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DESIGN PHILOSOPHY BY
BERNARD TSCHUMI

My work as an architect focuses on the relations between
space and its use. During the 1970s, through drawings
and written texts, | constantly insisted that there is no
architecture without events, without actions or activity.
Architecture was not defined by its formal container (“the
building”) but by its combination of spaces, movements
and events; my work recognized that buildings respond
to and intensify the activities that occur within them, and
that events alter, and creatively extend, the structures that
contain them.

Summarized in the work published as The Manhattan
Transcripts (1981), my theoretical speculations were an
injunction to other architects to attend to the program-
matic component of architecture, the part that locates it in
the social field. This research was put in practice in 1983
with the commission to design the 125-acre Parc de la Vil-
lette. La Villette would have an enormous impact on the
development of the northeast region of Paris. Its brief for
“an urban park for the 21st century” became the starting
point for a new “cultural” park based on activity rather than
nature, one whose numerous buildings, gardens, bridges
and fields would serve as sites for concerts, exhibitions,
workshops, sports events, and more. La Villette’s popular
success (its annual attendance exceeds EuroDisney’s) is
matched by the programmatic changes it fosters, as for
example, when on summer nights its broad playing fields
are transformed into a 3,000-seat outdoor cinema, dramati-
cally altering the site.

My practice draws insights from different disciplines, nota-
bly film, literature, and philosophy. If one premise is that
architecture, in order to achieve cultural relevance, must
participate in our culture’s polemics, another is that it must
always question its foundations. This cultural and social di-
mension is a constant of my work. Subsequent projects for
art centers, museums, and educational spaces have steadily
considered that architecture, in order to achieve cultural
relevance, must participate in our culture’s polemics.

As my work develops, it becomes increasingly informed by
possibilities offered by new building technologies, particu-
larly glass and steel technologies that work with concepts
of dynamically interconnected forces rather than with static
forms. In recent years, our work on double envelopes has
introduced an environmental and sustainable dimension
to our research on architectural enclosures. Our concept
of the double envelope uses the interstitial space between
the two skins simultaneously for the movement of people
and for purposes of energy conservation, and sustainable
development.

These remarks suggest that | am concerned with designing
the conditions that will define our new century, and with
encouraging new modes of activity and inventive uses of
space that are supported by new means of construction.
Architecture must accelerate change. Unlike art (to which
it is increasingly compared), architecture has the power
not only to challenge conventional aspects of society, but
also to transform them, so that our experience becomes
one of events generated through architecture.



Client: French National Government (Presidency)
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In 1983 Bernard Tschumi was selected from over 470 in-
ternational competitors to design the Parc de la Villette in
Paris, France. The project is one of the “Grands Projects”
of the French Government, which include the new Library
of France, the Louvre Pyramid, the Arch at Tete-Defense,
and the Arab World Institute. The objectives of the com-
petition were both to mark the vision of an era and to act
upon the future economic and cultural development of a
key area in Paris.

La Villette is located on what was one of the last remaining
large sites in Paris, a 125-acre expanse previously occupied
by the central slaughter houses and situated on the north-
east corner of the city. In addition to the master plan, this
project has involved the design and construction of over
25 buildings, promenades, covered walkways, bridges and
landscaped gardens over a period of fifteen years.

As described in the competition, La Villette was not in-
tended as a simple landscape replica; on the contrary, the
brief for this “urban park for the 21st century” develops a
complex program of cultural and entertainment facilities.
Over one kilometer long by seven hundred meters wide,
the park is a dispersed programmatic field containing,
in addition to the park, a large Museum of Science and
Industry, a City of Music, a Grande Halle for exhibition, and
a rock concert hall. The park currently accommodates eight
million visitors a year, more than EuroDisney.

La Villette could be conceived as one of the largest build-
- a discontinuous building but a
single structure nevertheless, overlapping the site’s exist-

ings ever constructed

ing features (canal, highway, etc.) and articulating new
activities. It opposes the landscape notion of Olmstead,
widespread during the 19th century, that “in the park, the
city is not supposed to exist.” Instead, it proposes a social
and cultural park with activities that include workshops,
gymnasium and bath facilities, playgrounds, exhibitions,
concerts, science experiments, games and competitions,
in addition to the Museum of Science and Technology and
the City of Music. At night during the summer, the broad
playing fields become an open-air movie theater for 3,000
spectators.

An award-winning project noted for its architectural merits
and new strategy of urban organization, La Villette has be-
come known as an unprecedented type of park, a park not
of nature, but of culture. A system of dispersed “points” -
the red enameled steel folies that supports different cultural
and leisure activities is superimposed on a system of lines
that emphasizes movement through the park. This approach
succeeds in providing a variety of spatial experiences for
the casual visitor as well as for large crowds.
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