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Introduction 
 
Construction of the European Community is moving 
forward and a European landscape design culture is 
expressing itself through the birth of new forms of 
social relationships and new concrete, physical 
shapes.  
 
Many events testify to this, including legal documents 
(The European Landscape Convention), local and 
national initiatives, a wide variety of projects and the 
creation of associations, schools and European prizes, 
competitions and international conferences, among 
others. 
   
Through these events, a set of shared issues and 
values – including the environment, sustainable 
development, ecology and identity – is being 
expressed. Specialists in the field are meeting more 
frequently, sharing ideas and forging new 
perspectives, and a certain “zest” for the times we live 
in – and for Europe – is spreading. 
   
Based on this observation, our research examines the 
relationship between these physical forms specific to 
landscape development and new social forms – 
specific to the new European context – for and by 
which these projects are undertaken.  
 
More precisely, we propose to highlight the following 
aspects of contemporary landscape development in 
Europe: 
• The interrelation between the physical sphere and 

the social sphere. 
  
• At both the local/ national scale and the Community 

scale. 
  
• The aim is to understand how the same questions 

raised at the Community scale are given shape, 
modified or adapted within local socio-cultural 
contexts. 

  
• A second aim is to discern which influences come 

from the field of landscape design and which come 
from other arts, or from the contemporary technical, 
technological or scientific spheres. 

  

This analysis leads to a second phase in which we examine 
the possible implementation of a European “way”, or even a 
reference “model”, for landscape development in Europe.  
 
This study focuses on contemporary urban parks in Europe at 
the turn of the 21st century.  
 
An earlier study examining the public parks in Paris during the 
Second Empire (1), enabled us to analyse the relationship 
that exists between public parks, the city and society. This 
study allowed us to determine how the values and principles 
of bourgeois Parisian society at the end of the 19th century 
were expressed in the development of natural areas. 
Furthermore, we observed that landscape development 
projects are the concrete result of interactions between the 
phenomena, fashions and trends of a specific historical and 
socio-cultural context. 
  
These analyses of physical forms and social forms brought to 
light a “landscape model”, i.e. a way of developing natural 
areas that – through its aesthetics, composition, shapes, 
characters, values and roles – expressed the era and the rise 
of the bourgeoisie. 
 

 
Fig.1 Anonymous, Square Lafayette (XIX century) 
  
This landscape model, put to test in other geographical 
contexts – provincial or foreign cities – where it was imposed 
by local elected officials, sparked mixed reactions. This 
demonstrates the extent to which development of this new 
type of park was indissolubly linked to the socio-cultural 
context of Napoleon III.  
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This harmony between the elements and parts, 
between designers and users, between functions, 
demands and desires, and between physical shapes 
and social values is precisely where the success, 
strength and power of the Haussmannian park lies. 
 
The end of the Second Empire marked the fall of the 
Haussmannian model. A series of events, namely “The 
Crisis of Progress” and the questioning of scientific 
optimism, altered the socio-cultural context, toppling a 
theretofore-undisputed values system. The next socio-
cultural and disciplinary trends to bring about true 
changes in the landscape arts would only appear much 
later, in the second half of the 20th century. It was the 
beginning of a new era, with the very first attempts to 
use the resources and tools specific to the field of 
landscaping in order to answer the questions and 
provide solutions for the various issues surrounding 
contemporary life and society.   
 
We will apply the investigations from this historical 
study to the context of the contemporary European 
city. In particular, we will analyse a selection of urban 
parks in various European countries, from the end of 
the 20th century until today. 
 
Through this study of the social forms and physical 
forms of each park, we will attempt to determine: 
• The spatial representation system of this new 

European landscape culture. 
 
• How the local/national scale persists and interacts 

with the Community scale. 
 
• Any invariables or similarities in socio-cultural 

aspects or form that serve as a basis  – as we have 
seen for the Parisian park – for the birth of a 
European model for parks.  

 
Our analysis of the parks features two phases: 
• The first phase is an analysis of competition 

programmes, quotes from politicians and designers 
and inhabitants’ actions or reactions. Alongside this, 
a careful examination of how the projects have 
taken shape will enable us to assess any 
discrepancies between programmes and projects 
and between projects and execution. Detailed study 
of the socio-cultural context will enable us to 
establish the relationships between physical forms 
and social forms, and between endogenous 
references and international ones. 

 
• The second phase, a comparison of the results 

obtained, will enable us to consider the hypothesis 
of a new European model for urban parks. 

 
We began by analysing three contemporary parks in 
three different countries – France, the Netherlands and 
Italy. They are as follows: 
• The Parc de La Villette in Paris, completed in the 

1980s.  
 
• The Westergasfabriek Culture Park in Amsterdam, 

inaugurated in Septermber 2003. 
 
• The proposal that won the international competition 

for the “Porta Nuova Gardens” in Milan, selected in 

February 2004. The Gardens are scheduled for completion 
in the coming decade. 

  
The contemporary European Park  
 
The study of the Haussmannian case showed us that the birth 
of the Parisian park model resulted from interaction between 
the physical forms and the social forms of the era. In contrast, 
the case of the Parc de la Villette, completed at the end of the 
20th century, shows us how building a model for parks in the 
21st century expresses both a political and disciplinary will, 
and is a major issue for modern cities.  
 
The objective stated in the opening lines of the programme for 
this first international competition to design a public park was 
to “make the Parc de la Villette a new cultural model for an 
urban park […]. The aim is to successfully create a park for 
the 21st century.” (2). The will to respond to the crisis of the 
modern city involved renovation of a public park that had lost 
its social and urban significance.  
 
The Parc de la Villette thus became a sort of political 
manifesto for the city of the future, just as the discipline of 
landscape design was increasingly being considered as 
playing an active role in urban issues. 
 
The programme for the competition clearly shows the socio-
cultural role the park was intended to play with regards to new 
social, urban and political values. The 33-hectare Parc de la 
Villette is presented as an open park, where different peoples 
can meet and mix. Part of a 55-hectare area that includes 
several cultural facilities, it was to symbolise the culture of 
integration. By evoking the city in the park and, at the same 
time, the park in the city, Parc de la Villette was to re-invent its 
urban function, show the differences opposing the city and 
nature and, at the same time, build a link between them. The 
park’s space was to be neither dependent on nor independent 
of the large facilities and activities planned. Rather, it aimed to 
be a place where various elements would come together, an 
active, experimental park capable of addressing the issues of 
today’s cities.  
 
Bernard Tschumi’s winning project stood out thanks to its 
focus on exploration and experimentation, and its emphasis 
on the programme, architectural form and context. It 
addressed the competition programme by breaking down the 
functions and rebuilding them into a series of events. Its 
approach to architectural form called for the creation of 
landmark objects, “The Folies”, which were to stimulate the 
space through their multiple functions and mark out both a 
physical and imaginary territory. In addition, the project dealt 
with the context by suggesting and accelerating movement on 
the site through a variety of geometries.  
 
As a result, this park’s forms echo the socio-cultural and 
disciplinary changes of the 1980s. As urban planning had 
acknowledged its failures and admitted its shortcomings, the 
aim was no longer to come back to a long lost order, but 
rather to experiment – says the designer – with combinative 
solutions, to play “with the assembly […], in other words, to 
see how certain combinations generate new activities”  (2).  
 
The Parc des Folies is thus a project that stems more from 
conceptual development than from observation of the physical 
or social setting, and uses the tools of the theoretical and 
architectural tradition rather than those of practical landscape 
design.  
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Fig.2. “Parc de la Villette”, Paris: project by Bernard 
Tschumi. 
 
This conceptual, abstract backdrop results in a 
multitude of layers and geometries, superimposes a 
consistent, fixed grid (“The Folies”) over random 
layouts (walkways and theme-based gardens), creates 
a diversity of scales, and aims to fragment the various 
elements brought together by the Folies grid. These 
forms heralded the deconstructivist language 
characteristic of the dawn of the 21st century. 
Nevertheless, this same conceptual, abstract 
foundation, along with disciplinary self-referentialism, 
lack of observation of the landscape and negligence of 
the site’s history are the greatest weaknesses of this 
supposed model for the 21st century. These 
conceptions, along with considerations regarding 
identity, the environment and interdisciplinarity, were 
revised in the 1980s and 1990s, particularly through 
the conversion of industrial wastelands into urban and 
cultural parks. The Parc de La Villette remains the 
precursor in this area. In effect, today the local 
administrations of former industrial towns are in charge 
of transforming these vacant, polluted lands into 
culturally active, socially acceptable areas (3). They 
are convinced that these damaged landscapes can 
play a fundamental role in urban change.  
 
As it happens, “Change” is the title of the project that 
won the competition to create the recently completed 
Westergasfabriek Culture Park in Amsterdam. As was 
the case for the Parisian park, the developers of the 
Westergasfabriek Culture Park proposed their park as 
a benchmark for the parks of the 21st century (4), 
particularly the overall conversion process and the 
organisation of the various political, social, 
environmental and disciplinary aspects. The driving 
force in the project was the commitment and the 
participation of the society. The site of the former 
“Western Gas Factory” - Westergasfabriek – 
abandoned since the 1960s, had become the 
headquarters for a number of cultural events, 
organized by local action committees and show 
business personalities, during the 1990s. This 
occupation, which lasted for many years, helped to 
justify the transformation of this industrial wasteland 
into an urban park with an essentially cultural role.  
 
Starting the operation proved a particularly complex 
 task, as several problems, such as decontamination of 
the soil, the future use of the buildings, the financial 
plan and the role of private companies, all had to be 
resolved at once. While solutions to the political and 

financial questions were being found through negotiations, a 
working group was formed to choose the park’s designer. This 
group, including members of the local action committee and 
inhabitants, politicians and landscape professionals, devised 
a long, complex selection process to allow inhabitants to 
actively participate. Designers were given the freedom to 
create the programme of their choice, provided that they 
respect ten criteria based on the inhabitants’ expectations (5). 
 

 
Fig.3. Amsterdam, occupation and appropriation of  
Westergasfabriek’s site. 
 
Catherine Gustafson – an American landscape designer who 
is particularly in touch with French and European landscape 
design culture – won the competition “because the plan is 
contemporary and clearly states the project’s feasibility while 
leaving certain design details open for consideration” (5). 
Following the verdict, the final plan was completed and fine-
tuned after much consultation with the inhabitants and other 
stakeholders involved in the project. The importance of the 
social dimension in this project did not dwarf the role of the 
discipline of landscape design or the role of the designer. The 
very title of the project, Change, speaks less of the site’s 
transition between past and future than of the progressive 
shift from the city to nature, from an urban character to a 
“wild” character, going from East to West: from city to garden 
to landscape to nature. At the same time, this project echoes 
the changes in parks and gardens throughout the second half 
of the 20th century.  
 

 
Fig.4. Westergasfabriek culture park, Amsterdam: project by 
Catherine Goustafson. 
 
These range from the park designs emblematic of the 1950s 
and 1960s to the landscape concept of the 1980s and 1990s 
in which ecological ideas were expressed, offering a source of 
inspiration for the forms used. Here, the notion of the 
landscape is built up through a confrontation between Man 
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and Nature, between things local and things both 
historically and geographically far removed, between 
the endogenous and the exogenous. The creative 
tension and some of the forms definitely place this park 
in the tradition of arts and gardens. Yet the park also 
features a language, a symbolism and a message that 
are undeniably contemporary.  
 
The operation was set up so as to allow for the 
organisation of the various aspects and the 
involvement of the various stakeholders. At the same 
time, it lent the participants and experts a certain 
measure of autonomy and enabled the local context to 
interact with the international sphere.   
 
The Porta Nuova Gardens in Milan is another scenario 
that highlights this interaction between the local 
context and the European dimensions. The closing of 
the Garibaldi Train Station more than a half-century 
ago freed up a large area of public land in the Garibaldi 
Repubblica district. Several proposals to develop the 
area have been made, but today, the site remains 
abandoned, reflecting not only the present complexity 
of the situation, but also the political difficulties, 
requirements and uncertainties that have accumulated 
over the years.  
 
An Integrated Intervention Programme has attempted 
to cope with this situation by providing the general 
guidelines for the reconstruction of this part of the city. 
A park has been planned with this aim in mind. In the 
programme for the international competition held to 
design the park, the prevailing model is that of the 
classical city, built around geometrically designed, 
unitary hubs. At the same time, the planned park lies in 
a heavily developed area, making it is an archetypal 
reproduction of the enclosed garden (6.). However, this 
park – a true interconnection node – has to interact 
with the surrounding neighbourhoods and the activities 
both inside of it and nearby. It is expected not only to 
participate in – or even catalyse - the vast urban 
transformation project that has been awaited for 
decades, but also to create a place that is “prestigious 
and of high symbolic value for all of the city” (6). It 
must also establish a social dimension in this 
neighbourhood located on the border between the 
urban and the periurban, which features a vast array of 
infrastructures and is endowed with wide range of 
different functions. In short, it needs to regain a level of 
sociality/urbanity capable of meeting the many 
requirements for the place and, at the same time, 
provide an opportunity to break new ground in the field 
of Urban Parks. Located on a congested site, the 
Gardens “must take part in the dialectic between form 
and content, between equipment and management, 
between culture and nature […] through ‘ecological 
transformation of the facilities that can only take place 
thanks to a sweeping renewal of the cultural, social 
and political identity’” (6). This park is thus intended not 
only as a true social, urban and environmental 
junction, but also as a setting for experimentation in 
landscape design.  
 
The project from the Dutch group led by Mathias 
Lehner was selected “for the ground-breaking, original 
character it gives to the new park’s open space, its 
accessibility and the wide variety of materials used, it 
is intended to take on a major new urban function”. 

 
As was the case with the Parc de la Villette, this project often 
transgresses the guidelines of the official programme and 
features sub-programmes that open up to other issues and 
encompass places outside of the competition site.  
 
The theme put forward is a  “library of trees”, a new rendition 
of the ancient botanical garden: in a grid of paths between 
forests and functional buildings cultural and education 
activities will take place. This grid of paths thus becomes the 
systematic link between a variety of different elements and, by 
extending indefinitely into the urban fabric, builds a 
relationship between the park and the city (7).  
 

 
Fig.5. The Gardens of Porta Nuova, Milan : project by M. 
Lehner, Inside Outside Group 
 
The syntactic and architectural language of this project 
features terminology and images widely used in the beginning 
of this millennium. The direct, summary nature of the texts 
and the evocation of various ‘networks’ and ‘webs’ echo the 
language of the new technologies, just as the deconstruction 
of all physical forms echoes current trends in the field of 
architecture. This language seems to have given the project 
an edge over its competitors. The Nordic model based on 
social participation is also present in this Dutch project 
formulated for a wholly Italian physical, socio-cultural and 
political context. At the end of the competition, this conflict 
between endogenous and exogenous revealed the first 
discrepancies between the aims and the proposals presented, 
and between how these proposals were to take shape and the 
inhabitants’ expectations.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Through our brief presentation of these three parks, we can 
see how new trends in landscape design have developed and 
evolved. 
 
The Parc de la Villette aims to address the urban and social 
issues of the end of the last century through a highly 
conceptual project, far removed from any local or social 
reference. Although this project is limited to giving shape to 
the principles and means specific to the discipline of 
architecture, it opens new pathways that are fundamental to 
the future development of the discipline of landscape design 
in urban environments.  
 
The case of the Westergasfabriek Park in Amsterdam differs 
through its contribution in the method of social participation. It 
highlights how taking the various viewpoints of all of the 
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stakeholders concerned had a relative influence on 
how the project took shape.  Although it is endowed 
with contemporary symbolism and design, the winning 
project takes its roots in the tradition of park and 
garden art, which seems to have remained an 
important reference for some parties involved in urban 
planning.  
 
The case of the Porta Nuova Gardens in Milan 
contrasts with the examples described above. In order 
to address issues raised by the complexity of the site, 
the competition jury chose innovative forms that reflect 
contemporary language and trends. The direct, 
summary nature of the texts and the evocation of 
various ‘networks’ and ‘webs’ echo the language of the 
new technologies, just as the deconstruction of all 
physical forms echoes current trends in the field of 
architecture. 
  
This language was given preference despite the 
request of local committees and the national socio-
political context. 
  
Initial analysis of these three cases shows us firstly 
that a shared system of values socio-cultural 
references is developing at the Community and local 
levels and, secondly, that despite these shared values, 
the interrelation between physical forms and social 
forms continues to change.   
  
It shows us that landscape development in today’s 
cities must be able to address shared values in the 
areas of ecology, identity, sustainable development, 
etc. At the same time, it must also be capable of 
integrating the dynamic aspects, changes and 
metamorphoses of a constantly shifting reality through 
its physical forms.  
 
In today’s socio-cultural context, the discipline of 
landscape design appears to be the medium of choice 
to make new socio-cultural statements. The latest 
Venice Architectural Biennial attests to this (let us 
remember Eisenmann’s Garden of Lost Steps in 
Verona) (8). The urban park, in particular, through its 
special characteristics, has yet again proven to be a 
strategic place in today’s conception of designing 
spaces.  
 
The relationship between society and parks seems to 
have been restored in the beginning of the 21st 
century and perhaps this new relationship is helping 
foster the development of a shared – or even 
Community-wide – model.   
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