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The scenography of nature in the work
of Jean Nouvel

Jae-Young Lee Yonsei University, Korea

Abstract

This study analyzes the modernity underlying Jean Nouvel’s ideas and
evaluates the experience of nature intended in his work by employing sce-
nography and through the artificialization of nature. Nouvel’s pursuit of
aesthetics is motivated by a desire to transform a site in a natural place.
Therefore, his architecture is, as he describes it, ‘hyper-specific’ and ‘dema-
terialized’. Nouvel’s methods and ideas bear the materialist and determin-
istic aspects of modernity. His works lean towards an artificiality that often

exceeds their natural and cultural surroundings. Our experience of nature,
though, does not come from the presentation of natural objects alone. It is a

continuous ‘becoming’, a mundane and physical perception. This research

therefore highlights the need to look beyond modernity’s materialism and

determinism and respect the complex and unfathomable totality in the

design of a place.

Aesthetics of nature / architecture / scenography /
modernity / phenomenology
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Nouvel’s architectural play between nature and artifice

Jean Nouvel states that in his architecture he uses scenography to ‘create a
poetics of situation and arouse emotion in everyday life.! He explains his
philosophy of architecture in more detail in his film biography:

Emotion is being in a situation and wanting to share it as an act of

love; it’s completely generous when we are facing an architectural

situation . . . we plunge into our memories and desires. I try to cap-
ture what I felt at that moment, to transpose it, to magnify it, to
ensure that everybody feels what I feel. How to provoke emotion?

The only parameter we have is oneself.”

According to Nouvel his architecture becomes an instrument with which
he amplifies and retransmits his own emotional response to a space in
order to make impacts on his viewers: ‘Architecture is obliged to produce
meaning.” It should not be dedicated to ‘technological purity, constructed
tradition, and conformity in reference to cultural models’.* In other words,
he uses objects and matter to create a ‘poetics of situation’, in which nature
is appropriated as an ‘architectural material’ (for instance vegetation or
light).” To evoke appreciation and a response from viewers, the production
of an architectural scene in conjunction with nature involves the artificial-
ization of the latter,’ and make its beauty manifest.

This article evaluates a number of spaces where Nouvel intended to
produce these ‘aesthetics of nature’, as well as the scenographical meth-
ods he applied to achieve this. It also evaluates the way viewers experience
nature, which is influenced by their perceptions and cultural influences,
aiming to address the problematic evaluation of nature in modernity.
Architecture historian Hilde Heynen assumes that ‘modern’, etymologi-
cally, means current, new, or transient, and that modernization is a his-
torical process of humans constructing a new world from the past in the
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Figure 1 The Guggenheim Temporary Museum of Art in Tokyo

‘light of reason’” Thus, modernity, as an endogenous conception of mod-
ernization, can be both objective and subjective. This dichotomy is rooted
in Descartes’ dualistic ontocosmology, which separates soul from matter,
subjective from objective, in which nature is materialistic and determin-
istic. Our notion of nature, though, is not acquired by our engagement
with the natural object alone, but also by way of our cultural and histori-
cal relationship with it. Because they live in mundaneness and corporality,
human beings engage themselves with a natural object and see it accord-
ingly, rather than as a mere ‘natural thing’.

From this vantage point, I will analyze Nouvel’s architectural play
between nature and artifice. First, by exploring how Nouvel’s ideology
emerges through the production of a scenography, based upon his writ-
ings and interviews, and by investigating what his methods are to create
an aesthetics of nature in architecture. Next, I will study the conditions
in which humans experience nature and what the features of that experi-
ence are. Based on this, I will analyze three examples of Nouvel’s scenog-
raphy of nature in his architecture to evaluate the natural and the artifi-
cial aspects of his methods and works.

Nouvel’s methods for a scenography for an

aesthetics of nature

In his architecture, Nouvel tries to invoke the beauty of nature by using
natural materials, such as plants and sunlight, as well as by producing
‘scenes’ by manipulating the transparency and reflection of materials such
as glass and metals. By doing so, Nouvel refers to his methods of incorpo-
rating nature into his work as ‘hyper-specific or hyper-contextual’ archi-
tecture and ‘dematerialization’”’

Regarding the hyper-specific, Nouvel says: ‘I always try to look for specif-
ics, understood as the input of the complementary object, of the object
that makes it reverberate, the missing object.” By staging artificial spaces
with contrasting and conspicuous objects, Nouvel intends to highlight
the different characteristics of specific buildings, playing with displace-
ment, differentiation, and heterogeneity to intensify the appearances
of those features that he considers significant."” For instance, he places
buildings with surfaces covered by plants and trees in a notorious urban
context, or gardens with abundant territorial vegetation alongside build-
ings, or he gives buildings a colour scheme that contrasts with the sur-
rounding natural context. In this way, Nouvel tries to bring nature into
an urban, artificial context and the other way around. Through this ‘sce-
nography’ he creates a ‘hyper-specific’, nature-saturated architecture as a

‘singular object’ amid its surroundings, which can also be understood as

an ‘artificialization of nature’.

An example of the artificialization of nature in an urban context is
Nouvel’s design for the Guggenheim Temporary Museum of Art in Tokyo
(2001) (Fig. 1). This never-realized building should resemble a small
mountain, with a surface entirely covered by vegetation, such as cherry
trees—one of Japan’s traditional natural symbols. Set in industrial sur-
roundings, the building was conceived to be provocative and artificial
rather than natural. Here, Nouvel experimented with ‘hyper-artificial-
ity’ by over-contextualizing a space.” The aesthetic effect is maximized
by the contrast between the building’s nature and its industrial context.

The same effect can be observed in several of the architect’s Paris pro-
jects. In the Plan Les Halles (2004), 2 proposal for a redesign of Les Halles,
a shopping complex and transit hub located in the middle of the city,
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Figure 2 Belvedere on the roof in the Plan Les Halles

Nouvel integrated territorial forests similar to Compiegne, Fontainebleau,
or Rambouillet.” The vegetation around the Church of Saint-Eustache
(1213-1754) and on the roof of the station building creates a territorial
out-of-the-city ambience in a place abuzz from the urban and ‘civilized’
environment. It even confers a phantasmal and surrealistic atmosphere
to the site (Fig. 2). In his design for the Quai Branly Museum (realized
1999-2006), Nouvel brings a form of nature into the city that recalls the
forests and prairies of Australia, the Americas, or Africa. He evidently tries
to place this museum in a context of natural aesthetics, referring to the
indigenous arts and cultures that would be on exhibition:

This is a place marked by the symbols of the forest and river, by the

obsession with depth and oblivion. This is a refuge for works once

censored or scorned, conceived in Australia and the Americas. . ..

The poetics of the location remained to be invented. It will be a gen-

tle transmutation: the Parisian garden becomes a sacred wood and

the museum merges into its depth."

Visualizing the hyper-specific, Nouvel again tries to maximize his scenog-
raphy by ‘dematerializing’ architecture, referring to it as ‘bi-dimensional’
architecture, invoking ‘the end of three-dimensional architecture’.”

‘Dematerialization’ is the creation of virtual (‘immaterial’) images by the

use of real (material) objects through the reflection and penetration of
glass or metal, resulting in a collage effect. This method maximizes the

synthesis of images in dimensions beyond traditional constructed space.
In conjunction with both the hyper-contextualization strategy and the

bi-dimensional space of the real and the imaginary, Nouvel aims at a sym-
bolic effect.

The design for the Cartier Foundation (1991-1994) presents an example
of his efforts to visualize the aesthetic of nature through dematerialization.
The area around the building features more than two hundred different
species of plants ‘linked to the cultural heritage of European science and
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mythology’, based on the intention ‘to plant a very different kind of garden,
alarge collection of native plants, flowering at different times”. Co-opera-
tor of the project, German artist Lothar Baumgarten testifies:
I wanted it to look like a French brocade interlaced with gold—like
a Gobelin tapestry—or like the well-known painting from 1420, The
Little Garden of Paradise. It shows various meticulously painted plants,
wild strawberries, Lily of the Valley, grasses, lilies, large numbers of
birds, trees and fruits. . . . I chose to be guided by its botanic density
and heraldic richness for the garden of the Cartier Foundation. Then
too, the magnifying quality of the huge glass helps to transform the
vegetation into such a painting or a tapestry (Fig. 3).”
This garden is inspired by the mythology of an abundant and verdant
paradise. It brings the ‘exterior’ (that is, nature) into an urban, residen-
tial district. Nouvel amplifies the existing vegetation by installing, in the
middle of the site, a building that is ‘dematerialized’ by glass surfaces.
Together, the glass facades of the building form transparent and reflect-
ing layers that make the interior and the exterior appear to interpenetrate.
Trees and plants are visually superimposed and multiplied, creating an
illusion of profuse and dense vegetation in a relatively small garden area.
A similar method of dematerialization is used in the Richemont Head-
quarters (2001-2007), located in the middle of Bellevue, a municipality of the
canton of Geneva, where the natural circumstances are abundant (Fig. 4).
This work is absorbed in the landscape rather than contrasting with it.
The natural exterior of the building is brought into the interior because
of Nouvel’s wish to preserve the site:
Bellevue’s 100-year-old cedars, delicate, interlacing trees, tradi-
tional chalets, natural setting, and view over the lake make it a
deeply moving site. It is as calm as an estate anachronistically
spared by urban development. One might yearn for it to remain
like that. One might also yearn to live there.”
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Figure3 ‘The Little Garden of Paradise’ (1420)

Figure4 The exterior and the interior of the Richemont Headquarters
in Bellevue, Geneva.

Here, too, the architect designed the building based on the concept
of ‘immateriality’. The natural surroundings merge with the interior
through transparent or screen-printed glass. In this ‘architecture per-
meated with and permeating the landscape’, the interior and the exte-
rior merge and the ‘real’ and virtual nature interact, giving the impres-
sion that the interior is an extension of the surrounding nature, fulfilling
Nouvel’s desire to see and feel it even inside.”

Nouvel’s ideas on modernity

In Nouvel’s methods of representing nature, we perceive an underly-
ing modernity, illustrated by his positivistic efforts to ‘create a place’.
His intentional re-creation of a space for the purpose of retransmitting
emotions indicates that he believes that the characteristics of a space
can be revealed through methods and techniques. For instance, Nouvel
expressed appreciation for the Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, located

PHOTOS: YVES ANDRE

in a quiet part of the Danish seaboard, as the ideal architecture in a natu-
ral place.” He admires the museum and its location as a model that har-
monizes the forest and the beach. When a site evokes these kinds of feel-
ings, he refers to the ‘depth of the place’, and he defines architecture as
revealing and orienting ‘the embedding in the landscape of places that
have a tendency to invent themselves anyway’.” This idea is also expressed
in Nouvel’s dialogue with architecture critic Francois Chaslin:

I believe that, in each place, there is a soul, and for me, the respect

for a preliminary situation, the will to belong to this place is para-

mount; to necessarily shake it up or to exist against it or next to it

is an obligatorily fatal attitude imposed by the era. There is a duty

of resistance. It is in the transversality of certain sensations linked

with a city, with a region. And when we talk about spirit of place,

about genius of place, it is often concerning dimensions which pass

in this way. ... I am not necessarily advocating the sanctification
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of places. I am only talking about the affiliation with a place, the

strengthening of its characteristics (or identities) as long as we con-

sider them positive.”
Nouvel reinterprets the qualities of a place according to his notion of
‘transversality’, which comes from imposing his sensations with an exter-
nal place onto a site. True to his positivism, he exploits a place’s charac-
teristics, unrestricted by any notion of sanctity in a place. He believes that
small interventions facilitate transcendence, as he mentions in a dialogue
with Jean Baudrillard:

Yet I've still maintained a certain residue of optimism. . . . ‘It’s beau-

tiful. I'm going to reveal it to you ..." This is an aesthetics of revela-

tion, a way of taking a piece of the world and saying, I'm appropri-

ating this, and I'm giving it back to you for your appreciation in a

different way.” In this century, architecture finds itself faced with

incommensurable, metaphysical dimensions.”

In his positivism, Nouvel considers architecture as the ‘modification

of a physical, atomic, and biological continuum . . . at the heart of our

immense universe’.* He presents the changing quality of nature by stag-
ing natural elements and installing glass walls to act as media for the

transmission of the (two-dimensional) reflection of leaves, plants, trees,
mountains, clouds, the sky, the sun, and the weather conditions. For him,
this transmission is deeply related to the invisible, that is the sociocul-
tural or the emotional, because his architectural concept stems from the

sense of sight. We can see this in Nouvel’s frequent comparison of archi-
tecture and cinema regarding the production of images:

... the most evident architectural substrate: the look. The one

which provokes the sensations that I evoked, the emotional shock

. .ZS

... when I play with the concept of a virtual space, in the magician’s

sense, it’s because space and architecture are things we become con-

scious of through our eyes. So we can play with anything the eye

can integrate through sight, and we can fool the eye.”

From this, we can conclude that his positivist representation of the aes-
thetics of nature is mainly realized in his use of materials and the way
they are visually manipulated.

Nouvel’s attachment to the material and the visual is also evident in
his reliance on technique to apply, for instance, thin steel frames, differ-
ent uses of glass, and innovative vegetation: ‘What I use, personally, is the
most demanding technique, employing the means of hyper-realism.” He
insists that ‘the domination of the material is the expression of moder-
nity’, and he utilizes specialized techniques to invent specific places that
go beyond physical and regional limits.” In this effort to transmit emo-
tion by staging the physical through the help of specialized techniques,
we can see Nouvel’s underlying positivism.”

Nouvel’s positivism and dependence on the material and the visual is
evidently based on his modern epistemology, which includes his theory
that imagination comes from information:
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Imagination is intimately linked to our information system and
therein lies our modernity. This doesn’t mean that our work is sim-
ply a matter of transcribing images and sensations as perceived or
experienced in our contemporary state. . .. What is more, we are
bound to design buildings whose image will be a factor working
for identity and promotion, and because of this, we have to employ
expressive means, some of which are complex.”
Nouvel does not use scenography for the sake of the visual effect alone. In
order to transmit meaning through architecture, he also tries to express
the invisible—that is, the social and the cultural—through the visible.
This idea embodies empiricist theories saying that the object is a collec-
tion of information, that sensation is the acquisition of the object’s ‘pure
quale’ (quality) by the sense organs, that perception is reduced to sensa-
tion, and that imagination is associated with subjectivity.” In empiricism,
the perceived subject is composed of ‘sensible atoms’, and emotion is lim-
ited to the association between the sensed and past experience, memory,
and knowledge of the subject.” This means that the perceived is deter-
mined and ‘normalized’ as a certain past experience before it is re-syn-
thesized.” The perceived subject is fossilized and objectified inasmuch as
intellectualism fossilizes and objectifies experience. This elementalism—
the idea that the whole (that is, the experience) is composed of the parts
(psychological ‘atoms’}—cannot explain the experience of perception var-
ying in time and space and according to the persons who ‘inhabit” a given
moment in the world.® The idea that perception (sensation, experience,
emotion) is also involved in the acquisition of an object’s characteristics
is one of the materialist and deterministic aspects of modern thought.**
In the same vein, Nouvel objectifies the origin of emotions as social

‘consensus’, referring to Baudrillard: *. . . adventure is situated in a real

world, a world that implies a consensus. You said, somewhere, that a con-
sensus must exist in order for seduction to occur.”

This idea emphasizes the sociocultural commonality in sharing the
aesthetic.* When perception is based on consensus, it is reduced to the
identification of that which has already been described intellectually. In
consensus, the perceived is abstracted, objectified, and denoted as infor-
mation and knowledge, although that which is held in common is a social
element that is continuously and variably perceived by different persons.
This modern interpretation corresponds to Descartes’ intellectualism: the
normalization and fossilization of emotion being tantamount to empiri-
cism. In other words, the associations with personal experience are nor-
malized and neutralized by associating them with certain past experiences.

The experience of nature: conditions and characteristics

In order to set norms for evaluating the experience of nature in the works
of Jean Nouvel, this experience needs to be considered according to the
conditions in which one appreciates nature, the motivations that drive
one to experience the aesthetic of nature, and the characteristics of this
experience. These questions investigate the subject, the object, and the
characteristics of the subject’s interpretation of the object.



First, the biophysicality of nature should be considered with regard to

a subject’s experience of nature. In their definition of ‘nature’, ancient

Greek philosophers included the relationship between physicality and

dynamics: an ever-changing material that cannot be conceived of apart
from its evolution.” While a subject’s (human’s) experience of nature is

imposed on natural objects, this experience of nature is informed by those

objects at the same time. We anticipate the coming of spring when we see

forsythias blooming and feel the changes in sunlight and temperature,
experiences that cannot be felt by artificial creations, that are not charac-
terized by a natural flow. Thus, the ecological dimension of nature should

be considered the first phase of our experience of it.

Second, the notion of landscape, like the notion of nature, is not lim-
ited to these characteristics of the object, although it is based upon it. A
landscape is perceived according to human signification of natural things:
‘The forest is a forest of timber, the mountain a quarry of rock, the river is
water power, the wind is wind in the sail. As the surrounding world is dis-
covered, nature thus discovered is encountered along with it.”® The inter-
pretation of natural objects in a landscape is determined by the inhabit-
ants—that is, Dasein, or ‘being-in-the-world’, in Heidegger’s existential
term. In the same vein, Augustin Berque claims that landscape as reality
1s trajective according to our interpretation of the object and that it is ‘con-
structed by trajection which is a combination of the médial and the histor-
ical, the subjective and the objective, the physical and phenomenal, the
ecological and the symbolic, producing a médiance’.” By separating mat-
ter and mind, modern dualism does not permit this notion of trajection.
Heidegger and Berque do not consider nature, landscape, and experience
as deterministic (that is, determined by reason as physical materials); nor
are they arbitrary (as imagined subjectively). This idea of trajection means
that we, human beings with our bodily relationship to the world, see that
world, nature, and landscape, while engaging ourselves with it. In Ber-
que’s words: ‘Nature is always as we represent it to ourselves. It is always
mediated, socialized, culturalized from the fact in itself that we perceive
itand a fortiori conceive it. In other words, it is trajective, not objective.

In this existentialist aspect, people’s desire to pursue nature arises
from the desire to be away from the urban, from ‘worldliness’.* So the idea
of landscape, springing from the desire for nature, contains the relation-
ship between the internal world (representing the city) and the external
world (representing nature). In this sense, the appreciation of gardens and
nature cannot exist without the existence of the city and its worldliness.

Third, humanity includes not only worldliness but also corporality,
because a person’s body influences their consciousness, in the words of
Merleau Ponty: ‘Consciousness is originarily not an “I think that”, but
rather an “I can”.* His philosophy is different from that of modern dual-
ism, which degrades the senses to something as simple as the gathering
of information and considers the mind’s thinking to be absolute. Mer-
leau-Ponty’s ‘embodied consciousness’ does not divide mind and body,
and should be considered as more concrete and real than the notion of
the autonomous mind. He regards sensation, perception, and movement

as related experiences and actions that prescribe each other. This interac-
tion implies that the human body responds to changing situations and

perceives the world variably, according to the movement of ‘the living
body raising itself toward the world".® Thus, nature and the experience

of nature are a ‘becoming’ and a ‘being’ at the same time. And so is the

human body, which perceives and ‘is”#

Because of this human involvement, physical nature and the experi-
ence of nature are not deterministic but contingent. At the same time,
nature and its experience are both reasonable, in the biophysical and mun-
dane world, and variable, according to the particular situation a person is
in. Berque explains this signification of nature as ‘the structural moment
of our existence’.®* Thus, the experience of nature is dynamic both socially
and personally. An architect like Nouvel, who tries to transmit sociocul-
tural meaning through his programmed environment, can never be cer-
tain that his precise intended experience of nature will be understood.

Thus, the understanding of the natural and the artificial is connected
to the interpretation of reality. Because of that, the understanding of the
natural and the artificial cannot be objective, but includes the human
interpretation of nature and acting within nature.

Artificial aspects of Nouvel's works and

the experience of nature

In this section I will examine how Nouvel wants to reveal the aesthetic
of nature by creating artificial environments, and how his scenography,
which intends to provoke emotions and transmit sociocultural ideas
about nature, relates to the viewer’s experience of nature.

The first example, the Opera House in Seoul (2006), is representative
of what I earlier called Nouvel’s hyper-specific or hyper-contextual work.
On an island in the middle of the Han River in Korea’s capital city of Seoul,
he placed pine trees, rocks, hills, and buildings. This application of nature
was meant to refer to the geography and ecology of a general Korean land-
scape, where small hills lie consecutively, and pines trees grow well, even
in the sterile soil of the rocky hilltops.* In Nouvel’s design, however,
the topography is at odds with the surroundings. It strikes a discordant
note because the mountain top is brought to the middle of the river. The
island, which is located in the lower reaches of the Han, was artificially
formed out of a small sandplain in 1917, and cannot naturally sustain a
rocky landscape and pine trees—a terrain that would more commonly
be found in mountainous areas or further upstream. The typical down-
stream landscape is composed of sandy beaches, reed beds, and water-
friendly trees and plants such as zelkovas and willows. The hyper-con-
textualization of the opera house thus exceeds the natural biophysicality
of the space: the scene is splendid but unnatural. Furthermore, the exces-
sive artificial construction that was required to present the ‘natural’ aes-
thetic here also has ethical implications. Thus, this projection is dubious
in its efforts to represent a natural place and offer viewers an occasion to
contemplate nature. By using a symbol of Korean nature, it anticipates
an experience that is dependent on a specific intellectual association with
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the existing stereotypes rather than an experience of ‘occurrence’.

The second example, the garden of the Quai Branly Museum, was
intended to represent a ‘primitive’ place for the hosting of indigenous
art. Bringing the nature of other continents into Paris is another form
of hyper-contextualization and represents an ecology that is artificially
constructed. Planting material from Australia, the Americas, and Africa
might not assimilate with the French soil and climate. Also, the instal-
lation in the centre of Paris of plants that symbolize ‘primitive nature’
is artificial as well. Nouvel’s pursuit of nature, as discussed in the pre-
vious section, is motivated by the reference to natural conditions out-
side the city as a mundane world. This setting of ‘primitive’ nature in an
urban environment surpasses reality. The urban representation of nature
is a cultural substitute for nature—creating a place of rest and leisure, a
meeting place for citizens, or sometimes even a sacred place (Fig. 5). The
identification of a natural place within the city is based on the city dwell-
ers’ activities and significations and is a difficult thing to preconceive.
Nouvel’s intention to create a sacred place via hyper-contextualization is
in an indicative mode, which is expected to inform viewers of knowledge
and symbols of place. In fact, the garden of the Quai Branly Museum is
sooner a place of rest in the city, where citizens appreciate the vitality of
nature and its abundance of vegetation, rather than enjoying it as a place
from long ago, with ‘primitive nature’ from other continents, that cre-
ates an experience of unfamiliarity and of being out of place. The same
thing can be seen in Nouvel's design for the planted hills at the Museum
of Human Evolution in Burgos (not realized). This attempt to stage ‘vir-
gin territory’ in the core of a city, in order to recall a prehistoric time, is a
case of excessive artificialization.

In the third example, the Cartier Foundation (1991-1994), Nouvel
applies ‘dematerialized architecture’ by blending the natural space with
its reflections, ‘virtual images’, in order to provoke our visual experience
(Fig. 6). When viewing this building and garden from afar, where the
reflections cannot be seen yet, the small garden seems to have an abun-
dance of vegetation, satisfying the citizens’ desire for nature. Here, Nou-
vel did not use vegetation from other territories or continents. The garden
is planted with various native species, some of which are replaced accord-
ing to the changing of the seasons. The closer visitors get to the garden,
the more likely they are to experience a sense of confusion and perceive
the artificial quality of what, from afar, seems natural. This is due to the
superposition of the view of the actual garden and its ‘virtual images’.
Nouvel describes it in the following manner:

In a building like the Cartier Foundation, where I intentionally

blend the real image and the virtual image, it signifies that within

a given plane, I no longer know if I'm looking at the virtual image

or the real image. If I look at the facade, since it’s bigger than the

building, I can’t tell if 'm looking at the reflection of the sky or the

sky through the glass. .. . If I look at a tree through the three glass

planes, I can never determine if I'm looking at the tree through the

74 Journal of Landscape Architecture / 1-2018

glass, in front of it, behind it, or the reflection of the tree. And when

I plant two trees in parallel, even accidentally, to the glass plane, I

can’t tell if there’s a second tree or if it’s a real tree. . . . These are

the means by which architecture creates a virtual space or a men-

tal space; it’s a way of tricking the senses. But it’s primarily a way of

preserving a destabilized area.®
The ‘dematerialized’ reflections in this space amplify its nature, resulting
in a splendid illusion and the destabilization of the body. This provoca-
tion exceeds the viewer’s corporality; it is, as Nouvel describes it, ‘a mental
space . . . tricking the senses’.*” In real space, the experience of nature com-
mences with the perception of a subject’s staying within the environment.
According to Berque, the immediate notion of the body and the sense of
looking from a distance are fundamental for the concept of landscape:
‘Without this gaze, without this formal notice of the subject prevailing
within the environment, which is at the same time a structure of the call
of the perceiving subject in the image, there can be no landscape.”

But Nouvel’s confusing images and blurred outlines interrupt the
body’s process of self-identification. Architect and historian Antoine Picon
views this manifestation of nature as ‘a mental landscape’ as a character-
istics of the age of the cyborg, in which space is conceived as the desire to
see all surroundings free from the constraints of the physical body.” In
this ‘mental landscape’, the experience of nature is hugely different from
the traditional appreciation of nature, based on promenades along paths
and resulting from a direct bodily perception. The observation of the
‘mental landscape’ does not agree with the bodily experience. Bi-dimen-
sional and informative scenes—which, like cinema, show natural (the sky,
clouds, the sun, trees, plants) and cultural objects (passing cars, neigh-
bouring buildings)—are indicative for our experience. This association of
the natural with the cultural and the intellectual through the perception
of scenes cannot result from the intention of a third person, because it is
a personal and subjective process of continuously resynthesizing the per-
ceived or sensed bodily experience with that which is ‘acquired’ in the cul-
tural context.”

Nouvel’s intention to reveal the aesthetic of nature through a hyper-
specific and dematerialized production of visual perception has modern
positivist, materialistic, and objectivist undertones. With his scenogra-
phy of environments with natural and artificial ‘scenes’, he intends to
provoke viewers’ emotions. But his artificial staging and materials do
not evoke emotions or responses according to his intentions, since his
hyper-methods do not provoke bodily experiences that include the sur-
rounding objects, and their signification in the human world. When
pre-programmed intentions concentrate on the object or image—such
as Nouvel’s intention to express emotions through the production of
images—they attempt to predetermine the emotions that should be
prompted by the presentation of materials. Baudrillard criticized this
deterministic aspect of modernity in a dialogue with Nouvel. According



Figure 5 The Museum Quai Branly building and garden
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to Baudrillard, seduction is not based on consensus; it cannot be made
official, nor can it be programmed, and it must remain hidden. He states
that place and context are rediscovered in an interactive relationship
between opposites: the visible and the invisible, real order and seduction,
the supposed reality of the world and its radical illusion. The emotion of
a place is hidden, unintelligible, and impossible to predict. Baudrillard
points to the ‘undetermined’ aspect of human experience—that is, the
contingency of the ‘becoming’ of nature and of our experience of nature.”

Conclusion

Nouvel’s architecture employs scenography in an effort to create poetic sit-
uations that reveal the aesthetics of nature and provoke preconceived emo-
tions. Nouvel exploits and amplifies the characteristics of places through

the production of ‘images’, using the methods of ‘hyper-contextualization’
and of ‘dematerialization’. By planting natural elements in the middle of
the city, he intends to create a complementary relationship between the

two, amplifying the natural environment with the aid of the transparency
and the reflection of the glass. This artificialization of nature through the

production of ‘images’ (‘scenes’) comes from Nouvel’s modern ideology: his

positivist belief that small, spatial modifications in architecture can pro-
voke a viewers’ visual perception and emotions. Nouvel’s visual bias is also

rooted in the modern empiricist notion that the object is a collection of
information and sensations and that imagination is formed by association

with the gathered information. Although Nouvel realizes that the percep-
tion of a place is connected to the sociocultural (the ‘exterior’, according to

Nouvel) and is always changing over time, his reliance on the materialis-
tic and his objectivist attitude in the realization of his ideas betray a cer-
tain deterministic aspect. Although his positivist and artificial realizations

create splendid and attractive scenes, they often exceed the capacity of the

viewer to understand the architect’s intentions. So his ‘hyper-realism” has

trouble addressing the transitional character, the ‘becoming’, of a place,
and does not take into consideration the reality of the personal bodily and

cultural experience of nature, which is indeterminate, contingent, com-
plex, and obscure—a ‘becoming’.
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