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1. Introduction 

A fascinating era it must have been. As an epoch of transition from a 

classical society towards modernity, the ending of the 19th century can be 

seen as a discharge of fascinations. A time in which the faculty of dreams 

penetrated deep into the fibre of everyday life. The prolonging of 

enlightenment opened up new hatches upon determination and the notion of 

civilization to orchestrate their habitat around other virtues. Urban planning, 

railroads and the ideal of mobility in general where important magnets 

around which this new social order manifested itself. They did not only 

support the idea of progress. Often, these facilities appeared to be nobility 

itself. One wished to affiliate himself with the aura of this miraculous 

promise. Along this boulevard of advancement the ‘noveaux riches’ started 

to build their palazzos. This propyleum of redemption was the obvious place 

to show the world what the future looked like. Now the refraction of time 

confronts us with the question if the utopia has turned into a dystopia. Trying 

to define the problem it occurred that the essence of the Grand Boulevard is 

still intact. As an alternative to the notion that the structure is obsolete we 

adapt the attitude that it is rudimentary and a latent rhizophore. As a 

substitute to inertia by preservation and conservation, we distil a strategy 

equally radical as sensible that intensifies the intention. 

 

 Filarete – Trattato d´architettura  



2. Analysis 

The Grand Boulevard has a complex relation with the patrimony that borders 

it, being both the conceiver and the demise of the architectural heritage.  

The boulevard transgresses a number of urbanised situations as it makes it`s 

way between Lille, Roubaix and Tourcoing. At its entrance, it leads through 

an urban field scattered with highrise buildings. Crossing the Avenue 

Louise, one encounters a well defined tissue of enclosed urban blocks. The 

face of these blocks, developed in the slipstream of the boulevard, rises 

above the lower buildings in the perpendicular streets. The area between 

Avenue Louise (Romarin) and Rue de l’Abbé Bonpain (Buisson) has the 

densest historical development, leading not only to a respectable patrimony 

but also to a well developed network of spaces between the public and the 

private. Public squares, Parking lots, closed and open parks, sport fields, 

courtyards and more of such spaces have come into existence behind the 

representative buildings.   
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Moving away from Lille, the blocks start to evaporate in several ways. One 

way can be defined as the implementation of modernist housing blocks in a 

park like environment. These elements are also part of the boulevard, be it in 

a modest amount. More often however, the blocks evaporate because their 

edges are not closed. Smaller, freestanding houses and commercial buildings 

start to appear. The face towards the boulevard manages to be rather 

continuous until the fork between Roubaix and Tourcoing. Also part in it’s 

disintegration is the appropriation of private space. Solitary houses but also 

clusters, separate themselves from public space with fences, hedges, a non 

conforming alignment and a significant distance from the boulevard. 

Between the public street and the private garden there is no hybrid space of 

significance. 
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From the point of forking onward, this condition starts to take over and the 

boulevard cuts through a nebula of luxurious houses in a green environment. 

This green all belongs to the gardens, the private domains of the dwellers. 

Besides the boulevard, no larger structure seems present to anticipate 

possible differentiation, hybridisation or densification. The significance of 

the boulevard is reduced to the aspect of connectivity. This type of urbanism, 

consisting of cul-de-sacs and even gated communities, has had most impact 

on the branch towards Tourcoing, while going to Roubaix, there is still some 

connection with landscape elements like tree lines, agriculture and a small 

river valley. Arriving at the destinations of Tourcoing or Roubaix, the 

Boulevard connects to well developed urban fabric. Other avenues, of 

different scale but still family of the Grand Boulevard grace to their tree- 

lined, linear character, extend the concept of the network city. The boulevard 

is again part of a structure. 
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As was stated above, the largest collection of patrimony is found at the base 

of the Boulevard. This part of the boulevard also supports the largest urban 

density, and the largest amount of traffic. Adding up these aspects brings the 

urban quality characteristic of this part of Lille. Devised as an urban 

connector in a polycentric constellation, the boulevard is the primary locus 

of the development of urbanity.  

This icon of progress has contributed to the development of the Lille 

Métropole, moving away from the concept of the compact, central city. 

Establishing monumentality in addition, the citizenry connected its fate to 

the offensive of modernity. The boulevard therefore is essential in the 

architectural conceptualisation, but there is need for a second network that 

acts as provider of vital functions, essential for the survival of the patrimony 

as a living building tissue. Parking places, secondary entrances, parks, sport 

fields, basements, garages and courtyards together establish a system of 

support for the representative facades that face the boulevard. These places 

have different accessibility, being public, private, collective or shared. 
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Between the public character of the boulevard and the ‘hinterland,’ the 

patrimony manifests itself as a facade of difference, multiplicity and 

richness, thick enough to live or work in. The boulevard as an urban 

apparatus allows this diversity, since it is devised as an orderly, continuous 

element, strong enough to give counterweight to the panoply of building 

styles. In that sense, it is a twodimensional translation of the Grid of 

Manhattan as described in Delirious New York (Koolhaas, 1978). The grid is 

a neutral receptacle that allows the development of different functional 

conglomerations, gathering a richness of functions stacked vertically into the 

skyscraper without interference. The boulevard stacks richness in a 

horizontal way. Walking into the transversal streets, away from the 

boulevard, lower buildings of a different order complete the urban tissue 

against the blind facades. 
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3. Strategy 

The strategy of this plan is to insert a set of spatial elements to expand the 

two- dimensional grid into a three- dimensional one. This, as a basis, will 

form a sustainable framework for continued coexistence and progressive 

densification. Because urban conditions change along the boulevard, 

different combinations and intensity of adding elements, will address each 

situation appropriately. Emphasis lies on the most congested part. Here, the 

strategy will be most intensely implemented, leading to a direct adaptation of 

the infrastructural network and alteration of public and collective urban 

spaces.  

From this point onwards, the two dimensional grid-conditions will be 

developed into a complete system, to deal with the congestion. Like in New 

York, the solution to congestion that is introduced, is more congestion. For 

Lille, this does not entail a completely neutral grid, but a tension between 

equality and difference, between facade and support, between public and 

private. 

A new attitude in respect to the metabolism of the blocks envisions a more 

elaborate reciprocity between for example the domestic and the evocative 

aspect of the building block.     The service roads next to the main boulevard 

are being transformed into a pedestrian zone. By car, the buildings will be 

accessed from the back. This will be a world of support, established upon 

existing roads and complemented with new ones. combining all secondary 

functions with a road network and stacking functions in large grained 

elements to balance the buildings next to the boulevard. This will give new 

methods of approaching an servicing these representative buildings. Space 

along the boulevard, now used as a linear parking garage, can become 

occupied by vegetation, to make  a stronger counterbalance against traffic, 

dampening sound and filtering pollution. Moreover, the patrimony becomes 

part of a three dimensional block, remains alive, as old traditions are being 

completed with contemporary counterparts. This is relevant both for closed 

building blocks as well as modernist concepts. 

The congestion brings problems like noise, pollution and degradation of the 

public domain. More congestion answers these problems. The life giving 



arterial is being pulled apart to form a grid. Service and representation 

become a coexisting entity in appreciation of difference, bound to the urban 

network. The development of transversals and parallels induce this 

transformation and encompass the main strategy. 

4. References 

The strategic approach comprises a number of concepts that can be 

illustrated with references to urban situations, both from the present and the 

past. Primarily, the refinement of a network of arteries, a grid like system, to 

nurture the patrimony is used as a foundation for revitalisation and 

development of urban architecture along the boulevard. The pinnacle of the 

grid has been achieved in New York. ‘Manhattanism’ thrives on the grid, as 

it allows for each particle enclosed within to develop its own logic 

(Koolhaas, 1978 p.295). The diverse patrimony bordering the Grand 

Boulevard will also be able to exist and develop on its own conditions, kept 

in check by a strong urban system. The grid supporting the Grand Boulevard 

however,  knows difference in character from street to street. Some are used 

servicing the buildings, some are green avenues for promenading, others are 

quick connectors and lead to parking facilities or commerce. In the Cité 

Tony Garnier in Lyon,  Apartment buildings stand with one side towards a 

road. On the other side, they are immersed in a pedestrian zone, a route 

connecting all of the dwellings to a corridor for walking, sitting or playing. 

 

Tony Garnier – Centre Industriel Lyon 



Secondly, The patrimony will be allowed development within the new 

conditions. A new infrastructure will allow for reinterpretation. Currently, 

the district of Strijp S in Eindhoven, the Netherlands, is facing a similar 

process. The old factories of Philips used to be part of a closed industrial 

world, but are now opening up to the city again, providing space for housing, 

commerce and culture. To facilitate this, a network of boulevards, streets and 

public spaces is introduced in the area, planned and designed by Adriaan 

Geuze of West 8. The relation between open space and building is 

recalibrated and allows for the transformation. Along the Grand Boulevard, 

the new spatial framework can initiate  a similar process of reinvention and 

extended development. 
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Thirdly, the grand boulevard will be transformed into a green landscape 

structure, a strong figure of qualitative space for walking, living and driving. 

The decrease of asphalt brings space to do so.  The boulevard becomes a 

connection between various green spaces along it. Currently, the 

monumental platan and poplar trees that grow along the boulevard, leave a 

gap when they are cut down. The young trees replanted take a long time to 

make up for the loss. We propose a continuous vegetation comprising of 

trees of different height and age, to form a green roof. As a reference, The 

project by Michel Desvigne along the Right bank of the Garonne in 

Bordeaux illustrates the significance of a green connector. The aspect of 

time is also important here, as different groups of trees are added over time, 

a continuous framework is inserted. The time aspect allows for stability 

through variation as young, open trees and bigger, monumental ones work 

together to define the character of the locus.  
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5. Elaboration and description of materials 

This plan envisions the emanation of urbanity from the Grand Boulevard 

into the built tissue that it crosses. As a result, the  urban structure will allow 

for further growth and densification within the surrounding area. The Grand 

Boulevard becomes a strong element that brings together microstructures 

and ties them to the metropolis. This concept is materialised in a green 

structure. Currently the Boulevard is aligned by large trees, Planetrees, 

Poplars and Elms. These trees have grown to a monumental size, but also, 

the rhythm of trees shows lacunas, where trees were taken out. (Volet 1, 

p.37). Also, the poplar trees have damaged the bicycle lane  (Volet 3, p. 10). 

Young trees have been planted, but it will take years to match the older trees, 

which, by that time, might have perished in their turn. 

As an answer to this discontinuity, this plan proposes to introduce new layers 

of vegetation that will complement the rows of monumental trees. These 

new layers consist of a network of smaller trees that form a secondary grid 

next to the line of monumental trees, and a field of different types of grasses. 

 



 

 

 

 



As the service road is being led into the urban fabric to connect with 

servicing spaces, Space next to the main road is being vacated and can 

reinforce the green structure. Next to the patrimony, a paved area will 

remain that has the character of a residential area with traffic limitations, 

remaining open to cars only for special occasions or emergencies. For day to 

day traffic, The patrimony will be serviced from its backside. This space in 

front of the buildings will be paved with light clinkers to express the 

importance of promenading over car use. Between this pavement and the 

main road, available space will be covered with a mosaic of different 

grasses. The tracks of the tramway will lead through a lawn of short grass 

(Festuca Rubra). This lawn is bordered by a zone of higher grasses, that 

function as a natural barrier between the pavement and the tracks. Different 

types of grasses will bring different colours and heights. The bicycle lane is 

also bordered by the high grasses. Very cultivated patches of ornamental 

grass interact with more rough patches of natural grass. The first ones will 

contain cultivated orchard grass (Dactylis Glomerata) and Blue Fesque 

(Festuca Glauca), The latter of Purple Moor Grass (Molinia Caurula). 

Together, they will form patches in different shades of green and blue. The 

advantage of these plants is that they remain green in winter and are easily 

maintained by mowing and weeding. The ornamental grasses do not 

proliferate rapidly and borders can easily be shaped and distinguished. These 

cultivated species reach a height between 0,3 and 0,6 metre.  The natural 

grasses can reach a height up to 1 metre, but next to the road, they will be 

mown more frequently to ensure safety and a good line of sight. 

Grenoble 



 

The second layer this plan proposes is a field of trees that remain smaller 

then the planetrees. Multiple rows can be planted next to the main road, on 

both sides. The rows become more diffuse next to the buildings to allow 

light to enter the ground floors. The pedestrian can look up  and marvel at 

the patrimony. This layer of trees will consist of White Mulberry (Morus 

Alba Macrophylla). The height of this tree does not exceed 12 metre and can 

be pruned to form a roof of leaves, as their corona grows to be more wide 

than high. However, the foliage will start to spread from an altitude of 5 

metres, so that it will not obstruct the passage of traffic. This will bring a 

more intimate scale to the pedestrian area. The trees grow fast and will have 

a different rhythm of renewal as compared to the more monumental trees. 

Looking out from the balconies, these trees will form a field of green from 

which the monumental planetrees emerge. As a cyclist, one will find a way 

between slender  tree trunks that lift up a continuous foliage.   This 

combination will bring continuity to the Boulevard in its entirety. 
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