profound effect 

on Lyotard’s intellectual development (Sim, 2011). For Lyotard, as well as other thinkers 

of his generation, the key feature of May 68 was that it did not fulfil anyone’s master 

plan; in his eyes, the événements caught all established theories of politics off-guard 

and was evidence of “what this society represses or denies, a figure of its unconscious 

desire” (Lyotard, 1993, p. 63). Lyotard found official Marxism in the form of the French 

Communist Party to be not just narrow in its socio-political analyses but also deceitful 

in siding with the de Gaulle government to bring down the student–and worker-led 



49Literature Review

revolt. He rejected totalizing philosophy and furthered his commitment to petits récits, 

constituting the backbone of his social philosophy in The Postmodern Condition (Sim, 

2011).

Postmodernity has deconstructed the grand visions of modernity and replaced 

them with a pluralistic understanding of both culture and nature. Through splintering 

and fragmentation, the unifying ideal of the grid is broken up into a “dislocated poly 

nucleated field” (Pope, 2003, p. 179). The new paradigm of postmodern offers several 

new qualities according to Swaffield (2009). Postmodernism has opened creative 

opportunity to recover landscape as a primary focus of cultural production and 

emerging patterns of landscape architecture over the past two decades express 

new and contrasting imperatives. Digital technologies also play a large role, with the 

dynamic multiple layering and shaping of data empowered by remote sensing and 

techniques of virtual reality. The results are inspired by new conceptions of nature 

as multivalent and draw on artistic devices of collage to give value to and reproduce 

the fractured mosaic of the late Modern city. Additionally, landscape architectural 

concern for the qualities of site has returned, and in particularly an ecological sense, 

for its topography and its ecological regeneration. As we shall see in Parc de la Villette, 

Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy, brownfield sites, rivers, and waste dumps 

are no longer places of disregard and are rehabilitated using ecological engineering 

techniques and new metaphors of nature to create “sublime” post-industrial 

landscapes (Swaffield, 2009, p. 57).
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Chapter 3 Methodology

Figure 16: Stairs and fountain lead down into Les Grands Pelouses from the Passeralle 
Simon de Beauvoir at Parc de Bercy (Feichtinger Architectes, 2011).
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METHODOLOGY

This research conducted is representative of both personal and analytical strides. 

It consists of an analysis of literature regarding French parks and the semiotics 

of landscape architecture, as well as site visits to French parks when possible. I 

consulted literature found in the McLaughlin Library at the University of Guelph and the 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France.

In mid-2020, I found myself relocating to Paris, France, to live there intermittently until 

December of that year. The time spent there, without a doubt, influenced my decision 

to narrow my research on Parisian landscape architecture. As an academic, I gravitated 

towards the rich French history and tradition of garden design and the seemingly 

unending circumstances behind the creation of its most popular parks, a contrast to 

the recorded recency of landscape architectural history of Ontario, Canada; of course 

this is a relative notion. I learned much about the past but, importantly, I studied Paris’ 

avant-garde applications of contemporary landscape architectural practice. Broadly 

speaking, landscapes in Paris are crowded with layers of meaning and history and so, 

with it, came a fascinating course of discovery.

This thesis has gone through several topic iterations, a common occurrence in the 

research process. However, one factor that has remained firm throughout is the 

retention of two of my personal research interests. The hermeneutics, or more simply, 

the interpretation of design and the ramifications of the design decisions made by 

landscape designers; this has remained important to me and cultivated the research 

progress. From an early stage, I was immersed in the landscape architectural theory 

of James Corner, Marc Treib, Mark Francis, Susan Herrington, and Elizabeth Meyer. 

Another side of this thesis is the historical recount. While this research focuses 

primarily on the postmodern landscape after les évènements. Early on, it became 

clear that it was inevitable to discuss or reference the history before then, which is 
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latent in the definition of postmodernism as an evolution and therefore integrated into 

the understanding of the historical influence on postmodern design. As such, there 

are centuries-old legacies and references that appear in the French postmodern 

landscapes.

Approach

This thesis follows a pragmatic approach as identified by Lenzholzer et al. (2013). 

This method of inquiry uses a combination of information, valuing both objective and 

subjective knowledge, to form the bulk of the thesis content. Thus, I draw upon an 

interdisciplinary mix of design, cultural, historical, and subjects from several published 

authors in addition to my own personal experiences and motivations.

Generally, the steps I took to this thesis were to first read and widen my understanding 

of postmodernism, its complexities, and then, more specifically, within the France 

context. This involved deciphering definitions and compiling work by seminal 

postmodern philosophers, historians, designers, and other authors. Next, I sought 

to ground this information in the French landscape and chose to do this in Parc de 

la Villette, Parc de Bercy, and Parc André Citroën as they reappeared constantly 

throughout my preliminary research phase. Therefore, an analysis was conducted on 

the background, proposal, and design elements of each park to begin to position them 

within French postmodernism. This positioning was furthered by applying the historical 

and design background of each park to a framework conceived by French postmodern 

philosopher Jean-François Lyotard. In order to do this, I conducted a content analysis 

of Lyotard’s exhibition, Les Immatériaux, where the framework was first used, to 

carefully translate Lyotard’s message into the scope of my thesis and the three parks.
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Literature Review

The literature review aims to explore the discursive postmodern influences in Parc 

de la Villette, Parc de Bercy, and Parc André Citroën and its ability to convey meaning. 

I turned to postmodernist architectural and social theory and French landscape 

architectural history throughout three systematic parts to make sense of this 

intersection between culture and nature. The methodology begins with a precis of the 

applicable intellectual, historical, cultural, and social background of the land prior to the 

realization of the three parks. The scope of the background information is narrowed as 

far back as the Second Empire where there are circumstances that plant the seed for 

postmodernism to create dialogue with.

Analysis

The analysis provides in-depth description for each park from their inception to 

realization with particular attention paid to the postmodern socio-political dynamic 

during the Mitterrand era. The analysis concludes with the examination of the 

postmodern design elements found in each park.

The analysis begins with laying out the necessary background information leading 

up to its conceptualization, that is, the pertinent historical and cultural context 

regarding each site. This inaugurate portion of the pragmatic approach suggests 

an understanding that the collective and primeval past of a site is often alluded to 

in postmodern design and the illustration of meaning (Francis & Hester, Jr., 1990). 

Thus, an examination of each park’s actualization including origination, planning, and 

design is conducted to illuminate the intentions of the client, the City of Paris, and the 

designer(s), while accounting, where possible, for various choices made and paths not 

taken. Finally, the analysis concludes with an analysis of a handful of design elements 
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found within the three parks in which postmodern design is most noticeable. The 

parks’ design elements as they relate to historical and symbolic references in French 

culture.

Discussion

In the discussion chapter, the analysis material is synthesized into Lyotard’s 

postmodernist framework from his 1985 exhibition Les Immatériaux. Lyotard’s 

framework deconstructs the word “material” to enable a more profound understanding 

of our relationship to objects and challenge the Cartesian view of the human and 

material relationship. In a postmodern lens, the framework is applied to create five 

central components that support meaning in the three parks: maternity, materiel, 

material, matrix and matter. In addition, we discuss the implications this may have on 

landscape architecture and its potential to meet present-day demands through poetic 

yet allusive experiences.

The discussion organizes the information of the analysis within the postmodern realm 

via Jean-François Lyotard’s postmodern condition. Specifically, his stratification of 

material into five strands that, together, emphasize the message of postmodernity. 

These five strands that orbit around the message are: matière [matter], matériel 

[materiel], matrice [matrix], maternité [maternity], and matériau [material]. In 

redistributing material and developing its ontology, Lyotard (1985) sought to rethink 

material as a passivity to be conquered by giving matter philosophical pertinence. 

The discussion deciphers how the parks design, the socio-political decisions, the 

site’s history, and the French élan entwine between themselves within the Lyotard’s 

postmodern framework.
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Limitations

Naturally, there are limitations to my research that are inevitable when discussing 

postmodernism. The very principle of plurality and complexity of postmodernism 

demands an investigation that is both personal and unique, given that it is a 

movement that celebrates the contradictory and diverse mosaic of perspectives. 

My personal interpretation of foreign culture is not necessarily a limitation so much 

as a characteristic of my thesis as it is tailored to a pragmatic approach comprising 

objective and subjective observations. Additionally, my pragmatic approach concerns 

the applications and solutions to postmodernism within the French context and, in 

doing so, draws on several ideas, employs ‘what works’, and references different 

knowledge claims (Lenzholzer et al., 2013). This is because parts of the issues lie within 

both the workings of nature, in a philosophical sense, and in socio-political issues. In 

this sense, I am postulating a cultural translation that engages the intellect specifically 

in my position, influenced by the temporality of my research, locale, and personal 

interests, and, thus, generating unique contextual new knowledge.
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Chapter 4 Analysis

Figure 17: View over the green lawn (tapis vert) toward the Pont de Javel bas Aval and the 
Seine in Parc André Citroën (Rogers, 1990a).
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ANALYSIS

In writing about Parc de la Villette, “once again, the City of Paris 
turned an industrial left-over space into a park for the education and 
amusement of the people of Paris; once again this creation of a park 
formed part of a re-evaluation of peripheral spaces within Paris (a 
process that has also included the Parc André Citroën in the 15th, the 
makeover of Bercy in the 12th and the Rive Gauche project in the 13th 
arrondissement).

Ulf Strohmayer (2006, p. 569)

This chapter provides the reader with a socio-political, historical, and creative 

understanding of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy in three 

headings: background information, concept to realization, and design elements. 

The environment of which the City of Paris’ developed parks can be interpreted 

through Henri Lefebvre’s cultural commodification theory; in his view, “the urban 

landscape was not simply composed of symbolic and functional spaces created by 

professionals. Rather, these spaces were key locations where economics, ideology, 

and capital were continually negotiated. It is where society literally reproduces itself as 

a spatial practice” (Herrington, 2017, p. 100). Deindustrialization, design competitions, 

new planning documents, and changing administrative bodies were overlapping 

occurrences that reappear throughout the development of each park and, therefore, 

within this chapter.

François Mitterrand’s presidential win in May 1981 symbolized a culmination of a 

period opened up by the events of May 1968, a period remarked by Pascal Ory (1983, 

p. 1) as “between the two Mays’’. The optimistic French Left celebrated Mitterrand’s win 

after he had lost twice previously to Charles de Gaulle and Valéry Giscard d’Estaing in 

1965 and 1974, respectively. The early years of Mitterrand’s presidency were marked 

by sea-change reforms in legislation, such as the establishment of the national ethics 
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committee and the abolition of the death penalty. Yet, this waned as time went on and 

les années Mitterrand began to gain a reputation for scandal and political corruption 

partly because France entered a period of cohabitation in 1986, a circumstance of 

the president not having a supporting parliamentary majority. This left Mitterrand 

with significant control over only two areas: defence and foreign policy (Bourg, 2007; 

RFI English, 2017). The French Left was ultimately let-down by his electoral run; 

nonetheless, Mitterrand’s election was symbolic for electing members of the May 

1968 generation, called la gauche caviar. In the end, the chief legacies of Mitterrand’s 

presidency were several grandiose architectural and urban projects, a far cry from a 

socialist redesign whispered at the beginning of his term (see Figure 18) (Bourg, 2007).

Figure 18: The Louvre pyramid, a Grand Projet, two years before opening (Kovarik, 1987)
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Parc de la Villette is a by-product of the presidential Grands Projets programme that 

indirectly led to the creation of Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy. It was this 

cultural initiative that enabled the construction of extravagant cultural treasures 

intended to renovate and revitalize French cultural heritage to appeal to the greatest 

number, the universal (Biasini, 1991). While France is no stranger to major investments 

in public work, modern post-war France concentrated disproportionately on economic 

and social services and, prior to Mitterrand’s election, had only constructed a single 

significant cultural facility, the Centre Georges Pompidou (CGP) (Biasini, 1991). Under 

the Grands Projets programme, Mitterrand sought to reverse the diminishing priority 

given to France’s cultural heritage. Thus, Mitterrand initiated the Grand Travaux policy 

to provide the Ministry of Culture one percent of the country’s annual budget, a hefty 

gesture with no immediate economic value (Biasini, 1991). The pyramid at the Louvre, 

the Grande Arche de La Défense, and the Musée d’Orsay are some of the projects 

launched by Mitterrand’s legislation. This postmodernist exuberance of political power 

and ambition, specifically in regard to Parc de la Villette, ultimately had a hand in driving 

the creation of Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy by proxy through Paris Mayor 

Jacques Chirac (Mayor 1977-95, President 1995-2007) who was critical of the Parc 

de la Villette selection process (Hunt, 2012; Vincent, 2010a). So, in some ways, the 

magnitude of Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy developed on the predisposition 

Parc de la Villette’s conception.

Chirac’s Atelier Parisien d’Urbanisme (APUR) played an integral role in the municipally-

driven Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy. The department’s postmodern vision 

featured parks and gardens prominently as creative articulations that will reconnect 

contemporary urban societies to public open space after the detriment of modern 

urbanism. In Les Espaces Vert de Paris: Situation et Projets (1981), APUR criticized the 

technocratic approach to green space, and lack of character and cultural relevance 
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of the existing parks. In the report, the Citroën lands, Bercy, and La Villette were 

specifically outlined by APUR as industrial lands to be transformed into new municipal 

parks, among other initiatives.

Parc de la Villette (1982-1988)

During the 20th century we have witnessed a shift in the concept of the 
park, which can no longer be separated from the concept of the city. The 
park forms part of the vision of the city. The fact that Paris concentrates 
tertiary or professional employment argues against passive “esthetic” 
parks of repose in favour of new urban parks based on cultural invention, 
education, and entertainment. The inadequacy of the civilization vs. 
nature polarity under modern city conditions has invalidated the time-
honoured prototype of the park as an image of nature. It can no longer 
be conceived as an undefiled Utopian world-in-miniature, protected 
from vile reality. What we see, then, IS the exhaustion of the “open 
space” concept faced with the reality of the cultural park. Hence, we 
oppose the notion of Olmsted, widespread throughout the 19th century, 
that “in the park, the city is not supposed to exist.” To create false hills 
hiding the péripherique ignores the power of urban reality.

Bernard Tschumi (1988, p. 1)

Introduction

Parc de la Villette is the first of several Grands Projets heralded by François Mitterrand 

during his tenure as President (1981-95). The land on which it rests had operated, 

until 1971, operated as the city’s centralized slaughterhouse in Paris’ northeast. The 

surrounding neighbourhood is a traditionally working-class residential area with a 

significant immigrant population where the rigid fabric of the historic city centre and 

the spatial openness of newer development converge (Tiévant, 1996). Parc de la 

Villette is the largest park in central Paris at 55 hectares, of which 35 hectares is made 
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up of park land bordered by what was once Thiers wall and the zone non aedificandi. 

The other 20 hectares is dedicated to a mix of cultural programming, such as the 

Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie located in the former abattoir building, the Grande 

Halle for exhibition and performance space, the Conservatoire de Paris, the Cité de la 

Musique, and the Philharmonie de Paris.

The park’s avant-garde design is the product of French-Swiss architect Bernard 

Tschumi who won the Villette’s international design competition in 1982-83 based 

on his essay on the architectural theory of deconstruction and disjunction (Tschumi, 

1988). His avant-garde design deviated from the familiar precedents in landscape or 

architectural design and alternatively became an embodiment of postmodern literary 

analysis (Tate, 2015). Tschumi (1998, p. vii) writes that Parc de la Villette proves “that 

it was possible to construct a complex architectural organization without resorting 

to traditional rules of composition, hierarchy, and order”. Relying on the emerging 

computer technology of the time, Parc de la Villette’s design deconstructed the 

conventional sense of a park into a layering of points, lines, and surfaces that did 

not reinforce a whole as parts but, as independent and unpredictable fragments that 

cannot predict the relationship of parts to a whole and whose concurrence creates 

unexpected, chance encounters (Meyer, 1991). At la Villette, Tschumi courageously 

fuses theory and practice in reality.

Background

Prior to Parc de la Villette, it was simply La Villette (translation: small town), a separate 

jurisdiction bordering the capital city. The settlement remained its own separate market 

town until 1860 when Haussmann, authorized by Napoléon III, expanded Paris from its 

12 arrondissements to 20 and La Villette was thereafter annexed into the nineteenth. 

Among his sweeping changes, Haussmann consolidated the city’s slaughterhouses 

and meat market into a single 40-hectare complex at la Villette, as shown in Figures 
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Figure 19: Abbatoirs of La Villette 
(Henrard, 1958).

Figure 20: Redeveloped area 
of the abbatoirs of La Villette 
(Henrard, 1969c)

Figure 21: Closer view of the 
redeveloped area of the abbatoirs 
of La Villette (Henrard, 1969d)



66 Analysis

19-21. Structures such as the Grande Halle were completed by 1867 and originally 

operated as a cattle market. Over the following years, the site and surrounding area 

were subject to various modernizations (Tate, 2015).

Accessibility to and around the site was broadened beginning in 1919 when 

the fortifications of Thiers wall were demolished and replaced by the Boulevard 

Péripherique, which was later greatly expanded upon in the 1970s. In 1923, the Canal 

St-Denis and the Canal de l’Ourcq were both deepened and had their locks lengthened. 

Yet despite these improvements, the abattoirs continued to struggle during the early 

twentieth century even in light of the modernization of their equipment in 1930. Finally, 

the rise of refrigeration throughout the 1950s meant that animals could be killed 

where they were raised, rendering the facilities useless. So, a decision was made in 

1959 to partially redevelop the abattoirs of la Villette. On the south end of the site, 

public housing was built and, north of the Canal de l’Ourcq, the new Grande Salle meat 

market. After experiencing financial and technical delays, the Grande Salle eventually 

opened in 1969 only to close five years later in 1974 (Tate, 2015).

Concept to Realization

The redevelopment of Parc de la Villette stretches over three presidential terms, 

beginning with Georges Pompidou (President 1969-1974). In 1973, Pompidou’s 

government announced an end to the slaughterhouses of la Villette after the City 

of Paris had transferred rights to the district of la Villette in August 1970. The 

slaughterhouses ceased operations in 1974 and the newly appointed government 

of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing (President 1974-1981) called for low-income housing, 

economic activities, and social and public facilities in its replacement. After 

undertaking the necessary feasibility studies, in 1978 Giscard decided upon a science 

museum, an auditorium, and a park and the following year, organized the Établissement 

Public du Parc de la Villette (EPPV) to oversee the park’s completion. When Mitterrand 
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Figure 22: Plan of Parc de la Villette (Tschumi, 1988, p. 9).
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was elected in 1981, his reaffirmation of Giscard’s Parc de la Villette into his Grands 

Projets programme strengthened the project further. The proposed auditorium 

became the Cité de la Musique and now included the Conservatoir National Supérieur 

de la Musique and on-site structures such as the restored Grande Halle, the Cité des 

Sciences et l’Industrie, and an IMAX theatre shaped as a massive stainless-steel 

sphere, the Géode, all opened by 1986 (Tate, 2015).

The competition for the Parc de la Villette was organized in 1982 and was charged 

with ambition and big expectation. The brief for this “parc urbain de XXIe siècle” 

(translation: urban park of the 21st century) asked for a complex arrangement of 

cultural and entertainment facilities encompassing open air theatres, restaurants, art 

galleries, artist workshops, playgrounds, electronic displays, as well as gardens where 

cultural innovation rather than a recreation of nature, was encouraged (Tschumi, 1988, 

p. i). Mitterrand’s state-sponsored cultural park set to boldly mark the vision of an era 

and to act upon the future economic and cultural development of a key area in Paris 

(Tschumi, 1988).

Bernard Tschumi won the design competition in March 1983 with a strategy of abstract 

mediation (see Figure 22 & 23). That is, Tschumi looked for an abstract system to 

mediate between two: the site and its constraints and another concept beyond the 

city or program. Bernard Tschumi (1988, p. vii) intentionally set out “to prove that it 

was possible to construct a complex architectural organization without resorting to 

traditional rules of composition, hierarchy and order”. His design concept employed 

superimposition as an intermediary to the heterogeneity of the site programming and 

a strong conceptual framework of a park (Tschumi, 1988). Tschumi’s design concept 

had concern for the economic conditions at the time, reinforced by the languish faced 

in finalizing the park’s feasibility, and the park’s strong ideology for a place embellished 

with a mix of cultural and social uses (Tschumi, 1988).
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Figure 23: Exploded folie create “endless” combinations (Tschumi, 1988, p. 18)
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As depicted in Figure 24, the superimposition consists of twenty-six red metal folies 

that are serially placed (points), walkways for pedestrian movement in the form of 

allées, galeries, and circuits (lines), and large, open-air areas for activity of grass or 

gravel (surfaces) (Tate, 2015).

Elizabeth Meyer (1991) writes that the essence of Parc de la Villette is rooted in the 

rejection of the normative concept of a park and in lieu deconstructs it by rethinking 

the relationship between park and city, the contents of a park, and the strategy of 

park design. The relationship he poses embraces the prevalence of society’s new 

consumptive and technological advancements rather than upholding Olmstedian 

19th-century ideas of nature. Essentially, nature as the content of the park has become 

substituted by technology and culture. The fragments of shapes reinforce Tschumi’s 

strategy of superimposition where one is not able to predict the relationship between 

objects.

Design Elements

POINTS

Tschumi’s system of points is a grid of energetic red folies punctuating Parc de la 

Villette at 120-metre intervals.  Each folie is abstracted from the constant 10m2 

embodiment and then modified and elaborated based on their individual programmatic 

requirements. Theoretically, the folies were to be disjunctive and dissociative between 

use, form, and social values and in striving for a value-neutrality to create “grafts of 

transference” upon their encounter (Tschumi, 1988, p. 24). Upon encountering a folie, 

the dialectic of space and time, symbol and reality, is reintroduced and synthesized to 

form imaginaries where anyone can inscribe whatever momentary significance they 

choose (Rogers, 2001; Tschumi, 1988).
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Figure 24: Superimposition of Tschumi’s systems of points, lines, and surfaces (Tschumi, 
1988, p. 3).
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Spatially, the strict repetition of the folie over a grid is an attempt to create a visual 

symbol for the park akin to the Paris métro entrances or London’s telephone booths. 

The grid also provides for an untroubled implementation as it is able to establish 

territorial recognition and easy maintenance. Importantly, the grid placement also 

acts as armature for the multiplicity of systems and cultural programming. The 

conceptual framework of the folies envisioned the spatial arrangement as “a surface 

of multireferential anchoring points for things and people which leads to a partial 

coherence” (Tschumi, 1988, p. 24). Today, as seen in Figure 25, the folies are more or 

less conventional park structures such as small eateries, play structures, information 

centres, and so on (Rogers, 2001).

Figure 25: Surfaces (lawn), lines (allée), and points (folies) at Parc de la Villette (Rogers, 
n.d.).
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LINES

The system of lines or system of movement, some orthogonal and others sinuous, 

are representative of the site’s pedestrian circulation. The lines range from walkways 

of high importance and minor pathways as well as allées of trees that bend and uncoil 

over the park (as shown in Figure 26). The Galeries Couvertes are two unwavering 

passageways that anchor the system with its axiality. They comprise a north-south 

pas sage that link Porte de la Villette and Porte de Pantin parallel to the Canal St Martin 

and an east-west passage that “joins Paris to its suburbs” along the Canal de l’Ourcq 

(Tschumi, 1988, p. 8). Given its name, the passageways also include a five-meter wide, 

open covered structure with the latter incorporating an aerial walkway. Some folies 

Figure 26: Jardin des Bambous at Parc de la Villette (Doctor Casino, 2008).
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with more frequented activities are strategically placed nearby to these two galleries to 

facilitate and encourage access to the more frequented activities such as the Cité de 

Musique, restaurants, and children’s play areas (Tschumi, 1988).

PROMENADE CINÉMATIQUE

The Promenade Cinématique is a curvilinear line superimposed on the site that, 

in addition to intersecting with the two galleries, provide unexpected encounters 

to several thematic gardens along its path. The carefully planned promenade of 

successive gardens is based on the analogy of a film strip with the gardens as frames 

and the walkway as the soundtrack. Conceptually, the sequencing of frames form 

associations between the gardens that precede and succeed it, and in turn allow for a 

plurality of interpretations to be had along the promenade (Tschumi, 1988).

The progression through frames utilizes the device of clip transitions such as 

flashbacks, jump cuts, and dissolves, in keeping with the cinegrammatic analogy and 

to create the sense of montage. For example, the allées of trees are meant to represent 

a cut between the gardens and on a bigger scale represent cuts between different 

elements of the park (Tschumi, 1988).

SURFACES

The last of the tripartite systems is surfaces. These are the large expanses of 

horizontal space in the shapes of circles and triangles that are programmatically 

determined by play, games, body exercises, mass entertainment, and markets. 

When all aspects of the program are fulfilled, the left-over surfaces are composed of 

traditional Parisian gravel which allow for “complete programmatic freedom” (Tschumi, 

1998, p. 8). The dynamic shapes of the lawns echo the disjunctive logic of the folies 

in that they can be utilized for yet-to-be-imagined uses; distinguishing them from the 

classical French lawns and their associated lack of access (Tate, 2015; Yaari, 2008).
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THEMATIC GARDENS

The gardens along the Promenade Cinématique are intriguing moments within the 

park and set a diverse deviation from Tschumi’s high-level theoretical architecture. 

They are often subterranean which enhances the feeling of escape and individuality 

from the rest of the park (Tate, 2015: 138). There are 10 theme gardens that range from 

poetic to programmatic. Some of them include: the Jardin des Miroirs, a space that 

arranges free-standing mirrors among trees (seen in Figure 27); the Jardin de la Treille, 

a stepped terrace with trellises covered by climbing plants and 90 fountains; and the 

Jardin du Dragon, a children’s playground with a play structure in the form of a dragon.

Figure 27: Jardin des Miroirs at Parc de la Villette (Crane, 2009).
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Figure 28: Plan of Parc André Citroën (Milliex, 1993, p. 97).
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Among the theme gardens along the Promenade Cinématique, the most well-received 

is the Jardin des Bambous (Vincent, 2010b). Alexandre Chemetoff, a French architect, 

was invited by Tschumi to design the largest of the several gardens which, through 

excavation, expanded the space from 3000m2 to 10,000m3 (Marot, 2006). It is an 

elaborate garden of sensorial experience that resembles a primeval forest of bamboo 

due to the density of bamboo which masks the garden’s edges. Bridges above cross 

over the garden while narrow steel walkways lead the visitor through the dense foliage. 

Below the surface ground, the urban archaeology is unearthed via urban infrastructure 

that would have otherwise been hidden underneath the park’s surface exposed. It is 

a reminder that the garden is a fragment of the larger urban agglomeration and the 

servicing required to support this space (Diamond, 2011; Treib, 1995; Van Der Velde 

& De Wit, 2015). Bernard Leitner’s Cylindre Sonore is nestled into a cozy corner in the 

Jardin des Bambous. It is a curved concrete room that bathes the viewer in a rich, deep 

hum that demonstrates humans are never truly outside space but “in” by using sound 

as architecture (Robinson, 2020, p. 32).

Parc André Citroën (1985-1992)

Introduction

Parc André Citroën opened in 1992 in Paris’ southwest as the centrepiece of a 

conscious regeneration of the immediate surrounding neighbourhood. As displayed 

in Figure 28, the park employs a matrix of rectilinear forms to create outdoor rooms of 

varying landscape forms, echoing the parterres, tapis vert, and bosquets of the jardin à 

la française style (Rogers, 2001). The essence of its creation was pervaded by political 

rivalry between leftist president François Mitterrand and rightist mayor Chirac, both 

eager to showcase the “twenty-first century” urban park in the capital city (Tate, 2015, 

p. 76). Three years following Parc de la Villette’s design competition, Mayor Jacques 

Chirac (1977-95) launched a design competition for the industrial land of the former 
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Citroën car manufacturing factory along the Seine. At thirteen hectares, the park is 

comparable in size to Parc de Bercy and is uniquely bounded with “ears” that infiltrate 

the neighbourhood, creating a strong link to the existing built environment (Garcias, 

1993, p. 100; Vincent, 2010b).

The park’s design is a combination of two competition proposals: the first by 

landscape architect Allain Provost with architects Jean-Paul Viguier and Jean-François 

Jodry; the other, by landscape architect Gilles Clément and architect Patrick Berger. 

The proposals of both teams incorporated a large central lawn and lineal canals and 

were deemed similar enough to explore a combined proposal (Tate, 2015). Although 

the proposals had some similarities structurally, the combined proposal was an 

overlay of two philosophically and formally different designers with opposing content 

(Diamond, 2011). However, in the end, the collaboration proved to be more of a 

peaceful and enriching merging of ideas than a disjointed assemblage (Garcias, 1993)

Background

Not unlike the annexation of La Villette, the area that Parc André Citroën sits on, called 

Javel, was annexed into Paris in 1860 by Hausmann into the 15th arrondissement. 

Although it measured 80 hectares, Javel had less than 75 inhabitants due to the 

proliferation of industry in the area over the years (see Figures 29-31). Only by the 

end of the nineteenth century did access to the site improve with the construction of 

Pont Mirabeau and several other roads but until that point only riverside quays had 

been constructed in the area (Tate, 2015). Javel continued to see little immediate 

change until after World War I when André Citroën converted his munitions factory and 

established the eponymously titled automobile plant in 1919, the first line assembly in 

France (see Figure 32 on page 80) (Vincent, 2010b; Weltman-Aron, 2003). The future 

of this site materialized in 1970 when the City of Paris purchased the Citroën site and 
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Figure 29: 26 Rue de Javel 
in 1904 (Union Photographie 
Française, 1904a).

Figure 30: 35 Rue de Javel 
in 1904 (Union Photographie 
Française, 1904b).

Figure 31: 39 Quai de Javel 
in 1904 (Union Photographie 
Française, 1904c).



80 Analysis

by 1985, the site had been completed cleared of any trace of the former car plant save 

for the circulation of the site which enveloped around the former structure (Tate, 2015; 

Vonier, 1993).

In 1979, Parc André Citroën became the centrepiece of the zone d’aménagement 

concerté (ZAC) Citroën-Cévennes designated by the City of Paris and APUR after the 

Citroën factory relocated outside of the city (Tate, 2015). A ZAC is a type of municipal-

driven redevelopment project that combines public investment and, with limits on 

speculation, private as well. Instituted in the late 1960s, it was the APUR’s primary 

instrument for urban development and renovation at the time. The ZAC designation 

allows the municipal government to determine the activities—public services, 

private commerce, housing, architecture—particularly through competitions and 

by appointing a “coordinating architect” for the sector, and public space planning of 

a defined sector (Vincent, 2010b, p. 101). In addition to the park, the ZAC Citroën-

Cévennes was to include a hospital, offices, and housing (Tate, 2015).

This period saw a renewed interest in architectural and urban history coupled with 

policy aiming to revitalize traditional Alphanian parks and Haussmann planning. After 

the creation of the fortified APUR within the newly-formed municipal government, 

Figure 32: Aerial view of the 
Citroën car manufacturing plant 
in 1952 (Henrard)
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urban planning focused heavily on historical land use, architectural forms, and 

street profiles after decades of urbanism guided by modernism. APUR’s Plan 

d’occupation de sols came into effect in 1976 and more value was placed on existing 

structures, density, streetscapes, and natural resources and spaces (Vincent, 

2010b). In the document, they voice their disdain for “un ensemble urbain disloqué 

par des constructions nouvelles maladroites” which diminishes the landscape and 

is the inevitable product of “bêtise”, “froideur” and “monotonie” (APUR, 1975, p. 

4). Accordingly, APUR looked to construct new alongside the old with increasing 

recognition of the historical value in peripheral neighbourhoods and industrial areas. 

This shift from modern to postmodern thought can be attributed to two significant 

landscapes: The urbanism of Les Halles and the landscape of Parc de la Villette. The 

first, known for its vibrant market scene, was destroyed and replaced by the multiplied 

ground of transportation, commerce, and an inadequate park. Originally billed as the 

“urban planning operation of the century”, Les Halles quickly became known as a 

“crime against Paris” and was grouped by critics into the “style of the Fifth Republic” 

along with Tour Montparnasse (Wakeman, 2007, p. 55). Opened in 1979, the failed 

redevelopment of Les Halles only lasted thirty years before being redeveloped. 

Moreover, the move of the meat market from Les Halles to La Villette only to quickly 

falter there fortified the warning to Parisians about the modernist tabula rasa approach 

to urbanism that had been ongoing in France for decades. Around the same time, Parc 

de la Villette’s winning competition entry by Bernard Tschumi was being dismissed 

by French landscape architects who believed it was a missed opportunity for the new 

generation of French landscape architects to demonstrate the rich history of garden 

design with a bright new outlook on the city and social interests (Vincent, 2010a). 

Coupled with the rivalry of Chirac and Mitterrand, together they fueled the postmodern 

sensibilities behind Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy.
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Concept to Realization

Parc André Citroën was a keystone project in Chirac’s response to Mitterrand: a city-

wide revitalization programme of public space “of a scope not seen since the time of 

Haussmann” (Tate, 2015, p. 70). A Europe-wide competition (as opposed to global, 

such as with Parc de la Villette) for the park was organized in 1985 by the City of Paris 

and APUR, and was in many ways a reflection of the competition for Parc de la Villette. 

The brief called for a contemporary counterpart to the existing slate of historical 

parks that did not strictly adhere to the English garden nor jardin à la française, and 

definitely not a “neo-constructivist fairground”–an implied jab at Parc de la Villette 

(Garcias, 1993, p. 100). In addition to this air of disapproval for Parc de la Villette, APUR 

requested proposals from landscape architects working with architects, highlighting 

the importance of plants first and foremost (Tate, 2015). And above all, the park was to 

be operated on two scales: amongst the great open spaces of Paris and as a driver of 

localized daily life in this regenerated zone and the 15th arrondissement (Tate, 2015).

The jury for the competition, including the one for Bercy, was composed of two groups: 

on one hand, elected officials, members of the mayoral administration, and heads 

of the city parks and urbanism departments; and on the other, architects, landscape 

architects, and planners (Vincent, 2010b). They settled upon the two entries by the 

Provost team and Clément team who had similarities in form but differences in content 

(see Figures 33 & 34). The former referenced the geometry of Le Nôtre with vegetation 

conforming to regular blocks while the latter had static visual order with dynamic 

management of spontaneous vegetation (Tate, 2015). The jury specified which 

attributes of each project it preferred to keep. In Gilles Clément‘s and Patrick Berger‘s 

project, the jury preferred their northern treatment of the site, specifically, “la qualité 

du traitement général, la position du canal et les abords de la partie centrale du parc 

ainsi que l‘aménagement des jardins ou terrasses.” In the project proposed by Allain 

Provost, Jean-Paul Viguier, and Jean-François Jodry, the jury highlighted the “rigueur 
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Figure 33: Competition proposals from 
Allain Provost, Jean-Paul Viguier, and Jean-
François Jodry (Garcias, 1993, p. 115).

Figure 34: Competition submission from 
Gilles Clément and Patrick Berger (Garcias, 
1993, p. 101).

générale du projet, le traitement de l‘ouverture du parc vers la Seine, [et] la qualité de 

ses perspectives”, mostly in the southern portion. In both, the jury urged the necessity 

that they “réétudié et traité le front urbain de l‘espace principal du parc,” that is, the 

relationship with the neighbourhood at the park‘s east end (Vincent, 2010b, p. 127; 

Tate, 2015).

The finished park respected Provost’s didactic of historical and contemporary and 

Clément’s biophilic programmatic elements all while taking in the jury feedback. Under 

Provost’s direction, the larger team adopted certain elements from each proposal, 

repositioned certain components, and elaborated more on others. Some significant 

changes include moving the Jardin en Mouvement from the central lawn to the 
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northeast corner and the union of Clement’s greenhouses with Provost’s forested 

esplanade at the park’s east end (Vincent, 2010b). Accordingly, they advanced with 

this new combined conceptual framework before dividing their responsibilities. 

Provost’s team became responsible for the central lawn, the surrounding canals and 

their nymphées, the Jardin des Métamorphoses, the Jardin Noir, overall landform of 

the site, and the Seine-facing railway section. Clément’s team took responsibility for 

the eastern entrance, which the jury had concerns over, by designing the Jardin Blanc, 

the Jardins Sérials, and the Jardin en Mouvement (Tate, 2015). With Clément’s team, 

there is a clear distinction between the vegetal and architectural elements. The linear, 

hard, smooth, monochromatic, defined architectural elements contrast the wandering, 

abundant, undulating, tufted, vibrant, multi-textured vegetation. With Provost, it is the 

opposite; vegetal elements are infused with an architectural quality through various 

gardening techniques, such as the strictly pruned boxwood hedges and magnolia 

trees and the smoothly maintained lawn (Vincent, 2010b).

Design Elements

JARDIN EN MOUVEMENT

The Jardin en Mouvement is a significant facet in Parc André Citroën’s scheme, and 

perhaps the most radical (Hunt, 2002b). In fact, the Jardin was originally proposed 

in the centre of the site, owing to its importance early in the design process (see 

Figure 35 on the previous page). The garden illustrates the transformation of French 

gardens in two ways: ecologically, in approach to gardens; and philosophically, in the 

relationship between humankind and nature. Shown in Figure 35, Gilles Clément’s 

wild garden concept is a mix of indigenous and exotic flowers and grasses. It forgoes 

the static upperhand of where and which plants survive–a structured composition– 

and, instead, prioritizes dynamic, spontaneous occurrence. Here, paths through the 

meadow are forged by human activity and plants are forged by natural processes such 



85Analysis

as plant succession and seasonal change (Clément & Berger, 1993; Treib, 1995). Nature 

shares, or, in most cases, dominates agency with the gardener, who is bestowed a role 

of regulation (Tate, 2015).

JARDINS SÉRIELS

Clément’s Jardins Sériels are a set of six thematic gardens of symbolic associations 

that complement the Jardin en Mouvement but are different in their design and 

cultivation strategy (see Figures 36-38 on page 87). The gardens are arranged in 

multiple, distinctly different types of gardens in small, enclosed spaces that are framed 

by miniature-like versions of Patrick Berger’s larger greenhouses. Colour, scent, sound, 

and haptic stimuli are generously employed, generating intense sensorial experiences. 

Figure 35: Jardin en Mouvement (Rogers, 1991a).
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Each serial garden is associated with a chemical element, a celestial body, a day of the 

week, a sense, an element of the water cycle, and a color of the spectrum. The colours 

also give titles to the six gardens which are composed of gold, silver, red, orange, 

green, and blue (Vincent, 2010b). For instance, the red garden is associated with taste, 

iron, the planet Mars, and Tuesday, and incorporates a waterfall. Another, the gold 

garden is representative of the “sixth sense”, the element of gold, the sun, Sunday, and, 

as the only garden lacking a water feature, symbolizes vapor.

In contrast to the Jardin en Mouvement, Clément chose plant species for their 

visual traits, such as colour and texture, rather than their behaviour and ecological 

temporality such as the use of silver leaves in the silver garden or the use of flowers 

that bloom the colour according to the garden experience. The designer uses garden 

art to symbolize spheres of knowledge in an analogical mode of reading not unlike 

what is found at Les Parterres at Parc de Bercy (Weltman-Aron, 2003). These elaborate 

planting designs and symbolic references signalled a return to the rich tradition of 

horticulture in France, less interpretively complex than the Jardin en Mouvement, that 

had not been prevalent in twentieth century urban parks (Van Der Velde & De Wit, 

2015).

JARDIN NOIR AND JARDIN BLANC

Figuring that seven days of the week can’t be equally dispersed among the six Jardins 

Sériels, Jardin Noir is incorporated into the serial garden scheme as Tuesday and even 

though it is located at a distance from the group, comprises the following symbols: 

lead, Saturn, Saturday, instinct, and the sea. The Jardin Noir is an introverted space 

that references the labyrinth typology through an indirect circulatory system of shady 

tiered planting beds that each showcase an individual plant before descending into a 

central, light-filled open space of island plantings of coniferous trees (see Figure 39 on 
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Figure 36: Silver jardin sériel. 
(Urquijo, 1993)

Figure 37: Red jardin sériel 
(Urquijo, 1993).

Figure 38: Orange jardin sériel 
(Urquijo, 1993).
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page 89). Overall, the site implements a contrast of light stone and gravel against dark 

and somber plantings to impose a somber contemplative space (Milliex, 1993; Vincent, 

2010b).

The Jardin Blanc, inverse of the Jardin Noir, is located on the opposite “ear” of Parc 

André Citroën. There are no grade changes or interruptions, making for an easily 

accessible and open space. Like its name suggests, the Jardin incorporates trees, 

perennials, bulbs, and shrubs that enforce the white colour through its flowers 

and bright foliage (see Figure 40). Contextually, it operates as an extension of the 

surrounding urban fabric with its incorporation of play areas for children, pétanque 

courts, a basketball court, and ping pong tables. Surroundings, such as the abutting 

cemetery, are integrated into the design through the application of water features 

and “sources of life” such as bamboo plants against its walls (Millieux, 1993, p. 96). 

Additionally, the enclosed garden at the centre of the Jardin echoes the thickness and 

lightness of the cemetery walls. Overall, the combination of public facilities, contextual 

circulation, and airy planting caters to a welcoming and permeable environment 

(Millieux, 1993; Vincent, 2010b).

CENTRAL LAWN (TAPIS VERT)

The central lawn is an imposing intermedial space akin to being the spine of the park. 

The lawn slopes gently towards the Seine underneath the Pont de Javel bas Aval, 

the architecture of which, a white arc, reinforces the distinctiveness of the space 

(see Figure 41 on page 90). On the other end is a raised surface of granite pavers 

possessing two monumental greenhouses by Patrick Berger, the first a modern take 

on the orangerie, and the second a display of Australian flora. The greenhouses are 

constructed using panes of glass, fine cables, and teak-covered columns. In between 

is a péristyle d’eau, seen in Figure 42 (on page 91); a grid of waterjets programmed 
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Figure 39: Jardin Noir (Rogers, 1991b).

Figure 40: Jardin Blanc (Rogers, 1990b).
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erratically to create “columns” of water. A grid of magnolia trees pruned neatly into 

columns and resting in pots submerged in a reflecting pool flank either side of the 

greenhouses, noted as péristyle végétal.

The central lawn’s stasis is mediated by fragmentary trees and, from the Jardin Noir, 

an axial walkway that ruthlessly pierces through the lawn, called the Traversière. This 

slash also forges over the lisière d’eau, a narrow moat-like waterbody that traces the 

outline of the lawn. Additionally, there are the nymphées, a canal lined with concrete 

structures that extend parallel to the length of the lisière at the park’s edge (see Figure 

43). The canal and its seven “grottoes” mirror the pleached trees on the other side of 

the lawn and the miniature greenhouses of the Jardin Sériels. This canal eventually 

Figure 41: View overlooking the lisière d’eau and tapis vert, towards the Pont de Javel bas 
Aval (Rogers, 1991c).
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Figure 42: Péristyle d’eau 
(Rogers, 1990c).

Figure 43: Concrete nymphées 
line the canal (Rogers, 1990d).

terminates into the Jardin des Métamorphoses, a grove of plants that exude dramatic 

transformations like the shedding of bark, bulbs blooming before leaf growth, and 

flowers that bloom from the ground or bare wood (Millieux, 1993; Vincent, 2010b; Tate, 

2015).
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Parc de Bercy (1987-1997)

Introduction

Parc de Bercy was the third park completed in the 1990s after Parc de la Villette and 

Parc André Citroën. In somewhat of a coincidental symbol of their political rivalry, 

Mitterrand’s Grand Projet, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, and Chirac’s Parc de 

Bercy take sentinel positions to each other across the borderline-like Seine. However 

in the grand scheme of Chirac’s co-ordinated renovation of Paris’ public spaces, 

Parc de Bercy behaves less ostentatiously than Parc André Citroën–a supporting 

character more than a lead. Still, and similar to the story of the other analyzed parks, 

an international competition was held to breathe new life into industrial land. Bernard 
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Huet’s winning post-industrial entry, dubbed the jardin de la mémoire, attempted to 

accentuate the accumulated layers of history, taking the palimpsest as inspiration. 

He led a design team consisting of Marylène Ferrand, Jean-Pierre Feugas, Phillippe 

Raguin, and Ian Le Caisne (replaced by Raguin upon his death) to hybridize existing 

site elements with contemporary features to create a postmodern park that caters to 

nostalgic memory and future additions of meaning (see Figure 44) (Vincent, 2010a).

The 13.5-hectare park opened in 1997 in Paris’ 12th arrondissement, with a rectangular 

footprint less convoluted than Parc de la Villette and Parc André Citroën. In its previous 

life, the land was a thriving wholesale wine district (Diamond, 2011; Tate, 2015). In 

Figure 44: Plan of Parc de Bercy by Marilène Ferrand, Jean-Pierre Feugas, Bernard Huet 
and Bernard Leroy, architects, lan Le Caisne and Philippe Raguin, landscape architects. 
(APUR, 1993).
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Figure 45: One of the canoes 
unearthed in Bercy in 1991 
from around 2877-2501 B.C. 
(Collections Paris Musées, 2000)

Figure 46: Château de Bercy  and 
Le Nôtre-designed grounds in 
1720 (Anonymous).

Figure 47: Gates of the Bercy 
octroi in 1919 (Huré).
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another pertinent moment, three Neolithic wooden canoes unearthed during the 

park’s construction gave recognition to the site as the location of one of the oldest 

human settlements in the Paris area (see Figure 45) (August, 2000).

Background

The Bercy placename was first referenced in the Middle Ages as part of the Plains of 

Conflans of Charenton, a commune neighbouring Paris’ east (Garcias, 1993; Vincent, 

2010a). The bucolic landscape of Bercy became popular with the French nobility in 

the seventeenth century who began to dot the landscape with leisurely secondary 

homes and gardens facing the Seine, the most significant being the Malon de Bercy 

family’s Château de Bercy designed by François Le Vau, the brother of Louis Le Vau, 

architect of Versailles, with grounds designed by André Le Nôtre (shown in Figure 46) 

(Dezallier d’Argenville, 1779, pp. 305-307; Vincent, 2010b). In 1784, the Ferme générale 

wall was constructed downstream from the present-day park to collect taxes, called 

octroi, on imported goods entering Paris (see Figure 47). In order to avoid the octroi, 

wine merchants, typically from the Bourgogne region, unloaded and stored their wine 

in Bercy before transporting them into the city by road or rail (Tate, 2015). Bercy and 

its namesake port which had been used primarily for wood quickly became a popular 

warehouse storage area for merchants, transforming the area from châteaus to 

entrepôts and what became a significant European market for wine and spirits (Tate, 

2015; Vincent, 2010b).

Roughly half a century after the first wine warehouse was built, Bercy was annexed by 

Haussmann from the Charenton commune in the same wave of annexations that saw 

Paris absorb La Villette and Javel; this meant that the warehouses were now liable 

for taxes (Tate, 2015). By this point, several political moves such as the construction 

of Thiers wall, railway expansion, and the expansion of Bois de Vincennes had eaten 

away at the Château de Bercy property; the château was demolished in 1961, having 
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Figure 48: Wine barrels along 
the Seine in Bercy in 1910 
(Bibliothèque National de France).

Figure 49: Typical built 
environment in Bercy in 1921 
(Lansiaux).

Figure 50: Aerial view of the 
future Parc de Bercy area in 1969 
(Henrard).
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already been abandoned since the French Revolution (Tate, 2015). In 1863 Napoleon III 

purchased the remaining 74 hectares of the property to eventually construct a formal 

warehouse complex designed by Viollet-le-Duc in 1895 (see Figures 48-50) (Vincent, 

2010a).

Bercy began to decline as a centre of importance for wine in the 20th century. In 

addition to changes in the production, distribution, and consumption of wine, the 

area became more isolated with the construction of the Boulevard Péripherique, the 

Lyon and Bercy train stations, and an expressway along the Seine. Moreover, Paris 

was experiencing overall deindustrialization only intensified the decline; a decline 

also witnessed in La Villette’s abattoirs and the relocation of the Citroën car plant. 

(APUR, 1993). Acknowledging this, the City of Paris sought to redevelop Bercy in the 

1970s with the significant documents being the 1977 SDAU that affirmed the idea of 

a neighbourhood with a park at its heart and Les Espaces Vert de Paris: Situation et 

Projets in 1981 that clarified the initiative for Parc de Bercy specifically (APUR, 1981; 

Tate, 2015). The competition for the Parc de Bercy was announced by APUR and the 

City of Paris in 1987.
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Figure 51: From top to bottom, existing circulation network, existing trees and vegetation, 
and preferred lot arrangement (Micheloni, 1993, p. 126).
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In regard to ZAC de Bercy and the ZAC Citroën-Cévennes, both adopted comparable 

procedures and objectives. Established by the City of Paris and APUR in 1979, both 

ZAC’s utilized parks as their central neighbourhood feature (Tate, 2015). The objectives 

of both ZACs were to:

● Contribute to the creation of new mixed quarters with residential and active 
uses on sites of former industries or warehouses close to the limits of the city, 
specifically mentioning the Citroën plant and the warehouses of Bercy;

● Create amenities at the Parisian scale in the tradition of large compositions that 
open to the Seine;

● Offer attractive spaces of relaxation to adjacent neighbourhoods as well as a 
new identity that enhances them (Starkman, 1993).

Concept to Realization

Unlike Parc André Citroën, Parc de Bercy was generally more subdued when 

considering Jacques Chirac’s priority for the former (Tate, 2015). Parc de Bercy, 

however, was a continuation of the postmodern sensibilities and design parameters 

sought at Parc André Citroën.

Bernard Huet, as an architecture student, was greatly influenced by the events 

of May 1968. Therefore, it can be argued that the effects of les évènements then 

had an influence on the design of Parc de Bercy. This era marked by cultural and 

political upheaval created a postmodern sensibility of concern for the city (Bourg, 

2007; Yaari, 2008). After les évènements, Huet was a central figure in the revival of 

architectural theory, criticism, and creativity in his position as editor-in-chief of the 

journal Architecture d’Aujourd’hui (Yaari, 2008). Explored in his renovations of the 

Champs-Elysées and the Place Stalingrad, Huet observed the ground of the city 
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as an opportunity for postmodern reintegration of traces of legal status, symbolic 

orientations, and historical memories into the activity of the city (Huet, 1986; Vincent, 

2010b).

At Parc de Bercy, the design had to be able to coexist with the site conditions which 

were necessary to keep for memory and character (see Figure 51 on page 98). The 

grounds were described by Huet’s team as being “monde à part” from the city; a 

romantic and rural composition of cobblestoned streets left by the wine industry and 

over 500 centenarian trees that were mostly plane and horse chestnut trees (Ferrand, 

Feugas, Huet, Le Caisne, & Leroy, 1993, p. 150; Tate, 2015). The team viewed their 

design as a confrontation of picturesque elements and an oblique grid with a layer of 

composed park spaces (Vincent, 2010a). Early on, Huet’s team sought to preserve 

these traces of the site’s existing features, which spurred into the notion of the 

palimpsest by superimposing layers of the site’s history such as the reconstruction 

of Bercy by Haussmann and Viollet-le-Duc and the additions done by APUR’s ZAC de 

Bercy (Ferrand, Feugas, Huet, Le Caisne, & Leroy, 1993).

Parc de Bercy can be dissected into five distinguishable parts: (1) a forest of tulip 

trees at the foot of the AccorHotels Arena; (2) Les Grandes Pelouses, a meadow 

dotted by the existing trees and several new stone pavilions; (3) Les Parterres, the 

symbolic centre of the garden, is a grid of nine thematic gardens with the retained 

Maison du Jardinage coincidentally resting in; (4) The Jardin Romantique begins with 

a meditative canal aligned to the axis of the arena and two footbridges to cross over 

the grade-change of Rue Joseph Kessel before culminating in a circle of water with 

the Maison du Lac, a historic home, seemingly floating on an island in the center; and 

(5) the Grand Terrace, raised 7.5-8.5m above the site and running the length of the 

park, it provides noise insulation from the riverside expressway before widening at Les 

Grandes Pelouses as an intersection for the Simone de Beauvoir pedestrian bridge 
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to Mitterrand’s Bibliothèque Nationale de France and supporting a noise-reducing 

cascade fountain down towards the lawns (“meadows”) of Les Grandes Pelouses 

(Ferrand, Feugas, Huet, Le Caisne, & Leroy, 1993; Vincent, 2010a; Tate, 2015).

Design Elements

RUINS AND FABRIQUES

Parc de Bercy contemporary fabric weaves together fragments of old walkways, rails, 

and architectural remnants, as displayed in Figure 52 (next page). In the past, the 

granite cobblestone walkways embraced the warehouses; today, they reach across the 

lawns and gardens of Parc de Bercy, providing structure and delimitations to the Jardin 

Romantique and Les Grandes Pelouses. Some walkways are embedded with rails 

that helped to haul merchandise from the Seine. The wine warehouses were mostly 

demolished but a cohesive section, called the Cour Saint-Émilion, lives on as a retail 

development on adjacent land as prescribed by the ZAC de Bercy plan. Still, Parc de 

Bercy contains several picturesque architectural ruins, either restored or in a state of 

maintained decay (Vincent, 2010a).

The Maison du Jardinage is a romantic, two-storey at the centre of Les Parterres that 

was the former guard house and tax office where merchants would pay duty on their 

wine. In another section of Les Parterres, the Chai de Bercy, previously a wine-aging 

facility, is now an exhibition and activity hall. The Maison du Lac, named for its place 

within a circular lake, was the former home of a wine dealer and now houses the park 

administration. There are two decayed ruins. The first, a portion of the Petit Château 

de Bercy, an outbuilding of the Château de Bercy, stands south of Les Parterres 

(see Figure 53 on the next page). The second, a half-buried arcade, retaining walls, 

and seating areas created in the Jardin Romantique using stones discarded in the 

renovation of the Saint-Germain market in the 6th arrondissement (Vincent, 2010a).
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TREESCAPE

Harkening on the concept of “rémemoration”, the trees of Parc de Bercy, specifically 

the maple and planes retained from its previous history, are an impressive feature 

of the park (see Figure 54). Originally planted in the nineteenth century to shade the 

warehouses, they lend the park an appearance of perennity and maturity. Moreover, 

they were planted in favourable earth, specifically in pleine terre rather than sub-grade 

containers common today (Vincent, 2010b, p. 231-232). In addition to the more than 

200 trees preserved, the tightly controlled composition was augmented with more 

Figure 53: The Petit Château de 
Bercy (Hauer, 2015). 

Figure 52: Rails embedded into 
walkways in Les Grands Pelouses 
(Blanvillain, 2015).
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than 1200 more trees and 30,000 shrubs (Tate, 2015). However subtle, Parc de Bercy 

represents the addition of the city grid (space) layered with the retained historic tree 

grid (time) (Hunt, 2002b).

The retention of trees can also be attributed to Paris’ emerging attitude towards trees 

as heritage. The Direction des Parcs, Jardins, et Espaces Verts (DPJEV) established a 

Politique de l’arbre in 1988 to preserve trees and outline tree planting and maintenance 

strategies for Paris’ tree canopy.

Figure 54: Retained trees co-exist with new and old pathways in Les Grands Pelouses 
(Gabysmarties08, 2012).
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LOCALITY

Parc de Bercy exemplifies postmodern sensibility through the attention paid to the 

urban fabric, in a manner that conformed to the desires of APUR and Huet’s vision. 

APUR (1987) long emphasized that the renovations in Bercy were to pay close attention 

to the built environment’s historical continuity and promote social cohesion with other 

neighbourhoods. Although no built elements of the park were slated for preservation, 

APUR stressed the spirit and character of the buildings, cobblestone lanes, and mature 

trees. The competition brief included historical information and maps in addition to a 

public consultation. This participatory element, evidently postmodern, saw the public’s 

desire for the preservation of the site’s buildings and, consequently, several of the 

submitted designs then included some dimension of historical preservation (Vincent, 

2010a). Physically, the superimposition of a grid above the cobblestoned walkways 

projects new geometries onto the site; the new grid projects a continuity of the 

overall city with the integration of Rue de Bercy and Rue Joseph Kessel while the old 

walkways enabled the preservation of buildings, trees, and the walkways themselves 

as continuity of the site’s patrimoine (Tate, 2015).

LES PARTERRES

The heart of the park, Les Parterres, were interpreted by the design team as a site of 

archaeology. After the meadow of Les Grandes Pelouses, the team sought a didactic 

next step with the nine garden beds. The squares, witness to the accumulated layers 

of rail, trees, cobblestone, and structure, became a clear interpretation to the wire 

grids used by archaeologists for site excavations (Ferrand, Feugas, Huet, Le Caisne, 

& Leroy, 1993). John Dixon Hunt (2002b) writes that, beyond the obvious sense of 

geometry, the nine different “parterres” also function as dialogues between art and 

nature in use and application given that each square has its own unique element. 

Altogether the nine parterres consist of a rosarium (see Figure 55 on the next page), 
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an aromatic garden, a pedagogical children’s garden, and the Maison du Jardinage 

with a small orchard. Similar to the serial gardens at Parc André Citroën, the final four 

gardens are representations of both the classical elements of earth, fire, air, and water 

and seasons. In the north, representing winter, is the Jardin de l’Air and includes a 

meteorological device and primarily white plants. South of that is Jardin de la Terre as 

“earth” in the form of a labyrinth and a sunken granite cube at its centre that, perhaps 

less convincingly, represents summer. The western parterre, Jardin du Feu, consists of 

a vineyard with a conical red-brick chimney evoking fire as the autumnal garden and, 

finally, an eastern spring garden consisting of undeniable spring-blooming bulbs called 

the Jardin de l’Eau (Vincent, 2010a, p. 40).

JARDIN ROMANTIQUE

The bulk of the Jardin Romantique after Rue Joseph Kessel where footbridges 

and tunnels cross the right-of-way and embankments into a grid of nine squares 

of “water”, responding to Les Parterres’ grid of earth. Centred on the grid on an 

island surrounded by water is the administrative centre of the park: Maison du Lac, a 

preserved architectural feature of the park and displayed in Figure 56 on the page 107. 

The theme of water is further elaborated on with a canal lined with a stone pergola 

that travels along the axis of the AccorHotels Arena (Vincent, 2010b, p. 224). The 

Jardin Romantique, with its bosque of trees in miniature hill landscape, low stone walls, 

children’s playground, and belvédère, a hemispherical inclining path, are somewhat 

of a parody as a microcosm of the English garden design (Vincent, 2010b), a gentle 

implication of the park’s effort to preserve elements of “stratification” and “historical 

density” while also juxtaposing an eclectic blend of historical garden styles (Vincent, 

2010a, p. 38).
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Figure 55: Rosarium in Les Parterres (Crimmins, 2017a).
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Figure 56: The Maison du Lac re-purposed for park administration (Crimmins, 2017b).
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Chapter 5 Discussion

Figure 57: Les Immatériaux exhibition (Centre Georges Pompidou, 1985).
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DISCUSSION

We can attribute the history and design of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and 

Parc de Bercy to the circumstances of and after les évènements. As a turning point in 

the French psyche from modernist to postmodernist thought, the discussion further 

decodes the postmodernist ideology found in each park by synthesizing the history 

and design of each park with Jean-François Lyotard’s philosophy of ‘material’ from 

his exhibition Les Immatériaux. The event, held in 1985 from March 28 to July 15, 

was based on Lyotard’s work The Postmodern Condition, published six years earlier. 

At the time, it was the largest exhibition ever held at the Centre Georges Pompidou 

(CGP). Unlike other exhibitions, Les Immatériaux is considered an “ex-position” rather 

than a “dis-position”; not only interactive but interrogative (Yaari, 2008, p. 249). 

The prospective quality of Les Immatériaux defined a particularly unique moment 

in postmodern France as it intensified the modern/postmodern debate beyond 

architecture or urbanism. The Centre de Création industrielle (CCI), the organizing 

body responsible for programming Les Immatériaux and the CGP, the initiator of 

the exhibition, played an active role in framing the debate on postmodernism in the 

French cultural context (Yaari, 2008). As exhibitions are most importantly viewed upon 

as theatres for debate and discourse, the CGP, under the stewardship of the CCI, 

sought to explore the contemporary “questionnement radical sur l’Homme et son 

environnement” (Yaari, 2008, p. 248). Lyotard’s exhibition presented the metaphysics 

of postmodernism through the evolution of material and confronted viewers with 

its “dramaturgy of information” (Rajchman, 2009, p. 1). All of this formed an effort to 

develop the concept of the postmodern beyond books and gather support in objects 

of scientific, industrial, and artistic nature (Hui & Broeckmann, 2015)

The exhibition closely aligned with Lyotard’s idea of an ‘event’ as a singular, 

unpredictable occurrence whose strangeness ‘dismantles consciousness’ (Sim, 2011, 

pp. 139-140). Furthermore, by challenging existing codes of interpretation and genres 



111Discussion

of representation, an event demands a rethinking of everything that had led up to it. 

Thus, an irreducibly singular political event such as les évènements is one that forces 

a rethinking of politics and what the political conditions, action, agency, strategy, goals, 

and value might all be (Sim, 2011). With this in mind, we can see observe the relevancy 

of Les Immatériaux to Lyotard’s notion of an event and his attempt to have viewers 

rethink the dawn of postmodernism.

The exhibition is based on the Cartesian relationship between human beings and 

materials as fixed by the mastering and possessing of nature (Lyotard, 1996). Lyotard 

curated objects, artworks, and media drawn from various disciplines that expressed 

his observations of how the dawn of postmodernism was affecting domains such as 

art, science, and philosophy (Hui & Broeckmann, 2015). The objects gave proposition 

to “the insecurity, the loss of identity, the crisis is not expressed only in economy and 

social, but also in the domains of the sensibility, of the knowledge and the power of 

man (futility, life, death), the modes of life (in relation to work, to habits, to food, etc.)” 

Figure 58: Plan of Les Immatériaux exhibition showing the various channels of passage 
representing the five mât-strands (Centre Georges Pompidou & CCI, 1985).
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(Hui & Broeckmann, 2015, p. 229). Additionally, to awaken postmodern sensibilities 

and not indoctrinate minds, Lyotard engaged the sensory. For space and movement, 

he rejected the traditional linear disposition of visual narratives by devising a labyrinth 

of situations and encouraging free association and independent thought, as depicted 

in Figure 58 on the previous page (Yaari, 2008). For sound, each visitor was given 

headphones that coordinated an audio specific to the zone they were in using short-

distance radio transmission. Lyotard was attempting to de-emphasize the dominance 

of eyes being the agent in experience. The intent of the exhibition is to make the visitor 

come to terms with how far the relationship between human and nature is altered by 

the advent of ‘new’ materials. New materials are not merely materials that are new but 

they “question the idea of Man as a being who works, who plans and who remembers: 

the idea of an author” (Lyotard, 1996, p. 114).

Lyotard extends the meaning of material five ways, from the etymological root mât 

(to make by hand, to measure, to build) to form matière [matter], matériel [materiel], 

matrice [matrix], maternité [maternity], and matériau [material]. In redistributing the 

term and developing its ontology, Lyotard sought to rethink material as a passivity to 

be conquered by giving matter philosophical pertinence. For instance, considering 

material as maternity, one may think of authentication, authority, and beginnings, which 

question the intelligent, imaginative, and voluntary origin that otherwise would not be 

reflected upon (Lyotard, 1996). This stratification of thought on the object reflects the 

-im prefix in the exhibition’s title which provokes more self-reflexivity than it would have 

if it had been titled Matériaux Nouveau (one of a few titles considered) which would 

perpetuate a new conception. Immaterial is fundamentally material; it does not mean 

non-material, or lack of matter (Broeckmann & Hui, 2015). Lyotard’s use of immaterial 

refers to the evolution of materials that obtain new modalities and therefore question 

“the relation between man and his desire to become the master of matter” (Hui & 

Broeckmann, 2015, p. 10). Immaterial, like the designation of the “postmodern”, acts to 

liberate one from the modern paradigm (Hui & Broeckmann, 2015, p. 10).
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The discussion borrows Lyotard’s notion of immateriality–the reflection of the human 

relationship to matter in the postmodern condition–to understand the meaning, 

importance, and relevance of the postmodernity of Parc de la Villette, Parc André 

Citroën, and Parc de Bercy. This echoes the early postmodern strategy traced from 

literary theory based on the use of self-reflexivity, linguistic play, and referential frames 

within frames before it spread into visual art and architecture (Sennott, 2004).

Figure 59: Jean-François Lyotard at the opening of Les Immatériaux, 26 March 1985 
(from left to right: Claude Pompidou, Thierry Chaput, Jean-François Lyotard, Jack Lang) 
(Planchet, 1985).
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Each mât-strand asks the following questions:

1. Where do the messages that are offered to us come from (what is their 
maternity)?

2. What do they refer to (what subject do they relate to)?
3. According to what code are they decipherable (what is the matrix)?
4. In what medium are they written (what is their material)?
5. How are they transmitted to the recipients (what is the materiel of this 

dynamic)?

Figure 60: Operational structure of Les Immatériaux (Lyotard, 1996, p. 117-118).
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Figure 60 depicts the operational structure of the five principles. The material 

[matériau] is the support of the message and thus envelopes it. Maternity [maternité] 

designates the function of the sender of the message and, on the other side, the 

materiel or hardware [matériels] is what handles the acquisition, transfer, and collection 

of the message. Finally, the matter [matières] of the message is its referent as in what 

it refers to and the matrix [matrices] is the code in which the message is distributed 

(Lyotard, 1996). Figure 61 re-interprets the operational structure into the thesis subject 

and Parisian postmodern context.

Figure 61: The five mât-strands are re-envisioned with the findings of this thesis.
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These questions, in conjunction with sociocultural history, allow us to reflect on the 

relationship between humans and their environment. In our case, this synergy helps 

us understand how the design elements of the three parks represent the postmodern 

sensibilities and intent behind their facilitation and creation. To further express how 

postmodernism imbues meaning in the parks, underneath the five materials, the 

histories and design elements from the analysis section will be interpreted through 

postmodern and landscape design theory and discourse. As an invaluable tool for 

designers, theory has a particular pedagogical strength to help one to see and 

interpret works of landscape architecture. Theory provides debatable explanations of 

the spatial, temporal, phenomenal, and material through the act of design (Herrington, 

2017). As such, Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy are read 

through landscape architectural theory to communicate design form with the 

particulars of time and place and the aspirations and motivations of humankind (Meyer, 

2002). Altogether demonstrating how the three Parisian parks, by design and therefore 

cultural milieu, are inextricably postmodern.

Maternity [Maternité]

Maternity [maternité], in Lyotard’s perspective, is the role and function of the sender, 

the sender being the authenticator of the message. If we consider the authentication 

of the message then we also consider the intelligent, imaginative, and voluntary origin 

that exerts its hegemony and influence (Lyotard, 1996). At Parc de la Villette, Parc 

André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy, we begin to think about the events, key players, 

chief participants, and decision-makers that were integral in the origins of the parks’ 

postmodern design and the meaningful phenomenology given to visitors.

The three parks are pervaded by a political environment cultivated from the 

Napoleonic-era, an environment that enabled Mitterrand and Chirac to make bold 

use of their executive positions. Considering Peters’ (2008) concept of administrative 
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tradition, the Napoleonic political culture continues to affect many of France’s 

contemporary institutions. The Napoleonic administrative tradition attempts a 

top-down, almost metaphysical connection between the state and society; the 

conception that the politic system is a means of integrating society and subsuming 

social difference. Simply put, the state is interpreted as an organic representation 

of society rather than a mere product of human design (Peters, 2008). Uniformity 

has been a prominent dimension of the tradition, in that the state has consistently 

tried to unify and unite France. After the French Revolution, Napoleon strategically 

continued to strengthen the power of the central state; even before Napoleon, Louis 

XIV’s administration had implemented significant economic expansion through 

centralization or the infamous Palace of Versailles. It has long signaled central control 

over territorial administration and local governance and, through uniformity, can 

generate commitment to the state (Cole, 2010; Peters, 2008). For instance, there 

was no mayor of Paris since 1871 until Jacques Chirac in 1977 and the mayoral role 

had always been an official of the central state (Cole, 2010). While there have been 

decentralization reforms in 1982-83 and 2003-04 and the tutelage of the central 

state continues to decrease, the structure of the French government continues to 

be predominantly state-centric, executive-focused, and “prone to zero-sum decision 

making.” (Cole, 2010, p. 309) The legacy of Napoleonic administrative tradition 

demonstrates that the past continues to have pervasive influence, both positive and 

negative, in today’s bureaucracy and, specifically, in the intentions that created the 

three postmodern parks (Peters, 2008). Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc 

de Bercy are landscape architectural testimonies of the centralized power exercised by 

Napoleon Bonaparte, François Mitterrand, APUR, and Jacques Chirac.

Historically, we can attribute the creation of the message (the parks) to les 

évènements; it was a turning point in thought from modernist to postmodernist in 

France and people-centric postmodernist ideology is found in each park. That is, 

the creation of each park represents the post-May 68 renewed interest in quartiers, 
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urban morphology, green spaces and experimentation, with innovative notions such 

as participatory architecture, open-ended spaces, and popular taste (Yaari, 2008). This 

point of view began to manifest itself with the commission of CGP in 1969 by Georges 

Pompidou. Until that point, France as a whole did not possess a single adequate 

museum for modern and contemporary art (Yaari, 2008); it is unofficially considered the 

first Grand Projet and was an inspiration for Mitterrand’s Grands Projets programme, 

in addition to a celebration of the bicentennial of the French Revolution and France’s 

generally long-standing commitment to cultural heritage (Biasini, 1991). The Grands 

Projets, specifically Parc de la Villette, prompted Jacques Chirac to embark on a 

grand renovation of Parisian public space, fueled by political rivalry and showmanship, 

creating Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy (Tate, 2015).

Although APUR had suggested development of the abattoirs of La Villette in 1976, 

postmodernity in Parc de la Villette was moved forward by François Mitterrand, and in 

Lyotard’s terminology, he is the sender for his initiation and enthusiasm of the park as 

the inaugural Grand Projet. His function as sender informs how we understand the park 

today in its monumentalism and demonstration of the power of the state. The legacy of 

Parc de la Villette is that it is not as a municipal park, visible in its culmination and avant 

garde design. It came to be, such as we know it today, a presidential Grand Projet and 

as a product of the first international competition for the design of a park ever held in 

France (Vincent, 2010b). APUR most evidently had the greatest influence on the origins 

of Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy. As sender, the planning body had already 

indicated a redevelopment of the Citroën factory and the Bercy warehouse areas prior 

to the Mitterrand-era. APUR had first discussed the area of Bercy in the Schéma de 

Secteur Seine Sud-Est (1974) and included discussion of the Citroën lands together 

in the 1977 SDAU, approved three days prior to Chirac’s mayoral term. The notion of 

park within their potential redevelopments appeared following the 1977 transition 

in Parisian municipal government from State-nominated administration to a system 

composed of an elected mayor, elected city council, and, beginning in 1983, maires 
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d’arrondissements (Vincent, 2010b). After this pivotal moment, APUR’s influence and 

power grew. They formally created the ZAC Bercy and ZAC Citroën-Cévannes in 1979 

with parks at their centres, the objectives of which evoked the postmodernist values 

at the time such as mixed quartiers, heritage retention, and connectivity to the larger 

built environment (Starkman, 1993). This was further catapulted by Chirac’s mandate 

to renovate Paris’ public spaces.

Materiel [Matériels]

Materiel [matériels], in the sense of equipment, or hardware, moves the message and 

are the devices for the transmission and capture; it is the way in which the message is 

carried and transported from sender to recipient (Lyotard, 1996). The contribution of 

materiel invites us to explore in what ways the three Parisian parks engage with and 

express the postmodern environment shaped by les évènements and the self-reflexive 

actions of Mitterrand and APUR; let us revisit the spatial construct, the urbanism 

of these parks. After all, the spatial construct is “an emanation of the human being 

present, a projection from within the subject, irrespective of whether we physically 

place ourselves inside the space or mentally project ourselves into it.” (Schmarsow, 

2017, p. 61).

Referencing the Grands Projets and the legacy of Haussmann and Napoleon III, Hunt 

(2002, p. 203) writes that the new wave of postmodern French parks “constitute, like 

those earlier moments of revolutionary urbanism, green sites where a new order is 

both inscribed and advertised, a new order that overwrites but does not completely 

obliterate the old”. The Mitterrand-era asserted a new postmodern urbanism defined 

not only by promoting access to cultural amenities but also a reflection of the French 

vernacular and legacy; this took shape as the broadening of programming, focus 

paid on revitalizing derelict sites, and the accommodation of a plurality of viewpoints 

and histories. These planning and design decisions frame the landscape of each 
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park and is closely related to the human experience, memories, and consciousness 

(Corner, 2002a). In the wake of les évènements, Bernard Huet’s role at the magazine 

Architecture d’Aujourd’hui in 1974 signaled France’s new emphasis on urban 

morphology. A series of important theoretical and historical studies were being 

undertaken in the mid-1970s that examined urban morphologies and architectural 

typologies. As editor-in-chief, Huet helped to direct the course of architectural debates 

in France (Ellin, 1996). One of these had been the avoidance of Paris becoming a 

ville-musée: a city reduced to tourist attractions and lacking the vitality of authentic 

life. As Huet explained, “lorsque tout devient monument dans la ville, il y a crise de la 

monumentalité et perte de sens” [“when everything becomes a monument, there is a 

crisis of monumentality and a loss of meaning”] (Huet, 1986, p. 12; Ellin, 1996).

APUR’s design briefs and competitions for ZAC de Bercy and ZAC Citroën-Cévannes 

demonstrate the new postmodern urbanism pioneered by Huet. They suggested that 

public space was no longer an isolated object but part of an ensemble that forms 

the urban room (Ellin, 1996). Among other requirements, both ZACs were asked to 

contribute to the creation of new mixed quarters with residential and active uses on 

sites of former industries or warehouses (Starkman, 1993, p. 88). Parc André Citroën 

was one component of a slew of developments like a hospital and offices while Parc 

de Bercy integrated a “centre d’affaires” and “gare de marchandises”, for instance 

(Starkman, 1993, p. 88; Tate, 2015). At Parc de la Villette, the planning intent envisioned 

the park as a new cultural instrument that complemented the city’s existing cultural 

program but also opened it up to the suburbs–an open-air cultural facility for the 

city’s edge (Tate, 2015). Former president Valéry Giscard d’Estaing had called for a 

science museum, an auditorium, and a park in 1978 in La Villette and, the following 

year, organized the EPPV to oversee the park’s completion (Tate, 2015). Today, we 

can recognize Parc de la Villette’s heterogeneous slate of programming having 

“critical mass” away from the city centre (Yaari, 2008, p. 326). The confluence of 

immense cultural programming of Parc de la Villette such as Cité des Sciences et de 
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l’Industrie, the Grande Halle, the Conservatoire de Paris, the Cité de la Musique, and the 

Philharmonie de Paris is exemplary of the State’s push to decentralize and prioritize the 

Paris’ periphery.

Besides that, equitable access to greenspace and an increased reliance on 

greenspace as a system was a prominent feature of APUR’s vision. In Les Espaces 

Vert de Paris: Situation et Projets (1981), APUR criticized the technocratic approach to 

green space and lack of character and cultural relevance of the existing parks. In the 

report, the Citroën lands, Bercy, and La Villette were specifically outlined by APUR as 

industrial lands to be transformed into new municipal parks, among other initiatives. 

Figure 62: Map of proposed parks located along the Seine and its canals, highting areas 
such as Citroën, La Villette, and Bercy (APUR, 1981, p. 106).
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Importantly, the document underlined APUR’s vision of an interconnected network of 

parks bound to the city’s existing facilities and to revive the connection between parks 

and gardens and urban populations (Van Der Velde & De Wit, 2015). Figure 63 (previous 

page) depicts a 1981 map of the zone of influence of Parisian greenspaces and user 

travel distances. Figure 62 (on the previous page) depicts the strategic placement of 

new major parks in Paris. Parks and gardens were increasingly treated and discussed 

as part of Paris’ cultural heritage and for its contributions to the capital’s identity within 

this context of European and worldwide competition as evidenced in all three parks’ 

contributions to the neighbourhood, city, and for Parc de la Villette–the nation (Vincent, 

2010b).

Material [Matériau]

The support or material [matériau] is identified as the medium of the message – that 

of which the message is made. Medium is closely related to materiality and refers 

to the means of doing something or how something is communicated or expressed 

(Herrington, 2017). According to James Corner, it provides culture with a “sense of 

existential orientation through the construction of a built symbolic environment” 

(2002a, p. 144). In this sense, the design choices and design elements of Parc de la 

Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy reinforce, or support a meaningful 

message by postmodern means which are physical and phenomenological. The 

perspective of viewing landscape as a place of ontology is theoretically opposed 

to Cartesian instrumentality. Les Immatériaux centred on questioning the Cartesian 

view of “new” material and the medium of landscape continues to challenge that very 

same Cartesian logic. Parc André Citroën implements thematic gardens to juxtapose 

scientific ideas with nods to romantic and historical aesthetics. Parc de Bercy 

accentuates the traditional garden typology and reveals layers of history found on 

the site to impend on allegorical ruin and memory (Vincent, 2010b). Parc de la Villette 

rejects the normative concept of a park–the traditional rules of composition, hierarchy, 
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and order–and invites users to create spontaneous meaning upon encountering 

Tschumi’s deconstructed system of points, lines, and surfaces (Meyer, 1991; Tschumi, 

1988). The design of each park, that is, the syntax between its elements, is illustrative 

of the postmodern environment mentioned previously: decentralization, improving 

access to parks, embracing wide-ranging social, economic, cultural and ecological 

histories of a site and meeting the diverse needs of potential users.

In his article Representation and Landscape (2002a), James Corner writes 

that “landscape is primarily a medium that is irreducibly rich in sensual and 

phenomenological terms,” that the direct and bodily experience of landscape has 

produced ideas and metaphors that shaped our artistic and cultural attitudes towards 

nature. Corner lists three phenomena particularly unique to landscape materiality: (1) 

spatiality; (2) temporality, and; (3) substance/materiality. Using this to comprehend the 

French parks’ postmodern design, we can see how materiel is inscribed in material.

For French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1958, p. 284), “space is not the setting 

(real or logical) in which things are arranged, but the means whereby the position of 

things become possible.” Spatially, landscape is all-enveloping and it frames our daily 

lives; it is not only aesthetic but a field of relationships and associations. The scale of 

landscape space accounts for its bigness relative to our bodies, which at times can feel 

limitless, but it is also is a phenomenon that permeates our imaginary consciousness. 

French philosopher Gaston Bachelard (1969, pp. 183-210) theorizes these two 

branches of scale as “intimate intensity”. On the other hand, he correlates “immediate 

immensity” with “inner immensity” by using a vast forest as an example that gives the 

observer an objective impression into a deeper limitless world (immediate immensity). 

At the same time, one cannot help to feel something else (inner immensity). The 

immediate immensity provokes a psychological transcendence, an extension of 

imagination and thought that reciprocates with the landscape. Thus, “landscape scale 
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not only envelops the body but also the imagination and the spirit” (Corner, 2002a, p. 

146). Space gathers phenomena, admits and installs relationships, and allows thinking 

to persist across distance and time.

Parc André Citroën is littered with immediate immensity. Clément and Berger create a 

juxtaposing dialectic between sweeping, open spaces such as the tapis vert and the 

Jardin en Mouvement, and the foliage-heavy sense of enclosure of the Jardins Sériels 

and Jardin Noir. Their spatiality invokes inner immensity and the phenomenological 

sense in visitors. This is no doubt subjective, but we can postulate some results from 

the designer’s intent. The Jardin en Mouvement and associations to its perceived 

Figure 63: Motion of water, movement of the staircase, and vivd colour as 
phenomenological actors on a folie in Parc de la Villette (Columbia University, 1984).



125Discussion

informality can invoke sense of gratitude in ecological contemplation due to its 

contextuality in an urban area; or it could create displeasure in its perceived untidiness 

and lack of visible intervention given the French context and history of manicured 

gardens and power exerted over nature. Moving on, the remnant cobblestone road 

network and rails of Parc de Bercy imply the conceptual ability to “think across” space 

(Corner, 2002a, p. 147). The concept of thinking persisting through space is attributed 

to movement having an end destination, as someone is always going somewhere. The 

oblique former grid, the romantic picturesque element, is evidenced throughout the 

three major sections of the park. As one traverses the park, the remnant circulation 

network enforces the sense of otherworldliness since it is prominent through 

the course of the movement. Thus, in a phenomenological sense, this person is 

already present–occupying, thinking, and pervading the site and its character. Parc 

de la Villette, via theoretical argument, deconstructs immediate immensity to give 

prominence to inner immensity. Its inability to swiftly acknowledge the visible spatial 

structure reduces immediate immensity and instead relies on the contiguity of 

encountering the system of points, lines, and surfaces to provoke inner immensity in 

its place.

Landscape temporality is built on the premise that where, when, and how one 

encounters a landscape precipitates any immediate immensity, any meaning that can 

occur. Meaning is sedimented through an accumulation of fragments, detours, and 

incidents. Without the individual, there are no events to which they can occur; the 

meaning that landscape temporality engenders to an individual relies on their present-

ness, motion through space, and openness to sensation and experience. Motion, or 

kinesthesis, relates to bodily movement and the nuances between running, walking, 

strolling, or standing. The design of Parc de la Villette caters to these views of temporal 

landscape as it was intended to be a formulator of relationship networks and generates 

meaning through the visitor’s interpretation rather than expressing any pre-existing 

content; the signifier, not signified (Tschumi, 1988). Treib (1992) in explaining human 
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popular visual preference and our preference of ordinary landscapes, says that deeply 

rooted collective human memories are found in two dimensions. The first dimension 

is regular time, the history of a particular place within conscious awareness. The 

second, a more profound time dimension within the unconscious awareness. These 

have a profound effect on our perception of the landscape and our emotions although 

we are not aware of these memories. For instance, an evolutionary tendency is often 

found in humans’ experience of peace and discovery of the more substantial meaning 

of life within natural landscapes. Therefore, because of these perceived senses, 

humans have an unconscious tendency to expect similar qualities within the cultural 

landscapes. Temporality in landscape is also subject to the dynamism of natural 

processes operating over time, be it erosion, deposition, plant growth, or weather’s 

Figure 64: Transparency of the 
greenhouses at Parc André Citroën (Rogers, 
1991d).

Figure 65: Lisière d’eau contrasting the 
greenhouse (Rogers, 1990e).
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capacity to shift the structure or pattern of land. In turn, these affect the quality of 

space, light, texture, and ambience, such as bright reflectiveness or sound dampening 

qualities of snow. The Jardin en Mouvement at Parc André Citroën reflects nature’s 

powers with minimal maintenance required by the gardener. We can also observe Parc 

de Bercy’s Parterres reference this landscape’s natural temporality, to varying degrees 

of success. It combines aspects of winter and air through colour using primarily white 

plants in the jardin de l’air and a meteorological device. The Jardin de la Terre employs 

a labyrinth and a sunken granite cube at its centre that, less convincingly, represents 

summer. The western parterre, Jardin du Feu, consists of a vineyard with a conical 

red-brick chimney, evoking fire as the autumnal garden and, finally, the spring-themed 

Jardin de l’Eau consisting of spring-blooming bulbs in wavering beds emulating a 

simplified graphic of water marking the beginning of the park’s canal (Vincent, 2010a). 

“The experience of landscape takes time, and results from an accumulation of often 

distracted events and everyday encounters’’ (Corner, 2002a, p. 148). Parc de Bercy’s 

mature slate of trees are seemingly random in the openness of the Grand Pelouses 

but they represent nature’s processes, their shade plays with light, they create bodily 

incidents by its scattered arrangement, and are located in every part of the park to 

convey the picturesque event throughout.

Corner (2002a) outlines the last phenomena of medium as landscape substance. 

Substantiality is elemental matter perceptible to the senses that host a range 

of sensory stimuli. It can be perceived in two ways: surface phenomena such as 

roughness, smoothness, and stickiness, and substantial phenomena such as density, 

viscosity, elasticity, and hardness. He samples a bog as a place of bodily and tactile 

experience: monotonous visually but appreciated through the aural squelching of 

spongy land, the dampness of the air, and the overall softness of the landscape. 

Smoothness is integrated into a diverse amount of design elements in Parc André 

Citroën. It is evident from the glass of the greenhouses (depicted in Figure 64), the 

horizontal plane of granite, the polished concrete nymphées, to movement of water 
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in the lisière d’eau (depicted in Figure 65), the canal, and in the water of the péristyle 

végétal. Smoothness is also constituted in the closely cropped grass of the central 

lawn, the contained axial promenades, and the overall polish on plane surfaces 

(Vincent, 2010b). This surface phenomena registers deeply into the sentient body the 

sense of tension and contained energy according to Jean-Paul Viguier. The diagonality 

and asymmetry of the Traversière create tension between the strength of the main 

axis perpendicular to the Seine. Like a bow and arrow, tension is also created by the 

main axis against the curving arc shape of the Pont de Javel bas Aval (Vincent, 2010b). 

At Parc de Bercy, the rough and uneven cobblestone road network and smoothness 

and hardness of the iron rails imply the conceptual ability to perceive the layering 

of surface and substantial phenomena. Its oblique angle juxtaposed with Huet’s 

orthogonal grid provides immediate immensity in visually depicting an imprint of the 

former site, of the former aesthetic. In a phenomenological sense, the user becomes 

“present” at the lost wine warehouse and market, contributing to a romantic and 

historic feel, even though they are physically still remnants.

Matrix [Matrices]

Matrix [matrice] is identified with the code in which the message is written, devices for 

the transmission and capture of messages. Matrix is the most elusive of the 5 mât-

strands. In Lyotard’s view, code exists independently of the people. In the exchange 

between artist and patron, code is fluid and invisible–it is an underlying system 

(Dufrêne, 2015, p. 141). The theoretical knowledge base underpinning each park is the 

code in which the message is written and provides organization into understanding by 

what means does postmodernism express meaning in the three Parisian parks. The 

matrix section introduces theories that speak to the parks’ postmodern identity such 

as complexity and ambiguity, palimpsest, picturesque association, and heterotopias.
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Parc de la Villette subscribes to a noticeably unconventional approach to imparting 

the postmodern agenda on visitors, in comparison to Parc André Citroën and 

Parc de Bercy. The latter two municipal parks follow a more familiar routine of 

representation and interpretation. That is, a compositional strategy wherein all parts 

are subservient and reinforce the whole (Meyer, 1991). At Parc André Citroën, the 

Jardin en Mouvement, particularly the innovative perspective on nature, formed 

the conceptual basis and theme of the project. Clément and Berger’s ecological 

composition communicates through colour and the senses. Essentially, the design 

elements continue to act as parts to the overall form of the park, which is a progression 

from natural to artificial, evident in the wild aesthetic of the Jardin and, in opposition, 

Figure 66: This folie gains significance upon encountering other objects in the field; 
semantic plurality (Wilson, 1998).
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the raised granite platform and greenhouses near the city boundary (Clément, 2008). 

Continuing with the theme of parts to a whole, Huet’s Parc de Bercy fulfilled and 

embraced the requirement to maintain the site’s pre-existing picturesque elements, 

such as mature trees, homes, and former road network, to develop an allegorical and 

memory-based landscape. In contrast, Tschumi’s strategy for Parc de la Villette was 

one of superimposition where fragments, the points, lines, and surfaces, replace the 

parts (Meyer, 1991). The systems are different, autonomous, and anti-hierarchical 

and the meeting of two negates any composition or capability for an organizing 

element (Tschumi, 1988). The introduction of discordant, diverse gardens by different 

designers. These changes, juxtapositions, and interventions of other professionals are 

efforts to erase the pervasive controlling authority of the architect (Tschumi, 1988).

Complexity, Ambiguity, and Multivalency

The landscape architecture of the three parks calls on complexity and ambiguity 

to communicate cultural values and are reliant on encounters with the observer’s 

discovery and aesthetic response (Howett, 2002). According to Rapoport and Kantor 

(1967, p. 210), “if there is no ambiguity, the eye is attracted only once and interest is 

lost. If all is designed and settled, there is no opportunity to bring one’s own values 

to forms.” Tschumi’s (1988, p. viii) elements are “empty” and ambiguous; they are not 

fixed with significance, which is only made upon encountering the superimposed 

systems and folies for semantic plurality, interpretive infinity, and to create “endless 

combinatory possibilities’’ (see Figure 66 on the previous page). The intensity of 

visual nuance is a key definitive term for Rapoport & Kantor (1967, p. 210) who define 

ambiguity as “any visual nuance, however slight, which gives alternative reactions 

to the same building or urban group. By its nature, ambiguity thus tends to result in 

complexity.” From Webster’s dictionary, they also are informed by the definition of 

ambiguity to mean “arising from language admitting of more than one interpretation 

. . . duplexity of meaning” rather than “doubtfulness, or hesitation, uncertainty”. 
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Closely related to this is Charles Jencks’ concept of multivalency, a celebration of 

pluralism. Although there is always a reasonable limit in range, Jencks’s concept 

of multivalency “makes use of the full arsenal of communicational means, leaving 

out no area of experience, and suppressing no particular code” (Howett, 2002, p. 

114). Multivalency challenges the designer to synthesize traditional slow-changing 

codes and fast-changing metaphors and symbolic signs (Jencks, 1977). Parc André 

Citroën uses picturesque and historical aesthetics to communicate a juxtaposition 

of scientific ideas. As pointed out, we see references to metals and water bodies 

mixed in with classic French tropes such as tapis vert, promenades, geometry, and an 

exaggerated orangerie. Parc de Bercy’s traditional garden typology is combined with 

the exposed layers of history, a palimpsest of allegorical ruin and memory. Influenced 

by superimposition, architectural combination, and cinematic landscapes, Parc de 

la Villette opposes the implicit 19th-century concept of nature and its associated 

aristocratic associations by abstracting traditional French landscape elements such as 

gardens, allées, and folies to broaden the play of signs as they become autonomous 

neutral objects (Hatipoglu, 2014; Tschumi, 1988).

All parks, to a degree, risk having “semantic reserves” as defined by Corner (1999, p. 

158): “the connoisseurs and the intelligentsia enjoy the associative play of narrative 

references”. The theory of deconstruction is far beyond while Parc André Citroën, 

for example, incorporates superficial meaning into the serial gardens that are very 

specific. Such as the allegorical days, where there were only six gardens, so Clément 

allocated a seventh day to another garden not a part of the six core serial gardens.

Treib (1992) explains how human popular visual preference occurs at two different 

levels, “primary and secondary”. Primary preference, as defined in the book, is 

a preference of space that emanates from deeply rooted historical and cultural 

collective memories. It is often revelled in our preference of ordinary landscape. The 

deeply-rooted collective human memories are revealed in two dimensions. The first 
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dimension is regular time, the history of a particular place within conscious awareness. 

The second dimension is a more profound time dimension within the unconscious 

awareness. Although we are not aware of these memories, they have a profound effect 

on our perception of the landscape and our emotions. The evolutionary tendency is 

most apparent in the human preference of natural scenes (landscape being a product 

of only natural process). Human-beings can experience peace and discover the more 

substantial meaning of life within natural landscapes. Because of this prior sensational 

communication, there is an unconscious tendency in humans to expect similar 

qualities within the cultural landscapes. For this reason, modern landscape architecture 

was not within the primary preference of ordinary people.

Palimpsest

Palimpsest is a material exhibit of multiple temporal and spatial events and artifacts, 

with the landscape architect, acting as a curator, making invented constructions with 

material that is chosen to remain hidden or revealed (Herrington, 2017). The theory of 

palimpsest began as a metaphor for the dual process of inscription and erasure of a 

document. In its absorption into landscape architecture, the document, as the vessel 

of communication, was eventually replaced by the material evidence of past cultures 

and natural events in landscapes (Herrington, 2017). John Dixon Hunt (2002c, p. 130) 

writes that “landscape is itself a text that is open to interpretation and transformation.” 

As a code to deliver the postmodern message, the three parks incorporate palimpsest 

theory to draw on physical traces or apply new material and invent new narratives on 

past cultures, events, and artifacts (see Figure 67).

The past histories of the sites, whether physical or metaphysical, are referenced in 

some way or another. Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy are 

all interventions on former industrial land that are inferred upon through design to 

create new dialogues with the past. For example, Parc de la Villette’s massive existing 
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structures were maintained and redeveloped into a science centre and an exhibition 

hall, more appropriate for the times than the previous abattoirs. However, these 

scenarios are not exactly ground-breaking for Parisians. If we recall Parc des Buttes 

Chaumont, we remember that it, too, was a reconfiguration of peripheral industrial land. 

Furthermore, it represented the wider hegemonic transformation of society stemming 

from the French Revolution through its reconfiguration of cultural and political views 

away from the traditional, aristocratic jardin à la française style. In fact, Ulf Strohmayer 

believes that the creation of Parc des Buttes Chaumont as a “moral landscape” was 

a central component in reconciling nature with culture and went hand in hand with 

undermining class conflict after a long period where nature was tightly controlled by 

the “power of man” (2006, pp. 563-564). Materially, it is a highly constructed space 

where both nature and technological advances are visible and invisible from the then-

innovative suspension bridge designed by Gustave Eiffel to the central mountain, 

a remnant of the previous quarry that was re-faced using concrete (another new 

technology) to appear as a natural landform (Strohmayer, 2006). It makes sense, then, 

that Hunt (2002b) would argue that the provision of new landscape designs as part 

of a political agenda in the 1980s and 1990s are closely tied to the creation of new 

symbolic public spaces during the Revolution because, like those earlier moments of 

revolutionary urbanism, they are green spaces where new order is both inscribed and 

Figure 67: Sketches of the progression of a 21st century park (Tschumi, 1988, p. 51).
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advertised, a new order that overwrites but does not erase the old. Mitterrand’s Grands 

Projets programme was initiated to honour the bicentennial of the French Revolution 

and thus pays homage to the revolutionary urbanism Hunt mentions. Parc de Bercy 

and Parc André Citroën continue the political agenda as part of Jacques Chirac’s 

strategy to reinvent and renovate Haussmann’s Paris and layer a contemporary 

urban fabric overtop. Essentially, this demonstrates that the palimpsest of each park 

is metaphysically invested in the cultural and political transformation of France in a 

postmodern code that originates from the urbanism of the French Revolution.

The palimpsest resists a blank slate, or tabula rasa approach by communicating a rich 

portrayal of a site’s history, past and future (Herrington, 2017, p. 132). Huet says “J‘ai 

l‘habitude de dire qu‘un projet urbain est déjà potentiellement inscrit sur le territoire 

avant même qu‘il apparaisse. Le rôle du concepteur se limite à lire attentivement le 

contexte existant, à l‘interpréter assez finement pour révéler‘ le projet caché”, implying 

that his design approach includes a metaphorical (in Vincent, 2010b, p. 262). Hooftman 

echoes the same sentiment: “We never have a tabula rasa; it’s nearly always an existing 

site that needs a new chapter in its process of transformation [...] I think this idea 

of projects is not only about redesign but also about recycling pieces of fabric into 

new projects (in Herrington, 2017, p. 137). With these statements in mind, although 

Parc André Citroën was constructed on “vacant” land, it’s design is still an exhibition 

of the temporal and spatial events that are not necessarily tangible, specifically the 

cultural and political transformations previously mentioned. It is most telling with the 

relationship of the Jardin en Mouvement to the stylistically opposing Jardins Sériels 

as a play on formal to relaxed garden styles and the political association of that to 

the same dialectic with its introduction into French public space at Parc de Buttes 

Chaumont. After winning the competition, Clément’s Jardin en Mouvement concept 

faced considerable skepticism and was not initially accepted as a garden by the 

competition jury and the City of Paris. Clément would later say that he believed the 

Jardin en Mouvement would not have been accepted had the Jardin Sériels not been 
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positioned beside it to prove his mastery of traditional French garden design to the 

skeptics (Vincent, 2010b). In another interview, Viguier commented on the importance 

for the park to have an inventive place within the sequence of design eras and the 

attention the team paid to realizing that in the design itself (Vincent, 2010b).

The theory of palimpsest also manifests itself in artifacts. Parc de la Villette includes 

characteristics of the theory such as fragments of past histories and superimposition. 

As mentioned previously, Tschumi’s design reuses two massive pre-existing structures 

as programmatic elements. Although the palimpsest was explored by Bernard 

Tschumi (1988, p. iv) as one of two viable options, it was not pursued for “its inevitably 

figurative or representational components were incompatible with the complexity of 

the programmatic, technical and political constraints that could be foreseen.” Instead, 

the direction he went with was to “search for an intermediary–an abstract system to 

mediate between the site (as well as all given constraints) and some other concept, 

beyond city or program (a mediation)” as we have seen in his systems of lines, points, 

and surfaces (Tschumi, 1988, p. iv). However, the superimposition of these systems 

is still an arguable choreographed palimpsest (Diamond, 2011). It is a connector of 

spatial events and artifacts located throughout the site that are symbolically tropes of 

French landscape design such as the lines of allées, the garden surfaces, and the folies 

as points which are deconstructed, value-less modifications of French fabriques.

Palimpsest is most clearly instituted in Huet’s Parc de Bercy. The design of Parc de 

Bercy is inspired by the contextual remains of the place, with fragments of old paving, 

rails, and architecture woven into the contemporary landscape fabric (Diamond, 2011). 

The ruins and restored structures of the park are descendants of the fabriques, or 

folies, of the picturesque garden. There are covered seating areas evenly spread 

across the Grandes Pelouses that are reminiscent of Tschumi’s folies and present a 

contemporary answer to the structures. The Maison du Jardinage, the Chai de Bercy, 

and the Maison du Lac are all restored for new uses and the Petit Château de Bercy, 
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and a half-buried arcade, retaining walls, and seating areas are presented as ruins 

maintained in a decayed state. Huet’s design also exhibits the material of the previous 

era by superimposing remnants of the iron rails that used to transport goods from the 

Porte de Bercy and the former oblique street grid on a new contemporary grid.

Altogether, these evocative features speak to the importance of the past and the 

postmodern condition as viewers engage with emblems of history across different 

styles and historical periods, and gather unexpected yet authentic associations and 

interpretations. Parisian parks on urban land are no longer constructed on virgin 

(greenfield) land and therefore cannot simply ignore the histories and complexities of a 

site. For Corner, the residua kept in the palimpsest provides loci for the remembrance, 

renewal, and transfiguration of a culture’s relationship to the land.” (2002b, p. 131). The 

Parisian parks incorporate explicit or metaphorical representation tailored to general 

and specific perceptions of the past to clarify the world and our place within it. In doing 

so, parks gain depth and profundity regarding not only physical phenomenon but also 

a cultural schema within which the human relationship to nature can be understood.

Picturesque Association

Another matrix to be discussed is the picturesque mode that has been refashioned 

in postmodern post-industrial landscapes, in particular its aesthetic influence, 

while keeping its key characteristic of being responsive to the geographical, social, 

political, cultural, and economic particularities of a place (Heyde, 2017).  Herrington 

(2006) describes the picturesque in three faces: a style, an ideological operation, and 

an aesthetic mode. The painterly beginnings of the movement developed stylistic 

features that came to be associated with the picturesque style (e.g., winding paths 

through undulating hills of grass and clumps of trees) no longer suited the postmodern 

lifestyle and activities of a park (Herrington, 2006). As an ideological operation, the 

picturesque public park is rooted in the power play between authority and the public 
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where the highly contrived design is presented to the public as something natural. 

Postmodern parks no longer attempt to mask a site as Eden and instead entices the 

public to speculate and derive their own reflection (Herrington, 2006)–for example, the 

maintained romantic trees of Parc de Bercy in their original roadway arrangements 

or the exposed underground infrastructure in the Jardin des Bambous at Parc de 

la Villette. Aesthetically, the picturesque engages the user’s imagination, emotions, 

and memories to cultivate a picturesque sensibility towards landscapes that are not 

conventionally pretty. Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy all 

participate in three basic properties of the picturesque aesthetic which Herrington lists 

as: giving primacy to the imaginative viewer, the reimagining of otherwise unsightly 

objects, and unfamiliar views (Herrington, 2006).

Tschumi’s (1988) strategy for Parc de la Villette had given users agency from the 

beginning. The design intent of the park purposefully sought to create meaning-

less objects that would rely completely on the viewer to engage with to form their 

own individual meaning. Fittingly, a powerful dimension of the picturesque is the 

repositioning of the viewer from passive receiver to active participant. Then and 

now, we can observe how Parc de la Villette subscribes to the picturesque aesthetic 

because it demands an emotive response based on intuition and imagination from 

associative, rather than literal, interpretations (Herrington, 2006).

With picturesque association, the grotesque, the ugly, and the melancholy, previously 

considered unattractive, became important dimensions of landscape that could now 

be enjoyed as picturesque. Reoccurring figures in picturesque discourse, Thomas 

Whately (1726–1772) and Richard Payne Knight (1750–1824), have argued that the 

associations sparked by a ruin in a landscape provokes sensations and associations 

initiated by memory that take place in the mind and no longer entirely in the objects 

being perceived (Herrington, 2006). Bernard Huet’s design team sought to maintain 

three memories in their attempt to prove rémemoration in Parc de Bercy: a memory of 
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the organization of the space (the grid), a memory of what can be kept (trees, buildings, 

and roads); and a “mémoire du futur” where the framework allows for subsequent 

garden developments (Vincent, 2010b, p. 240). The ruins and restored buildings of 

Parc de Bercy are elements that recall the picturesque aesthetic of the reimagining 

of objects most clearly. The picturesque only becomes postmodern in how Huet 

brings context to those objects such as centering the Maison du Jardinage within a 

grid meant to evoke archaeological excavation. In addition to the inclusion of objects 

atypical of the picturesque ruin or fabrique, such as the preserved ground organization, 

the old cobblestone roadways, rails, and trees that are reinvented for new postmodern 

sensations and associations.

Lastly, Herrington notes the dependence of picturesque aesthetics on unfamiliarity 

and the distance of knowledge the viewer has to the object or landscape, specifically 

the degree of “disassociation” the viewer and landscape designer have to a space, the 

space’s ability to refer outside itself and its medium, and the relationship in between 

(2006, pp. 32-35). She posits the disassociation of the picturesque designer from the 

pastoral picturesque landscape in an increasingly urbanized lifestyle and the reframing 

of modern landscapes that are unruly or complex using qualities of the picturesque 

aesthetic, moments of ambiguity, beauty, or disturbance. Parc André Citroën’s Jardin 

en Mouvement, while visibly wild and untamed was rejected by the viewer who may 

have an accustomed perspective on the concept of a garden, as we had seen with the 

jury and City’s skepticism (Vincent, 2010b). However, the Jardin is presenting nature as 

the picturesque had been presenting nature, seen in Figure 68 and contrasted in Figure 

69. The act is the same, but the content is seemingly different in plant selection and 

usage. Nonetheless, it bears upon the viewer new imaginative scenarios that vary from 

nostalgia for the primitive nature to a picturesque appreciation for the incorporation of 

wild-looking roughness of sublimity to the parallel of the ecological manipulation of the 

two large greenhouses in the distance peering over the shoulder of a post-humanist-

prescribed agency of nature.
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Heterotopia

Foucault (1984) considered Modernism’s attempts at utopia, such as Le Corbusier’s 

Plan Voisin, “unreal”; they were inventions of a perfected society and were a “placeless 

place”. In its place, Foucault proposed heterotopia as an evolution of utopia which he 

believed are already real places built into the fabric of any society. There are six types 

of heterotopias, the principles of which can overlap: deviation, function, diversity in a 

single space, time, public or private place, and society. Functional heterotopias provide 

society with a certain function, it can therefore be argued that parks serve a functional 

purpose in regard to mental and physical health. The parks, in several ways, are 

emblematic of Foucault’s theory of heterotopias (1984).

Figure 68: Informality of the Jardin en 
Mouvement (Samsnotebook, 2010).

Figure 69: Aerial view of the Jardin Sériels and 
Tapis Vert (Duthie, 2011).
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The first are heterotopias “hétérochronie”–spaces of temporal exceptionality. 

Foucault provides examples such as cemeteries, museums, and libraries as spaces 

that perpetually accumulate time. In this sense, the trees, road and rail remnants, and 

structures of Parc de Bercy allow the previous histories of the site to continue existing 

into modern day, allowing for the continued life of a picturesque and trades era and, 

thus, a space exempt from temporal changes. Foucault (1984) examples gardens 

as heterotopias of diversity. They often are superimposed with symbolic meaning, 

which is the case for many of the gardens featured in postmodern Parisian parks. The 

gardens of Parc André Citroën such as the Jardins Sériels, symbolize and superimpose 

several notions such as alchemy, colours, celestial bodies, and so forth. The Jardin en 

Mouvement at Parc André Citroën brings together a “microcosm” the vegetation to 

highlight plant succession and, along the Promenade Cinématique at Parc de la Villette, 

Bernard Tschumi (1988) uses the principle of heterogeneity in multiple, dissociated and 

inherently confrontational elements of the collaborative, intervening gardens (shown in 

Figure 70). Indeed, he purposefully marked an end to the “utopia of unity” by creating 

this dispersed and differentiated reality (Tschumi, 1988, p. viii).

Matter [Matières]

Matter [matières], or content, is meant to be understood as what the message is about, 

the matter of which speaks– the referent in the communicational structure, so to speak. 

It is a gestalt summary of what the parks and their parts speak to and what they are 

concerning. At Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc de Bercy, the subject 

matter is postmodernism and its capacity to shape meaningful spaces. In all, the three 

parks demonstrate postmodernism in the Lyotardian sense by dissecting the material 

essence of each. That is, as catena, they represent the sensibilities heralded by Jean-

François Lyotard at Les Immatériaux. Postmodernism is present from maternité to 

matières. The postmodern condition of Parisian landscape architecture is all at once 

ecological, sociopolitical, and cultural, being deeply embedded into communicative 
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objects that negotiate and fluctuate with the individual. These objects are both tangible 

and intangible representations of postmodernism; they exist as physical landscape 

elements and nuanced phenomena. What is characteristically common in each of the 

parks is the role of the user and the plurality of interpretations that come from the 

associative play of narrative references. 

The maternity of the postmodern message in the parks originates from socio-

political decision-making, with proactive post-modern urbanism as hardware, 

supported by spatiality, temporality, and substance, all within a matrix of theoretical 

knowledge. In these segments, idea, place, and action have been engrossed to 

Figure 70: Aerial view of the Promenade Cinématique “confronting” the Jardin des 
Bambous and Cylindre Sonore (La Villette, 2016).
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curate the postmodern intersection between nature and culture. Historically, these 

ingredients have been examined independently of each other: the garden as an 

idea of a philosopher or theorist; landscape architects and designers who study 

landscape as a place; and action in the interest of medical researchers, sociologists, 

and psychologists (Francis & Hester, Jr., 1990). In Francis and Hester’s seminal work 

The Meaning of Gardens, they argue that the power of the garden (and the larger 

landscapes of which gardens are a part) lies in its simultaneous existence as an idea, 

a place, and an action, for the meaningfulness of landscapes is now understood as 

an “ecology of interrelated and connected thoughts, spaces, activities, and symbols” 

(1990, pp. 2-4). Their assessment transposes neatly in Lyotard’s Immatériaux system 

and the contents of each park.

As an idea, the three landscapes continue to express how humans think of nature 

and of culture, and how each influences each other. It is an idealization of what 

society believes that nature should be and look like; the French parks represent a 

postmodernist idealization. The three parks also demonstrate political power through 

which we can expose the uses of power and social ideals that initiated Parc de la 

Villette and the reactionary Parc André Citroën and Parc de Bercy. They are places 

where new ideas were explored, where landscape architects/architects could apply 

and develop new theories of design. As a representation of society, postmodern parks 

are hosts for the paradox of societal oppositions where hybrid proceeds over pure, 

distortion over straightforwardness, ambiguity rather than articulated, and things are 

inconsistent and equivocal rather than direct and clear (Izenour, Scott Brown, & Venturi, 

1972). Philosophically, the garden as an idea is the balancing point between nature and 

culture (Francis & Hester, Jr., 1990).

As a place and physical organizing element, postmodernism has expanded the role of 

the French garden. As an everyday place and part of the common landscape, humans 

have given gardens new forms in material such as the Jardin en Mouvement or as 
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spatial continuations of the city, like what was envisioned for Parc de la Villette. The 

arrangement of plants, materials, and other objects have made new representations of 

place. As a typology, the Parisian postmodern landscape stimulates neighbourhoods 

by incorporating various uses from small-scale vineyards, interpretative centres, 

administration centres, music venues, exhibition halls, and physical activity. This 

inclusivity illustrates parks as a setting for wider representations of a diverse culture. 

As Tschumi (1988) says, the 21st century park can no longer be separated from the 

actions and processes of the city.

Finally, as an action, the designers of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, and Parc 

de Bercy have critically thought about the experience of being and our connection 

to nature through sensorial encounters such as tension, playfulness, intimacy, and 

ambiguity. The parks have introduced personal, individual experiences as we reflect on 

historical remnants in Parc de Bercy, encounter value-less folies in Parc de la Villette, 

or contemplate the gardener’s control in Parc André Citroën. Reality is conceptualized 

and shaped by how one “images” the world (Corner, 1999, p. 153). The hermeneutic 

angle of these actions give insight to the postmodernist landscape as a creative act of 

artistic expression and the involvement of cognitive actions in connecting ourselves to 

nature.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion

Figure 71: Gaullist protestors march down the Champs-Elysées (Barbey, 1968).
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CONCLUSION

Landscape design, like all arts, has its secret, its mystery. If we 
dismiss a landscape because we do not understand or agree with the 
circumstances which fostered its creation, then we lose an opportunity 
to probe our design art.

Michael Van Valkenburgh (Francis, 2001, p. 192)

Denis Cosgrove (in Wall, 2018, p. 155) writes that “landscape is approached as a 

spatial, environmental, and social concept rather than as a primarily aesthetic term”. 

An inspiring and historic place such as Paris makes for a subject that is quite often a 

focus of cultural analyses, and, in this case, within an established postmodern stream 

of its built environment. The physical design of Parc de la Villette, Parc André Citroën, 

and Parc de Bercy illustrate a French approach to postmodern landscape architecture 

that is inextricably tied to politics, philosophy, and history and their realization reveals 

the intersection between culture and creativity. The relationship between humans 

and landscape, and the distinctiveness of individual thought and metaphysics that is 

embedded in that relationship are dimensions that we observe as the postmodern 

condition (see Figure 72).

Postmodernism is a proliferation of contrasts and expands the viewpoint beyond the 

pictorial aspects of landscapes and into an understanding and relation to the site. 

Raymond Williams (1973) writes that in addition to considering the internal histories 

of landscape, equally important in contemporary society is the relation of this to the 

common histories of the land and society. The psychological burden of France’s 

Vichy Regime and May 68 embed a certain psyche upon the French people, especially 

those in executive positions and the parks’ designers. “Sous les pavés, la plage!” was 

a lasting slogan and legacy of les évènements. Protestors ripped up cobblestones 

from the ground and used them as ammunition against the oppressive police and 
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social structures in place. It was a literal and metaphorical translation of the human 

relationship to the land and, specifically, the rejection of poorly planned urbanism 

(paving) laying over top the potential of social reform (the beach) below. It also presents 

a uniquely postmodern and situational relationship between society and landscape 

that continues to have influence today as seen in contemporary social movements 

such as George Floyd Square of Black Lives Matter, the erected fencing of Paternoster 

Square meant to deter Occupy London, and technological and social landscape of the 

#MeToo hashtag (see Figures 73 & 74). The cultural significance of history on society, 

as evidenced by contemporary social movements, are influential and distinct periods 

Figure 72: The role of landscape (cobblestones) during May ‘68 (The Eye of Photography).
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of economic and political development that shape how humans interpret and use 

landscape to progress in certain ways. In the three parks, we see attempts to appease 

the fragmentary populace through pluralism and multivalency.

As a designer, the significance is one of personal reflection. The pluralist avenue of 

postmodernism frames individual thought and interpretation. One’s own experience in 

Paris forms a personal connection to a built environment shaped by politics, examined 

by philosophy, and formed over time to create history. My experience being in Paris 

during the COVID-19 pandemic had a personal impact that forced new perspectives 

Figure 73: George Floyd Square 
in Minneapolis, MN (AP Photo, 
2021)

Figure 74: Barricades used to 
deter protestors from setting up 
encampments at Paternoster 
Square in London, UK (Diamond 
Geezer, 2012).
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Figure 75: Les Deux Plateaux at the Palais-Royal (Buren, 1986).

on landscapes and enabled me to question how we value and engage with them. 

The contextuality of Paris means that one is constantly immersed in a built form that 

perpetually enriches postmodernity. For instance, during the height of the pandemic, 

Parisians had been restricted to a 1-kilometre radius around where they lived which 

meant that the only park within my circumference was the Palais-Royal and its garden. 

Here, an instance of postmodern phenomenology is Les Deux Plateaux, a grid of 260 

stripped columns within the Palais-Royal courtyard that confronts the public domain 

and French formalism (Berg et al., 1995). It was designed by conceptual artist Daniel 

Buren and commissioned by François Mitterrand and his Cultural Minister Jack Lang 
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in an effort to combine modern art with historical monuments. The columns reach 

into the depths of the underground parking garage to unite the past, present, and 

future and symbolize the relationship between the underground and street level. They 

also recall the existing loggia columns of the Palais-Royal in a contemporary way. 

Its creation was a “crise politico-artistique” and saw the two fighting against public 

opposition led by Jacques Chirac (Cascaro, 1998). The socio-political challenges 

brought by Buren’s work encouraged me to discover parks that continue this temporal 

and visible essence of the, often contentious, postmodern ideology. It was clear that 

the evolutionary characteristic of the postmodern condition is tied greatly to past 

histories. The implementation of Les Deux Plateaux at the Palais-Royal is a reminiscent 

of the three postmodern parks discussed in this thesis. Postmodernism provides a 

framework in which to interpret landscape architecture, both old and new, as a tool 

of politics; had I undertaken research exclusively on the three postmodern parks, the 

nuance of the past lingering in the postmodern movement risked being overlooked.

In contextualizing postmodernism through cultural translation and intellectual 

engagement, we  understand the elusiveness and subtleties of the subject as well 

as its element of internal growth. Postmodernism’s profundity is a vessel in which to 

interpret the human relationship to landscape–as a temporal place representative of 

society, politics, and economics. To represent these facets of landscape, it becomes 

entangled with historical precedence and decision-making that spans centuries, as 

seen in the French context. In several cases, it perpetuated an uprising whereby the 

aftereffects led to a stronger emphasis on the metaphysics of users in the landscape. 

Postmodernism, in concerning and incorporating a multiplicity of perspectives, caters 

to the complexity of human interpretation through phenomenology–conceptualizing 

landscape away from the traditional bourgeois exercise of power over space towards 

the dominance and influence of society, culture referents, and site history.
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