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At the urban level, the incorporation of 
vegetation tends to be understood from 
an ornamental point of view in which the 
green ‘compensates’ the city’s grayness 
as if it were its opposite. But vegetation 
is natural life, and its inclusion modifies 
urban ecosystems and generates new 
processes. This article argues that 
the urban forest can be understood 
as a dynamic and contingent system 
that, rather than ornamental material, 
becomes a thought material.

W ithout having to submit to a mythologized 
nature, we must recognize the urgency of 

a new natural contract, a subject already introduced 
by the French philosopher Michel Serres in 1990. 
For example, since the Industrial Revolution we 
have resorted to resources from the lithosphere. 
Extracted from the Earth’s solid surface layer, fuels 
such as coal, gas, or oil are products of ecosystems 
that disappeared hundreds of millions of years ago. 
By adapting nature to our requirements and skipping 
the time cycles that correspond to us, we have 
forgotten our dependence on it. This accelerated rate 
of consumption of non-renewable resources has led 
us to a hypertrophy of the present. The amnesia when 
identifying our origins prevents us from collectively 
projecting ourselves towards a future beyond a few 
years (Delannoy, 2015).

However, today, in the midst of the coViD-19 
pandemic, just like the sociologist Bruno Latour (2021) 
points out in his text “Where am I?”, humanity has been 
forced to reconsider its representation of the globe. 
Confinement has awakened the consciousness of homo 
sapiens as to its relationship of interdependence with 
living beings.
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From biology, the concept of autopoiesis1 helps us 
to rethink our development systems, accepting the 
contingencies, cooperations, alliances, and symbiosis 
that are presented as the main emergency and 
innovation factors in living beings. Through dynamics of 
cooperation between actors who exchange information, 
nature offers optimized energy and matter flows. 
Mutation and adaptation are two characteristics 
that show the underlying positive values in these 
contingencies. This last concept – contingency – allows 
us to illustrate the possibilities of a new paradigm that is 
expressed in the work of Gilles Clément and that could 
promote a temporal and technical ecology.

Gilles Clément and Contingency: 
Towards a Paradigm Shift 
The historical period and location of this text refer to 
a constituent moment for ecological thinking: Paris 
between 1980 and 1995. A series of political events 
that occurred between 1970 and 1990, managed to 
redefine the notion of landscape within public opinion, 
as well as in philosophy and architecture.2 In 1958, the 
fifth republic was born and, ten years later, the student 
movement of May 1968 opened a profound questioning 
of French society, enabling the emergence of new 
policies. Thus, new cultural values were legitimized, 
such as, for example, the reconsideration of the natural 
environment’s role within territorial planning policies.3

During these years coincide, on the one hand, the 
creation of a new department of philosophy at the 
University of Paris Viii (Soulié, 1998) led by Jacques 
Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, Bruno Latour, Félix Guattari, 
Michel Serres, among others, who influenced the 
thought of Gilles Clément. On the other hand, the 
creation of l’École Nationale Supérieure du Paysage 
in Versailles, in 1976, began to form numerous DPlG 

FIG. 1 Gilles Clément. 
Parc André Citroën, París, 
Francia, 1986-1992. Le 
Jardin en Mouvement.
© Gilles Clément / 
Copyleft Licence Art Libre
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landscapers,4 such as Gilles Clément, who were able 
to disseminate a new take on the notion of landscape. 
This avant-garde historical framework, essential in the 
evolution of ecological thought in France, marked 
the generation to which Gilles Clément (b. 1943), Jean 
Nouvel (b. 1945), and Dominique Perrault (b. 1953), 
among others, belong. From these three actors, ranging 
from landscape to architecture projects, this text will 
try to highlight the mechanisms that have led to a 
paradigm shift in architecture and the city. 

Clément’s technical and aesthetic position in his 
relationship to nature impacted numerous architectural 
projects in France. Examples such as the National 
Library of France’s building, built by Dominique 
Perrault, or the Cartier Foundation by Jean Nouvel, 
do a good job at illustrating the new paradigm that 
generated Clément’s thought.

To outline concepts linked to the world of biology, 
in the 1990s Gilles Clément promoted the concept of 
the Tiers-paysage – third landscape – in the Citroën 
Park in Paris, France [FiGs.  1-2]. This third landscape 
is composed of those spaces in which man leaves 
landscape’s evolution in the hands of nature itself 
(Clément & Jones, 2006). These spaces turn into a 
laboratory to observe the concept of autopoiesis, 
that is, the tendency that life has to create conditions 
conducive to its perennity.

The Third Landscape and the Garden 
in Motion
From his first studies in 1986 on the island of Vassivière 
in Limousin, France, for the construction of the Center 
for Art and Landscape with Aldo Rossi and Xavier Fabre 
[FiG.  3], to his first writings, through his research in the 
Vallée [FiG.  4], and his work in public parks such as 
the André-Citroën Park [FiGs.  1-2], Gilles Clément has 
defended a privileged space where to receive biological 
diversity. Considered as the genetic reserve of the 
planet, space surrendered to the laws of nature appears 
as the space of the future. In doing so, Clément showed 
that the reuse of natural waste would open up a new 
awareness in society. 

His concepts transformed the perception of Parisian 
architects regarding the inclusion of vegetation in the 
architectural project. From Jean Nouvel’s Fondation 
Cartier (1994) to Dominique Perrault’s National Library 
(1995), Clément’s ideas introduced a new alliance 
between architecture and nature. With their technical 
solutions for the use or arrangement of the vegetal 
world, both projects challenged the relationship that 
the two of them maintained at that time. Thanks 
to the inclusion of the agricultural engineer and of 
this new gardener in the way of thinking about the 
architectural project, Parisian architects started 
using the vegetal world in their buildings as a material for 
the construction of time (Mosbach & Claramunt, 1997) 
and, therefore, of change, transformation, mutation, 
and evolution (Nougarède & Alphandéry, 1995). That 
gave rise to a new way of thinking, both in the ways in 

FIG.2 Gilles Clément. 
Parc André Citroën, 
1986-1992. 
© Gilles Clément
Fuente / source: Gilles 
Clément. Le Jardin en 
Mouvement, sixième 
édition. (París: Sens et 
Tonka, 2018 [1991]), 164.
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which nature expresses itself in the face of artifice and 
in the redefinition of times and forms of organization 
that belong to it. Time and contingency were part of the 
project idea. 

These concepts seek to go beyond a decorative 
and recreational nature inherited from the hygienist 
movement of the nineteenth century. The Jardin en 
mouvement – garden in motion – is inspired by the 
abandoned, uncultivated space, where nature, since it is 
not being restricted by a cultural principle that privileges 
the formal aspect of the natural world, can manifest its 
energies, growths, displacements, and exchanges. In 
other words, Clément reminds the human being of the 
intrinsic processes contained in nature: its time cycles, 
its organizational and management systems, linked in 
turn to the concept of contingency (Arnould, 2012). It 
is a much more biological rather than cultural vision, 
in which, perhaps, the human being can be inspired to 
observe more and act less. This is now a spontaneous 

3

4

FIG. 3 Centre 
International d’Art et du 
Paysage de Vassivière, 
el prado florido de 
Gilles Clément. Ile de 
la Vassivière, Limousin, 
Francia. / Centre 
International d’Art et du 
Paysage de Vassivière, 
Gilles Clément’s flowering 
meadow. Ile de la Vassivière, 
Limousin, France. 
© Noémie Maestre. Le 
Centre international d’art 
et du paysage de l’ île de 
Vassivière

FIG. 4 Gilles Clément. 
Parc Matisse en Lille, 
Francia, 1990. Isla 
Derborence y Boulingrin.
© Gilles Clément / 
Copyleft Licence Art Libre
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a laboratory to learn from its processes and reestablish 
time cycles in the city. This manifestation of the 
temporal contingencies and textures of the vegetal 
world is perhaps one of the most valuable elements of 
Clément’s ideas. We also believe that this is the element 
that has influenced the description and consideration of 
the architectural project.

The perspective of the French gardener, developed 
in the 1990s, was also inspired by another great sphere 
of society. This one, more intellectual, was represented 
by philosophers such as Michel Serres (Serres, 1990), 
Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980), and Félix 
Guattari (Guattari, 1989), who proposed nature as a 
thought-building material which allowed for awareness 
regarding the relationship with it.

The Matisse Park: The Island of Derborence, 
Lille, France, 1990-1995
Developed by Clément, the Matisse Park was built as 
part of a larger project called Euralille, supervised by Rem 
Koolhaas [FiG.  4]. The Park is located on a plot of about 
8 hectares, a leftover space that resulted from different 
projects: the railways of the high-speed train that 
connects Lille with capitals such as London, Paris and 
Brussels, a shopping center, a tram line, an apartments 
block, and several towers for the reconquest of the urban 
fabric. In 1990, Clément proposed the construction of 
a strong symbol, an in vivo manifesto for the man of 
the future: the forest, a sanctuary forged by time and 
history (Clément & Jones, 2006). The will to create an 
arborized space inaccessible to the public and that could 
be a biome guarantor, considered at that time the forest 
as the future of civilization. Wild nature, enclosed in the 
island of Derborence, appears in the project as the first 
example of a new trend that sought to introduce the 
forest into the urban fabric. To do this, the perimeter of 
the island would be built with concrete walls and waste 
directly collected from the excavation works for the train 
station. There grows a biome inaccessible to the public. 
With this model, in the middle of the urban fabric, that 
island becomes a fragment of the third landscape. 

On the other hand, the use of transplanted Scots 
pines in the heart of Paris to organize the National 
Library of France offers an artificial forest that allows you 
to contemplate and remember the fragility of nature. 
The winning entry of the competition, by the architect 
Dominique Perrault, seems directly influenced by Gilles 
Clément’s works. Perrault uses the construction of 
an artificial forest as a paradigm that represents the 
knowledge of humanity, inaccessible for its preservation 
but capable of influencing the ways of thinking of the 
researchers who come to the library (Nougarède & 
Alphandéry, 1995). Its symbolic role not only decorates 
or recreates anymore but also instructs, inspires a 
group of researchers capable of contributing new 
systems of thought. Behind that provocative proposal 
was the technical challenge taken on by agronomist 
Erik Jacobsen, responsible for the transplantation of 

FIG. 5 Ilustración artística 
de arado y siembra de 
una porción de tierra 
fértil en el período 
Neolítico, Antiguo 
Medio Oriente. / Artistic 
illustration of plowing and 
sowing a portion of fertile 
land in the Neolithic Period, 
Ancient Middle East.
© Tristan Girard
Fuente / source: Philippe 
Roi, Tristan Girard. 
«L’araire et le pied», La 
Théorie Sensorielle. I – Les 
Analogies Sensorielles (First 
Edition Design Publishing: 
Sarasota, 2013), 34, fig. 4.
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40-year-old adult trees. The forest, inaccessible to the
public, is imposed on the building as a matter to be
observed. The vegetal world, grafted into the Parisian
urban fabric, stands out for the technical achievement
it entails. The technique seems to regain its role as a
means above being an end.

Temporal Ecology: Agroforestry, 
a Paradigm Shift
The knowledge of man built on the observation and 
conceptualization of the forest environment constitutes 
a corpus called agroforestry. In the line of biomimicry, 
agroforestry proposed at the city level seems to impose 
itself both as an ecosystem (with which to work and 
coexist) and a model of organization. That is, if we think of 
architecture as an open system that efficiently exchanges 
energy, matter, and information, we could understand and 
represent it from three levels: form, process, and system. 
From this position, architecture should represent longer 
time cycles than those that condition its construction. 
Designing the building’s life, as a living organism, to 
anticipate future mutations, and allowing its cooperation 
or alliances within a broader network of multiple 
ecosystems that make up its local context.

For this reason, we defend a position not only 
literal of the plant world as a building material, but also 
symbolic, semantic, and philosophical. Redefining the 
relationship we have with the nature that surrounds us is, 
perhaps, first understanding that we should completely 
reconsider the temporal cycles that make up our present. 
According to the theorist and urban planner Paul Virilio 
(1997), the development of technologies has subjected 
us to an acceleration of world time. Perhaps the fact of 
considering the vegetal system as a building material in 
architecture, represented by the forest and the garden, 
implies reconsidering the temporal cycles to relearn how 
to live with greater contingency in the domestic and 
urban space. 

During the Neolithic, homo sapiens started 
to observe the different cycles of vegetables to 
domesticate them and develop agriculture [FiG.  5]. 
The knowledge of the rhythms of living beings gave 
rise to a science called chronobiology. This science, 
which observes and analyzes the synchronizing and 
desynchronizing elements within nature’s evolutionary 
cycles, integrates a system of thought called ‘temporal 
ecology’ (Paquot, 2015). It recognizes and protects 
certain temporal cycles that are proper to living systems, 
which organize them and determine their perennity. 
The concept of ‘third landscape’ reveals a temporal 
reconsideration within the construction of the urban 
environment. This can be seen in Gilles Clément’s 
‘forest’ symbol. 

To view the forest as a system can help us transform 
our architectural paradigms: energy, matter, information, 
and contingency. In addition to controlling atmospheric 
parameters, protecting the soil, and regulating the 
water network (Bétolaud,1968), the forest plays a no 
less important role in human wellbeing. The temporal 
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forest system could be a regulator or synchronizer 
for the citizen’s temporal cycle: individual and social 
time. Consequently, the forest could regulate its 
psychophysical state. A state that could, in turn, cultivate 
greater harmony or synergy in society.

This natural asset represents a very important 
economic bet and, for more than a decade, has been 
reconsidered in the development strategies of the 
territory. For example, the forest is a natural resource 
capable of playing a role in the production cycles of 
food, energy, and wood industry. For physiological, 
environmental, and economic reasons, the world of 
agroforestry has become fundamental in the current 
political strategies of countries like France.5

The introduction of the forest into urban civilization 
proposed in 1968 by the rural, water and forest engineer 
in Paris, Yves Bétolaud (1926-2003), seems to predict 
what is experienced today in France with the Agriville 
project proposed by the architecture offices Agence XtU, 
Arep, and Jean-Paul Viguier & Associés. The architects 
proposed a project in cooperation with a group of farmers 
and other experts in the vegetal world. The proposal 
was based on a development model called ‘agricultural 
urbanism’ [FiG.  6]. While the project ultimately did not 
win the Invent the Metropolis competition, it did succeed 
in promoting a new development model near large 
cities in France. In 2019, the studio oeco architectes, 
together with the real estate company Crédit Agricole 
Immobilier and the group Les Chalets, won the contest 
Dessine moi Toulouse with a proposal called “Agriville, 
Château de Paleficat.” As presented by the French 
agricultural engineer, the forest begins to establish itself 
as an urban infrastructure at the same level as a school, 

FIG. 6 Fotomontaje 
concurso «Inventons 
la Metropôle du Grand 
Paris». Proyecto Agriville, 
Gonesse Noreste de Paris. 
Agence XtU, Arep y Jean-
Paul Viguier & Associés, 
2017. / Photomontage of 
the “Inventons la Metropôle 
du Grand Paris” contest. 
Agriville Project, Gonesse 
Northeast of Paris. Agence 
XTU, Arep and Jean-Paul 
Viguier & Associés, 2017.
© XtU Architects
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a hospital, or a library. We could say that, in addition to 
being able to feed us and supply us with energy and raw 
materials, the forest educates, heals, and instructs.

But the desire for nature in urban contexts and 
domestic spaces also seems to have generated other 
problems. The French geographer and biogeographer 
Paul Arnould warns us of this, reminding us that the 
autopoietic model of wild nature poses problems 
for the human world: nature knows no limits. But 
he also points out that the planned nature relies 
heavily on technology and fossil fuels. The vegetation 
roofs and facades, or the edges of reclassified rivers 
carry other types of systemic complexities. For 
example, the proliferations of less desirable animals 
such as cockroaches, rats, or mosquitoes, which are 
symptoms of mismatched balances (Arnould, 2011). The 
development of nature within the city requires, as a first 
factor, the technical conception of time that promotes 
temporal ecology. This is a factor that, among others, 
allows to slow down the degradation of the system’s 
energy and, thus, makes the coexistence between the 
natural and the artificial feasible.

Ecology From a Technical Conception 
In 1968, Ilya Prigogine demonstrated that every open 
system must consider a part of entropy, since there is 
a turning point in which the system can evolve into a 
chaotic mode or self-organize around a new complex 
equilibrium. For this reason, the technique appears as a 
tool capable of slowing down the level of entropy that 
the coexistence between architecture and nature tends 
to reach. 

Obviously, the construction of new paradigms 
inspired by nature cannot be done without technical 
considerations. But if we want to understand how 
technology is presented as a vehicle for the paradigm 
shift of man with nature, we must show its general 
meaning and, more specifically, its meaning within the 
agroforestry world. 

In Du mode d’existence des objets techniques, 
Gilbert Simondon argues that technique is not a set 
of means or tools, but a way of being in the world: 
a phase of culture. The philosopher states that, to 
understand its failures, the technique seeks its true 
fundamental values, and this is how it produces science 
(Bontems, 2015). If we bring this into agroforestry, it 
would be – as a technique – the way to bring together 
all the knowledge of man on the management of 
forests. Agroforestry science, a consequence of the 
knowledge acquired by man through the observation 
and conceptualization of this biological system, allows 
the development of technical objects capable of 
slowing down the degradation of the energy inherently 
contained in the forest system (Simondon, 1958).

The technical object, according to Simondon’s 
definitions, represents both concrete and abstract 
knowledge of a given field. The craftsman or forest 
gardener maintains a concrete relationship between the 
world and the technical object. However, the object 
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detached from the natural world (Simondon, 1958).

The technique should be understood from two 
sometimes opposite angles: the technique with a status 
of majority and minority (Simondon, 1958). Following 
Simondon, the first would be the engineer’s angle and 
the second that of the craftsman. Both are the links 
or transmitters of this field’s knowledge to the rest of 
society. Each one represents this technique in a very 
different manner, contributing in distinct ways to its 
incorporation into the culture. According to the French 
philosopher, technical progress ultimately consists of 
slowing down the entropy contained in any system in the 
universe. Therefore the technique, in its ultimate goal, 
is presented as the means of managing the time cycles 
contained in the systems. The technical consideration of 
the agroforestry field can act as a mediator in the face 
of the degradation of the energy contained in the forest 
system, as long as the agricultural engineer and the 
forest gardener are integrated into the social function, 
and not only in relation to the scientific knowledge of 
nature. They are the actors capable of allowing the 
coexistence of the natural with the artificial. 

This relationship is subjected to many dysfunctions 
or degradation of energy, as Paul Arnould has pointed 
out. This statement becomes visible through tangible 
problems such as the appearance of animals, plants in 
abundance, invasive species, or pandemics that lead 
to the death of urban ecosystems (Arnould, 2011). 
Therefore, if considering nature a thought-building 
material in architecture helps us to redefine temporal 
relations with our environment’s components, technique 
stands as the managing element of the degradation of 
the system’s energy.

Here, the forest is defended as a building material 
of our cities from a biological and cultural point of view. 
The forest environment, a synchronizing and socializing 
element, is an ecosystem that must be considered 
as urban infrastructure. The forest would allow the 
introduction of paradigmatic temporal cycles within the 
city. However, it is noted that this will only be feasible 
when revaluating the technique since it mediates 
between man and nature. The forest, together with the 
agroforestry technique transmitted by the agricultural 
engineer and the gardener, could enhance the concept 
of contingency in our urban environment.

When promoting the garden in motion and the third 
landscape, Clément is aware that it is the human hand 
the one that daily models, organizes, and manages a 
natural system. Because, although nature tends to create 
conditions conducive to its perennity, every system entails 
a part of energy degradation. Hence, human intervention, 
within a concept of temporal and technical ecology, could 
contribute to reducing the degradation of the system’s 
energy without altering its evolution. 

In addition to his commitment to demonstrating 
the technical value of his projects, Gilles Clément had 
committed throughout his career to spreading the 
technical knowledge linked to the vegetal world. The 
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creation of the Planetary Garden schools6 establishes 
the value of the technical legacy in addition to 
considering the vegetal world as a genetic reserve. In 
them the landscaper promotes a minimum intervention 
by the gardener, the machines, and the chemicals. 
Aiming to achieve more with as little as possible.

Conclusion
Understanding the forest and the garden as a 
thought-building material – and, therefore, of 
architectural thought – we need an architecture 
interpreted as a dynamic and dialectical system 
that reintegrates time and uncertainty, which are 
consubstantial to nature (Boyer & Chavance, 1991). 
The forest ecosystem is the result of contingency and 
can symbolize it before society [FiG.  7].7

Represented by an ecosystem like the forest, 
nature allows us to promote and remind us of 
contingency’s value. Present in the world of living 
beings, and more specifically, in the vegetal world, 
contingency deserves to be reconsidered in our 
daily lives. Although wild-looking nature needs to 
be controlled within the city, its temporal cycles still 
transcend the citizen’s psychophysical state. The 
garden of the Fondation Cartier, designed by the 
artist Lothar Baumgarten in 1992 [FiG.  8], works with 
living space. Seemingly wild, the garden uses time 
cycles as building material thanks to the wise control 
of the gardener. 
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FIG. 7A Dominique 
Perrault. Biblioteca 
Nacional de Francia, París, 
1995. / Dominique Perrault. 
National Library of France, 
Paris, 1995. 
© Georges Fessy /  
© Dominique Perrault 
Architecte/Adagp

FIG. 7B Dominique 
Perrault. Biblioteca 
Nacional de Francia, París, 
1995. / Dominique Perrault. 
National Library of France, 
Paris, 1995.
© Emmanuel Nguyen 
Ngoc BnF
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The demand for continuous urban performances, 
without margin nor support, can lead to denying the 
role of time and other actors in spaces (Mosbach 
& Claramunt, 1997). For this reason, we propose to 
recognize the agroforestry and horticultural system in 
the urban environment and the architecture project, as 
well as the value of the actors involved in its existence 
and permanence. Time and contingency would allow 
nature to be considered as a building material for new 
paradigms in architecture and the city. Thus, from the 
forest to the garden, the vegetation helps us to recognize 
a temporal and technical ecology that allows us to 
re-establish the ties that unite human beings with what 
James Lovelock (1988) called ‘Gaia.’8 ARQ

FIG. 8A Jean Nouvel. 
Fondation Cartier pour 
l’Art Contemporain, París, 
1994. © Terence Pique

FIG. 8B Jean Nouvel. 
Fondation Cartier pour 
l’Art Contemporain, París, 
1994. © Luc Boegly
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1 In 1972, Chilean biologists Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela 
proposed this concept to define the chemistry of self-maintenance 
of living cells. ‘Autopoiesis’ is life’s tendency to create conditions 
conducive to its perennity.

2 In 1971 the Ministry of the Environment is created in France under 
the direction of Pierre Poujade. In 1985, the Direction of Architecture 
merges with the Direction of Urbanism and Landscape.

3 In 1971 the Centre National d’Étude et of Recherche Du Paysage, 
cnerP, is created, which is responsible for promoting a new kind 
of landscape education through the development of studies on a 
territorial scale, as well as the training of senior administrative and 
technical positions. In 1977, the Conseils d’Architecture, d’Urbanisme 
et d’Environnement, caUe (Councils of Architecture, Urbanism 
and Environment), are created, allowing to establish ties – since 
then unalterable – between architecture, urbanism, and landscape. 
These councils promoted new landscape values within the Land 
Occupation Plan. 

4 DPlG signifies Diplômé par le Gouvernement, Diploma in 
Government.

5 In 2008, the High Council for Food, Agriculture and Rural Areas in 
France presents a prospective essay on French forests for 2050-2100 
with several development scenarios of forest parks in the territory.

6 The Planetary Garden schools promote biodiversity with their 
ability to supply everyday needs in oxygen, food, medicines, and raw 
materials. They view Earth as a garden, a closed and finite space, a 
closed and finite space, with human beings in charge of maintaining 
and preserving it through their knowledge and techniques. <https://
www.ecoledujardinplanetaire.re>.

7 A team of specialists from the National Museum of History of 
Natural Sciences, interested in this piece of nature managed without 
chemicals, have carried out an inventory of the species present from 
2009 to 2013. This inventory brings together 58 species of plants, 20 
species of spiders, 8 species of butterflies, and 13 species of birds. 
In turn, in 2018, the BnF carried out a project of ecological grazing, 
introducing three goats to graze, showing an ecological alternative 
for the gardens’ maintenance.

8 The term Gaia refers to the hypothesis developed by scientist 
James Lovelock in 1969 which states that the composition of the 
troposphere (the part of the atmosphere closer to the Earth’s 
surface) is directly linked to the set of living beings of planet Earth. In 
other words, he considers that Earth is a living being. 

Notas / Notes




