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Caspar Huber, View 
from Saconnex,  
second half of the 
19th c.
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Geneva has been early on preoccupied with its small territory and with the way 
the city should expand into the countryside. The acknowledgement of the need 
for a careful land-use and of the value of the landscape –owing to the city’s 
position as a doorway to the Alps, its taste for botany and natural sciences– 
has led to town-planning competitions at the turn of the 19 and 20th century. 
In the 1920s, considering the whole territory of the canton, Geneva devised a 
system of building zones with height limits and building typologies, and even 
created one for the countryside –the so-called ‘cinquième zone’– a pioneering 
move in Switzerland.
However, the current device with the strongest hold on the Genevian 
countryside, and thus on the city, comes from a federal level: in the form of the 
surfaces d’assolement (SDA), or crop rotation areas. Since 1992, when fields 
the most suitable for agriculture and with the highest yield potential in case of 
crisis have been mapped, each canton has to guarantee a minimal quota of such 
areas.
Today, Geneva is only a mere 145 ha away from hitting that minimum. It has 
been estimated that by 2023 the city won’t be able to grow according to the 
current cantonal structure plan anymore and will thus be at odds with the 
transnational agglomeration project named Le Grand Genève, set within the 
greater territorial axis of Lausanne–Lyon. The city’s urban policy of this last 
decade has been strong densification, but at the cost of open spaces near and 
within the city, while on the French side of the border, urban sprawl has 
exploded to keep up with the demand. As a result, the campagne genevoise is 
being encircled by what one could call two avatars of the city of Geneva: the 
“inner” one and the “outer” one.

The imminence of the situation asks for a new model of growth for Geneva. 

PRELUDE
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The aim of this diploma is precisely to propose such a vision. Ultimately, we 
would like to question the entrenched and specific relationship between the 
‘city’ and the ‘countryside’, in exploring how the landscape could become 
(again) a driving force for the city’s definition and future. Therefore, the 
hypothesis of the work will be “construire la campagne en ville.”

The research needed prior to such a proposal will look into five aspects.
First of all, we shall aim at recomposing a history of the relationship between 
the town of Geneva and its landscape, by looking at the way the countryside 
has been beheld, depicted and planned.
Secondly, we shall focus on the essential relations between Geneva and France, 
with a historical perspective.
In the third chapter, we shall analyse the characteristics of the “inner” and 
“outer” horizons which are solidifying around the campagne genevoise.
Finally, after describing the natural setting and looking into way the 
countryside was historically cultivated, we shall investigate the performance of 
the countryside as both a productive and protected landscape and identify the 
new urban functions it is taking up. 
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  The limited territory which Geneva has historically been in 
possession of has always been of prime concern in terms of 
defense, food supply and dwelling. From the late Middle-Ages up 
until the mid XIXth, the city-state has been tightly corsetting 
itself in an ever thickening fortification system, while fields and 
rural property were being delineated by large hedges mixed to tree 
rows (le bocage genevois). Once the fortifications were 
demolished, the city acknowledged the importance of harnessing 
its new development, as well as both the value and vulnerability of 
its countryside; it implemented pioneering laws in terms of urban 
extension and protection of the agricultural zone. This integrative 
vision of the city and its countryside was epitomised by the 
proposal Maurice Braillard made in 1935, in which the town-
centre, new neighbourhoods, low density housing areas and 
farmland would be structured within a lofty mesh of public spaces 
and promenades covering the whole canton. Although the plan 
was not adopted, the idea of nature reaching right into the city 
and linking it to the countryside remained and helped lend 
Geneva’s nickname of Cité des Parcs. However, today, the 
combination on the one hand of the federal law requiring a 
minimum quota of crop rotation areas (SDA), and, on the other, of 
an attractive city blindly taking in residents or multinational 
companies without being able to accommodate them, has led to 
intense densification programmes within the city and the villa 
areas, at the cost of urban public space. This trend is driving 
Geneva towards a simplistic and partitive conception of the city 
and the countryside, at the exact opposite of the ideas of Braillard 
and the city’s long history of perception of the landscape.

I

LA CAMPAGNE GENEVOISE:
A CONTEXTUAL HISTORY
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FRENCH INFLUENCES
By the end of the 17th c. the French trend of 
the promenade had already reached Geneva. It 
translated in the appropriation by promeneurs 
of the edge of the fortifications, especially along 
the large straight walls known as ‘courtines’ 
which were set between protruding bastions.1 

Initially, however, it is rather the frequenting 
of commons 2 placed about the fortification belt 
which helped promote outdoors sociability and 
the art of promenade. As large commons were 
indeed being used for fairs but also for military 
training in weaponry and cavalry, they became 
highly frequented by the Genevian aristocracy 
as well as by foreign noblemen visiting the 
town, who spurred the taste for promenade and 
notably pall-mall. The latter, known as jeu du 
mail, was a popular game amongst French 
aristocracy between the 16th and 17th century. 

It was introduced in Geneva by a French 
noblemen sojourning in the city, the Duke Henri 
de Rohan (1570-1638), who suggested to the 

authorities that a mall should be built on they 
edge of Plainpalais common. The construction 
and tree-planting took about a year and was 
complete in 1638 and the Mail became soon 
very popular.3

PROMENEURS’ TAKEOVER
OF THE FORTIFICATIONS

Back in the old-town, the southern sides of the 
elevated town were favoured for aristocratic 
ambles, thanks to the long rectilinear paths, 
the warmth of their sunny exposure, the 
protection of the shady canopies, and the 
wide and clear view over the countryside. 
The most prominent example is the Treille 
which possessed all those qualities. Originally 
a military platform, it was redesigned from 
1699 onwards into a long promenade planted 
with lime-trees, soon replaced by a double row 
of horse-chestnuts (1720) and rimmed by long 
wooden benches (1767). 4 This transformation 
occurred as the southern side of the town was 

1 · THE TASTE FOR PROMENADE

Pierre Escuyer, La 
plaine de Plainpalais,  
prise à l’angle du Mail, 
1824
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being remodelled into opulent town-houses in 
the Parisian style, whose suspended gardens, or 
elevated terraces, overlooked the promenade. 

Furthermore, the lower-part of that 
platform, the ramparts, also being considered as 
a potential place for outdoor sociability, was 
thus redesigned into a large bosquet découvert in 
1726 following the main rules of 
contemporaneous French garden layouts. 
Named the Belle Promenade, it was connected 
to the overlooking Treille, as well as a lower 
promenade, evocatively nicknamed Le Petit 
Languedoc, via two planted ramps, thus forming 
a large system of terraced, planted allées. 5

Wolfgang Adam 
Töpffer, Genève, 
Promenade de la 
Treille, around 1800

Old cadaster plan of 
the city of Geneva, 
1726, reproduced et 
watercoloured by W. 
Plojoux in 1942.
Detail of the Southern 
bastions of the town 
promenades and 
the French garden 
known as the Belle 
Promenade, a bosquet 
découvert.

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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REDESIGNING ESTATE GARDENS 
The French influence in terms of garden 

design also operated on the grounds of country 
estates, then known as campagnes. Genevian 
aristocracy who owned such cultivated domains 
started to dedicate a handsome part of them to 
ornamental gardens following the principles of 
the jardin à la française. Many commissioned 
French architects and landscape gardeners for 
their projects. 

The characteristics of such gardens, 
especially long perspectives, shaded malls, 
symmetrical arrangements, planted pattes-d’oie 
and square bosquets, were only possible, as 
Christine Amsler points out, by the use of 
ornamental and umbrageous trees into gardens 
– as opposed to yielding ones – such as the then 
recently acclimatised horse-chestnut tree whose 
impressive blossom stole the show from the 
more common elm or lime. 6 Such trees, thanks 
also to their tolerance to trimming, allowed 
designs to have considerably larger dimensions. 

Besides, the archetypical French garden 
model was aptly arranged to the Genevian 
slightly hilly topography: wider perspectives 
pointed towards the Lake or the mountains, and 
slopes were terraced. 7

Jean-François Blondel, 
Plan général des 
Bâtiments et Jardins 
de la maison de M. 
Lullin sise à Jeanthou 
[Genthod] proche 
du lac de Genève, 
1723, published 
in Jean Mariette, 
L’architecture 
françoise, Paris, 1727-
1730.
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In general, the city carried on creating small 
squares, planting rows of trees and doing the 
maintenance of these green spaces. However, 
the promeneurs did not restrict themselves to 
the city. The varied landscapes which could be 
beheld from belvederes such as la Treille or the 
Bastion Saint-Antoine may well have enticed 
walkers as well as naturalists to go outside the 
walls. The particular topography of both the 
elevated Old town and the various coteaux 
around it, allow these reciprocal points of views. 
One could argue that the identification of the 
city to its landscape could thus take place in this 
to-and-fro visualisation of both the scenery 
beheld from the elevated city and, reversely, the 
city within the landscape as seen from a 
topographical eminence.  
 

THE VIEW FROM 
THE CITY & THE 
VIEW OF THE CITY

Pierre Escuyer, Vue 
du Lac, prise de 
la Terrasse de St. 
Antoine, 1820

Pierre Escuyer, Vue de 
Genève du côté Nord, 
1820

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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Christian Gottlob 
Geissler, First view 
of a part of the Grand 
Salève (...) as seen 
from Mr Pictet’s estate, 
1799

Christian Gottlob 
Geissler, Second view 
of the plain and city of 
Carouge (...) as seen 
from the Mr Pictet’s 
estate, 1799

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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THE INFLUENCE OF THE CAMPAGNE 
GENEVOISE ON ROUSSEAU

Could one argue that the campagne genevoise 
was the catalyst of Rousseau’s pre-romantic 
thinking? First of all Rousseau, born in Geneva 
in 1712, only lived there until he was 16 years 
old. Still, he often spent time walking in the 
campagne genevoise, which undoubtedly spurred 
in him the taste for bucolic walks and the a vivid 
love for countryside. 1 However, one evening, 
locked out of the city after a late walk, he 
promptly decided to venture out of Geneva, to 
Annecy, where Mme de Warens would take him 
in. Later on, he also lived in a pastoral little 
house called the Charmettes with her, a place 
which symbolised a form of Arcadia for him. 2

Frenziedly travelling Europe, he only came 
back to Geneva shortly in 1754. In 1756, he 
moved again at the Ermitage, property of          
M. d’Épinay, another idyllic setting at the edge of 
the forest of Montmorency in France. That is 
where he started writing what will become one of 

his major works: Julie ou La Nouvelle-Héloïse, 
originally titled Lettres de deux amans, habitans 
une petite ville au pied des Alpes.  
  That small town is Vevey, where he also lived 
for a time and where the beauty of the landscape 
truly stunned him for the very first time: 
“Nevertheless I needed a lake, and I ended by 
choosing the one around which my heart has 
never ceased to wander. I settled on the part of the 
shores of this lake upon which my wishes have 
placed my residence for a long time in the 
imaginary happiness to which fate limited me. 
My poor mamma’s native place still had an 
attraction of predilection for me. The contrast of 
positions, the richness and variety of sites, the 
magnificence, the majesty of the whole which 
ravished the senses, moved the heart, raised up 
the soul, finally decided me, and I established my 
young wards at Vevey.”  3  One can conclude that 
the campagne genevoise did not really register in 
his memories of natural thrills: “Never has a flat 
country, however beautiful it might be, appeared 

2 · A ROUSSEAUIAN AFFINITY FOR  
 THE COUNTRYSIDE

N. Monsiau, J. J. 
Rousseau having just 
collected plants in 
June 1778, 1797

Clément-Pierre 
Marillier, Les poissons 
du jardin de l’Élysée, 
Figure 8, in J.-J. 
Rousseau, Julie ou la 
Nouvelle Héloïse, 1781 
edition (orig.pub. in 
1761)
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Jean-Pierre Saint-
Ours, Ideal view 
of Geneva with the 
tomb of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau in the 
foreground, 1809

Unknown artist, 
Geneva, View of Le 
Bocage,19th c. 
Named after the 
eponymous house 
in Rousseau’s La 
Nouvelle Héloïse, by 
Fr. d’Ivernois who 
bought this property in 
Pregny in 1816.

A. Martin, Lt. Col. 
Saladin’s maison de 
campagne in Pregny, 
19th c. Note the 
island with the tomb 
of Rousseau similar to 
the one in the parc of 
Ermennonville.

that way to my eyes. I need torrents, rocks, fir 
trees, dark woods, mountains, rugged paths to 
climb or descend, and descend, on all sides of me 
precipices that scare me very much”, with the 
exception of dangerous cliffs of the Salève: “I had 
this pleasure and I tasted it in all its charm while 
drawing near Chambéry. Not far from a jagged 
mountain called the Pas-de-l’Échelle (...)” 4 

ROUSSEAU’S INFLUENCE ON THE 
CAMPAGNE GENEVOISE

Even though the campagne genevoise influenced 
Rousseau only to the extent of awakening a taste 
for walks in the countryside, Rousseau, on the 
contrary, influenced the campagne genevoise 
significantly in the way it was beheld, by largely 
popularising his way of looking at nature, 
Genevian or not. More than a physical or social 
function, the promenade becomes both 
intellectual and spiritual. 5 He observed it in a 
scientific manner by way of botany, meteorology, 
etc. and, simultaneously, in an emotional manner 

by qualifying her virtues as well as her effects on 
him. His celebration of rural values and virtues, 
his valuation of nature’s purity and his humble 
amazement at Nature itself epitomise this 
18th-century trend of wanting to return to it - le 
sentiment de la Nature. For instance, his 
writings on botany and his Reveries of a Solitary 
Walker popularised plant collecting and 
herborisation amongst aristocratic milieus in 
England and France. 6 The Nouvelle-Héloïse also 
provided role models for a nascent bourgeoisie in 
quest of moral references: it advocated humility, 
simplicity and virtue, qualities which can only be 
inspired by nature’s purifying effect. More 
importantly, his novel contained troves of 
archetypes for gardens (and the way they should 
by experienced): the Élysée, the Bocage, the 
orchard, the woods or the garden of Julie, all 
referring to most of the ideas of the the anglo-
chinese garden models. 7

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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Louis-Auguste Brun, 
The Tour-Pressy castle 
in Vandœuvres, around 
1790. Note that Brun 
(1758  –1815) was 
Marie Antoinette’s 
favourite painter.

ESTATES IN THE COUNTRYSIDE
If a sense of return to nature was patent 
amongst Genevian noblemen, simplicity not as 
much. 8 Indeed, throughout the second part of 
the 18th century Genevian aristocracy, 
following French classicism, built rather 
luxurious palaces on large yet farmed estates 
across the campagne genevoise to use them as a 
summer pied-à-terre. Voltaire, for instance, 
moved to Geneva on the cliffs of St-Jean, and 
although he designed his gardens and enjoyed 
spending time in them, his property was a large 
and comfortable house. Speaking of his estate, 
he wrote: ‘It’s a philosopher’s palace with 
Epicure’s gardens: it’s delicious retreat.’ 9

  The application of the Rousseauian models 
described in the Nouvelle Héloïse will only first 
take place as private experimentations in the 
owners’ gardens, in the form of rusticated 
fabriques or English garden designs. As a 
result, and in a way reminiscent of Marie-
Antoinette’s contrasting Petit Trianon and 

Hameau de la Reine, a strong opposition 
emerged between the wealthy classicistic palaces 
and the picturesque arrangements around. Art 
historian François Loyer comments that: ‘The 
admirably crafted contrast between the 
picturesque and the monumental underlines the 
deep nostalgia of this factitious return to an 
imaginary nature, as plasticly amazing as the 
more unreal it gets.’ 10 

Finally, Rousseau’s models of rustic huts, 
after having been experimented in the garden or 
in dependencies, also found their way in 
suburban houses through a regionalist style 
which appeared around the 1830s: the chalet-
style. 11

22



THE ADOPTION 
OF A RUSTICATED 
STYLE

Charles Etienne Pierre 
Lamotte, Rousseau’s 
cabin, early 19th. c.

Émile Pricam, 
Untitled, late 19th c. 
A 19th-century chalet 
fabrique in Eaux-vives 
park, late 19th c.

Fred Boissonnas, 
Henry and François 
Boissonnas in front 
of the big chalet of les 
Mayens, 19th c.
A 19th-century chalet 
villa in le Pommier, 
Grand-Saconnex

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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TOURISTIC INTERPRETATIONS
The city of Geneva and especially its scenery 
became favourite motifs of representations for 
Genevian artists and, most importantly, for 
visitors from England, France, Denmark, etc. on 
their Grand Tour. A look at the rich amount of 
watercolours and lithographies of the 18th 
century shows recurring points of view shows a 
shift from the earlier representation of the town 
taken from the South with the lake in the 
background, to wider compositions depicting the 
Lake in front of the City with the Alps or the 
Jura as a background. These picturesque 
paintings flourished 1 as the touristic demand for 
transportable lithographies or even miniatures 
grew, a movement concomitant with the 
‘discovery’ of the Swiss Alps by Englishmen. 
Indeed, Geneva, and the nearby salons in Coppet 
and Prangins, became more than a mere stop on 
the Grand Tour. 

Those motifs were sketched, engraved, sung 
and sold, as much as they were being studied by 

Genevian scientists, such as Horace Bénédict de 
Saussure (1749–1799) whose Voyage dans les 
Alpes (and the lithographies of his ascension) 
became the most influential description of the 
Mont-Blanc. 2 Furthermore, that mountain, 
traditionally a landscape feature, also became 
the subject of the very first “portrait of a 
mountain” in Pierre-Louis de la Rive’s (1753–
1817), Le Mont-Blanc vu de Sallanches au 
coucher du soleil (1802). Upon this innovation, 
the artist himself commented : “difficult 
painting, as well as overturning every rule, in 
that the farthest element becomes the largest and 
most apparent, while all the other backgrounds 
and the foregrounds are completely shaded, light 
being only cast on the moutain which fills out the 
backdrop.” 3 

As to the Lake, it was for instance famously 
celebrated by Lord Byron (1788–1824) in 
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812). A few years 
later, however, the atmosphere so to speak 
changed quite radically and the Leman did not 

3 · TOWARDS THE SUBLIME

Various views of 
Geneva from recurring 
points of view:  from 
Cologny (left) and 
from Pregny (right), 
second half of the 18th 
to first half of the 19th 
centuries
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Pierre-Louis De La 
Rive, Le Mont-Blanc 
vu de Sallanches au 
coucher du soleil, 1802

appear that ‘clear’ and ‘placid’ at all anymore...
 The banks of Lake Geneva were precisely 

where Lord Byron and his doctor John William 
Polidori (1795–1821), as well as a group of 
friends composed of Mary Wollstonecraft 
Shelley (1797–1851), Percy Bysshe Shelley 
(1792–1822) and Claire Clairmont (1792–
1822), decided to have their residence during 
the famous gloomy summer stay of 1816. They 
settled down in Cologny: the men at the villa 
Diodati and the women in a villa in Montalègre, 
placed slightly lower towards the Lake, but they 
often met up at the first. However, the terrible 
weather conditions caused by the ashes of the 
Tambora volcano which had erupted a year 
before produced awe-inspiring storms whose 
winds rendered the Lake unnavigable. Spending 
most of their stay indoors, the group indulged in 
reading fantastic German stories when they 
were not discussing politics and science 
(notably, recent discoveries on short reanimation 
by galvanisation which questioned the notion of 

soul 4); on Byron’s suggestion inspired by the 
dark atmosphere outside, they started to 
compose their own Gespenstergeschichten. All 
the conditions were thus set to feed the authors’ 
fertile imaginations; during these frightful 
moments, not only was the modern character of 
the vampire sketched out in a draft by Byron, 
but Mary Shelley’s creature too was born, in a 
first version of Frankenstein or the Modern 
Prometheus. 5 The setting of the latter novel is 
precisely Geneva and its surrounding mountains.

Apart from being a handsome precedent 
collating culture, science and climate, and thus 
of reinvigorated significance in today’s 
anthropocenic context, 6 this episode shows how 
Geneva and these two landscape elements  —the 
Lake, the mountains— became definitely 
interwoven. Besides, De la Rive’s Mont-Blanc 
portrait paved the way for later Genevian 
landscape painters to appropriate the motif of 
Alps in their landscapes more confidently. But 
what about the adjacent countryside?

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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Christian Gottlob 
Geissler, View of the 
Arve bridge and its 
surrounds, from the 
Bois de la Bâtie, 1780, 
first of a series of four 
landscape medallions.
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César-Henri-Abraham 
Malan, The Mt-Blanc 
seen from the Lake 
of Geneva, 1816, 
miniature.

I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history
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Pierre-Louis De La 
Rive, Site idéal avec 
ville à l’antique et 
Bélisaire recevant 
l’aumône, 1802. 
The mountain in the 
background looks 
exactly like the Salève 
seen in profile from 
about Puplinge (the 
painter’s village of 
birth) at sunset; De 
la Rive adorns it here 
with an imaginary 
cascade.

AN EVOCATIVE COUNTRYSIDE
Despite the fact that all the attention of 
vedutists and tourists seemed to be drawn to the 
Lake and the Mont-Blanc, agrarian scenes of the 
campagne genevoise per se also proliferated in 
small formats, only implying the city through 
the viewers. However, Genevian painters were 
the ones who depicted it with the most passion. 
In landscape paintings, the countryside around 
the city becomes idealised, pastoralised and even 
historicised. The campagne genevoise is 
interpreted à la Lorrain, bears recognisable 
motifs of landscape composition and has 
reminiscence of antique Mediterranean 
landscapes. For instance, before painting his 
portrait of the Mont-Blanc, Pierre-Louis De la 
Rive, who was educated in Geneva by copying 
the Dutch collection, and who travelled to Rome, 
prepared small sketching outings — “courses de 
paysage” —  in the Lemanic countryside to 
study the various subjects he wanted to paint. 7 
Furthermore, he would freely use the campagne 

genevoise as a setting for historical or 
mythological scenes: in his Ideal site with 
antiqued town and Belisarius begging for alms 
of 1802, the background, which is none other 
than the Salève seen in profile from about 
Presinge at sunset, is turned into a Byzantine 
setting. 

The campagne genevoise became a canvas on 
which to project one’s travel memories as well 
as fantasised mythological and historical 
references. The Genevian littérateur and 
collector Jean-Jacques de Sellon (1782–1839) 
shared for instance the following evocative 
impressions: ‘What is remarkable in the vicinity 
of Geneva is the prodigious variety of 
viewpoints. Should you like to reminisce Naples 
and its delights, or even Constantinople? Climb 
up the coteaux of Pregny and of Cologny! Should 
you like a sketch of the Val d’Arno between 
Florence and Pisa? Go to Sierne, on M. 
Schmidt-Fatio’s estate! Should you like to 
picture the course of a river running through the 
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Firmin Massot, 
Wolfgang Adam 
Töpffer, Jacques-
Laurent Agasse, 
Portrait of the 
Demoiselles Mégevand, 
Jeanne-Françoise-
Élisabeth and Anne-
Louise, future spouse 
of Firmin Massot, 
1793 (or 1794)

Wolfgang Adam 
Töpffer, The artist 
drawing, sitting on a 
rock between the Petit 
and the Grand Salève, 
1st half of the 19th c.

Wolfgang Adam 
Töpffer, The Fountain 
in Veyrier, after 1816

woods? Go to Mr. de Virvaux in Vernier, or to 
Mr. d’Ivernois at the Lignon and you will 
believe you are standing on the banks of the river 
Clyde.” 8 Regarding the mountains, he then 
commented: “[T]he Alps of Savoy trigger a rush 
of memories to whom has travelled, as the Dents 
d’Oche recall the Egyptian Pyramids, the coteau 
of Cologny the hill of Turin, the Salève a 
mountain near Brescia above the Montichiari 
plain, the Voirons and the Boisy coteau the 
mountains one spots near Albano and Tivoli in 
the surrounds of Rome.” 9 

A PASTORAL LANDSCAPE
The campagne genevoise became an ideal(ised) 
setting for portraits too. Evidently inspired from 
outdoor portraits in the style of Gainsbourough, 
Genevian portraitist Firmin Massot (1766–
1849) collaborated with two compatriots, 
namely landscape painter Wolfgang Adam 
Töpffer (1766–1847) and animal painter 
Jacques-Laurent Agasse (1767–1849) 10 in 

order to compose his portraits of members of 
Genevian patrician families, accompanied by 
their pets in pastoral country settings. 

W. A. Töpffer was well-known for his 
numerous watercolours depicting rural scenes, 
his landscapes, as well as for his portraits of 
peasants in the Genevian and neighbouring 
French country. He had joined Pierre-Louis de 
la Rive on his trips to the countryside and had 
thus started to draw en plein air from early 
on.11 Along with the pioneering drawings in 
Genevian pastoral painting made by Voltaire’s 
portraitist Jean Huber (1721–1786), the 
corpus of studies  — often sepias — these two 
artists produced helped build up a rich 
iconography of p(l)easant life in often italianised 
country settings. The motif of peasants resting 
under an oak-tree or a canopy is a recurring one 
and it will be found even in the calmer oil 
paintings of later romantic landscape painters 
such as Alexandre Calame (1810–1864) or 
François Diday (1802–1877). 
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François Diday, The 
Caves of Monnetier, 
1877

François Diday, Storm 
in Sécheron, 1853

Alexandre Calame,
View of a bocage 
landscape near 
Geneva, 1857

A DRAMATISED LANDSCAPE
Genevian artists Calame and Diday became 
well-known for their many romantic paintings 
and etchings of the High Alps which played an 
important role in constituting a form of national 
art as promoted through Rodolphe Töpffer 
writings. 12 However, they would also depict the 
lower plateau, including the less precipitous 
Genevian countryside. One could argue that this 
transposition could be seen as a (difficult) 
attempt to helvetise the campagne genevoise, 
considering that Geneva had just entered the 
Confederation, and the broader context of a 
19th century Europe of the nations.  Therefore, 
they could only, or mainly, apply the gestures of 
Spätromantik to the Lake and the mountains, 
mainly the Salève, a which had already been 
widely explored by previous artists such as 
De la Rive or W. A. Töppfer. And those deadly 
cliffs had already been mentioned by Rousseau 
as one the most awe-inspiring landscape in 
Geneva, while it is also where Shelley’s creature 

is seen climbing in the stormy night: “I thought 
of pursuing the devil; but it would have been in 
vain, for another flash discovered him to me 
hanging among the rocks of the nearly 
perpendicular ascent of Mont Saleve, a hill that 
bounds Plainpalais on the south. He soon 
reached the summit, and disappeared.” 13 

  In other variations, Geneva itself is 
sometimes even presented as a distant citadel 
amidst an untameable vegetation, as in Paysage 
de Genève by Jean-Philippe George (1818–
1888), a pupil of Alexandre Calame. But a 
certain calm seems to prevail. Later paintings, 
maybe influenced by the concurrent school of 
Barbizon and Barthélémy Menn, returned to 
simpler motifs, hence explaining, perhaps, the 
resurgence of themes such as peasants resting 
under an oak tree in Calame’s L’Été (1850).  
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Jean-Philippe George, 
dit George-Julliard, 
Genevian landscape, 
mid 19th c.

Alexandre Calame,
Summer, 1850
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 Jean Dubois (attrib.),
Campagne Bartholoni 
à Sécheron, 19th c.

Charnaux Frères, 
Villa Bartholoni, 
before 1918, lateral 
view from the terrasse.

Félix Emmanuel 
Callet, General plan 
of  MM. Bartholony’s 
estate, villa and its 
outbuildings, 1830s.
Note that the lower 
square building is a 
chalet.

 ENGLISH MODELS IN SUBURBAN    
GARDENS

As English aristocracy travelled their Grand 
Tour, their way of looking at the landscape
 — epitomised in the English garden — infused 
Geneva and first took form in the multiplication 
of villas on the banks of the Lake, and their 
landscaping. 14 Furthermore, as to the existing 
ones, many gardens were first complemented 
with an area planted in a more naturalistic way, 
whereas more radical redesigning according 
to the English fashion occurred later. 15

The architecture and layout of the villa itself 
remained Parisian or Palladian well into the 
19th century. The key gesture here was the 
‘capturing’ of the surrounding countryside and 
its most picturesque features right into the 
garden, so as to extend the actual plot into the 
(framed) environment, thus into a landscape, 
and create the illusion of one perfect whole. 
Of all prospects, two became the most sought 
after in Geneva: the Mont-Blanc and the Lake. 16 

The Bartholoni villa 17 is a perfect example 
of such a composition: although the Italianate 
building is placed quite classically at the centre 
of a large plot by the Lake, the rest of domaine 
is mostly arranged according to principles of 
English gardens: sinuous paths veer off towards 
garden follies and statues hidden in the woods, 
while the arrangement of tree clumps and 
clearings unfolds as one meanders through the 
garden. As to the views, the axial one is broadly 
framed to include the Mont-Blanc and the Alps; 
a diagonal one highlighted by two coniferous 
boscages focuses on a promontoire by the 
water – Lamartine’s favourite bench was placed 
there; on the side, a deep vista captures now 
and then a sailing boat on the Lake, giving the 
impression it is navigating across the garden.

 
ENGLISH MODELS IN SUBURBAN 
VILLAS

Importantly, again, the typical French style 
of the houses or villas built in the countryside 
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Plan of the 1st floor of 
the villa Les Ormeaux

Charnaux Frères, 
Villa Les Ormeaux, 
Pregny Chambésy, 
1881

Joseph-François 
Burdallet, Souvenir du 
Denantou, 1831

only slowly gave way to the English cottage 
style, and one has to wait until the second part 
of the 19th century to see it proliferate, along 
with the regionalist Swiss Chalet style, 18 as 
the demolition of the fortifications and the 
implementation of tramways encouraged the 
demand for villas in the countryside. As it was 
the case for English gardens, the transformation 
occurred incrementally, and at first only small 
picturesque, medievalising elements — a 
crenellated parapet, an interlaced balcony, a 
timid bartizan — were added onto villas. 19 Art 
and architecture historian Leïla El-Wakil points 
to the villa Les Ormeaux, in Pregny, built in 
1835 for an Englishman, George Haldimand 
(1781–1851), as the first Genevian occurrence 
of a house in the picturesque style, and in which 
the plan itself, of an ‘‘agglutinated’’ 20 type, 
reacts to the surrounding landscape: a low, 
rather horizontal layout, wide bow-windows, 
rooms projecting as if seeking for views, a deep 
portico, and so forth. 21 Mainly in a Tudor style, 

the entire house is defined by the surrounding 
landscape. Besides, it is worth noting that 
George Haldimand’s younger brother 
William (1784–1862), director of the Bank 
of England and Member of Parliament, had 
already gained a certain reputation around 
Lake Geneva for his eccentric architectural 
taste, epitomised by the villa he settled in, on 
the Denanthoud estate, in Ouchy, on the lake 
banks by Lausanne. Not only did he have the 
villa extended towards the lake, he also had 
outbuildings built, as well as garden features, 
a pavillon by the lake, and, last but not least, 
a neo-Gothic ruined tower so as to add the 
finishing touch to a perfect landscape, 22 a 
composition which was uncoincidentally 
depicted in a series of picturesque etchings made 
by Genevian draughtsman, passionate sketcher 
of the campagne genevoise and prolific engraver 
Joseph-François Burdallet (1781-1851). 23
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An exotic pavillon,
Emanuel Labhardt, 
Pregny, Campagne 
de la duchesse de 
Clairmondonnaire 
[Clermont-Tonnerre] 
au Bocage, around 
1830.

A medievalised 
gatehouse and an 
obelisk.
Jean Decor, Maison 
du Portier, campagne 
de la Fenêtre, first half 
of the 19th century

The Italian pavillion in 
the Parc La Grange, 
19th-20th century 
anonymous photograph
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A monopteros and a 
medieval tower, 
Jean Dubois, Partie 
de la campagne 
Tronchin à Bessinge, 
part of: Souvenirs de 
Genève. Album avec 24 
lithogr., Genève,
Spengler & Cie, 1828

A mauresque kiosque 
crowned with a 
windmill, Antonio 
Fontanesi, Dans la 
Villa Bartholoni, à 
Sécheron, mid-19th c.

A rusticated trench 
under construction on 
the Rothschild estate, 
photographed by Fred 
Boissonnas, 1887
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CITY FOLLIES
At an urban scale, one could argue that this 
gesture — framing the landscape — already 
repeated hundreds of times on various villa plots 
in and around the city, was essentially going to 
be the same as the transformation of the Lake 
banks into new quays, the metamorphosis of the 
Île aux Barques into l’Île Rousseau, the 
construction of the elevated railway station and 
its Rue du Mont-Blanc, or even the (re)creation 
of the Jet d’Eau. Although the prime motivation 
for these large projects of urban transformation 
was the desire and need for this medieval 
fortress to become a modern city, the English 
gesture is legible in the way they were designed 
and built.

The creation of the quays, initiated by Swiss 
engineer Guillaume-Henri Dufour(1787–1875), 
dramatically changed what used to be the 
incommodious backside of the city into a 
waterfront worthy of welcoming tourists 
arriving by steamboat on the Lake. The 

revaluation of that neglected area was also 
carried out by changing the façades before the 
lake and along the Rhône and creating large 
areas of promenade for Genevians on the Grand 
Quai. 24  Over the years, these works were 
complemented by new parcs and further 
promenades required by the newly erected 
hotels. 25 However, these quays are a sort of 
giant belvedere too: on the Mont-Blanc and the 
Alps, and on the Lake; it is a frame, which 
stages both the city within a landscape (as seen 
from the Lake) and the Lake within the city (as 
seen from the quays or the window of a hotel 
room).

The converging point of these quays is the 
Île aux Barques, then renamed to Île Rousseau, 
which also happens to be the new epicentre of 
the city, as a rebalancing of both sides of the 
lake was underway. Being an island it had the 
perfect romantic typology. It instantly evoked 
everyone the poplar island in the garden of 
Ermenonville where Rousseau had been first 

GARDEN 
FEATURES 
TRANSPOSED 
INTO THE CITY

Louis Julien Jacottet, 
View of Geneva from 
the Quai des Bergues, 
mid 19th century

Jean Michel Moreau, 
The Tomb of Jean 
Jacques Rousseau (...), 
Ermenonville, 1778
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buried. Furthermore, as a disused ravelin, the 
pointy bastion projected sensationally into the 
breezy blue lake. By 1833, the island was 
redesigned and two years later was adorned with 
a bronze statue of Rousseau. For the gesture is a 
reproduction of the constructed island in the 
garden of Ermenonville, 26 this urban work can 
be read as a transposition of a garden folly into 
an urban context: changing scales, it becomes a 
city folly. 

This picturesque subconsciousness could also 
be read in the Cornavin train-station inaugurated 
in 1858: being elevated, it offered a direct view 
on the Mont-Blanc and the Lake when one 
arrived by train from Lyon. Then, from the front 
square of the station, two streets — la Rue du 
Mont-Blanc and la Rue des Alpes — created a 
visual connection to the mountains and a 
physical one to the Lake. 

Finally, installing the Jet d’eau (1891)      
— originially a hydraulic security valve — on a 
lake corresponds conceptually to likening the 

latter to a pond and adorning it with a fountain; 
if the pond is a garden feature, then the villa is 
the city. In other words, the gesture captures a 
large-scale natural element, the Lake, and turns 
it into a urban feature which, again, mimics a 
component of garden composition. 

These urban transformations, drawing from 
strategies in garden design, especially the 
English one, embedded the city in the greater 
landscape as much as they brought the latter 
into the city.

 

 

 
  

 

 

GARDEN 
GESTURES 
TRANSPOSED 
INTO THE CITY

F. Sorrieu, Gare de 
Cornavin et la Rue du 
Mont-Blanc, mid 19th 
century

Wegelin, Ferney-
Voltaire, 19th c.
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Pierre Escuyer, 
Geneva, the suspended 
iron-cable bridge of 
the Rue du Cendrier at 
Pâquis, 1826.

Pierre Escuyer, 
2nd view of the two 
suspended iron-
cable bridges [in St. 
Antoine], 1824

JUMPING OVER A SYMBOLIC LIMIT
Until the mid-19th century, the clear 

distinction between city and countryside 
remained legible in that it was physically 
represented by the walls of a thick fortification 
system. Besides, there were only three 
entrances to the city: la Porte de Cornavin for 
the northern part, the Porte de Neuve for the 
southern part, and the Porte de Rive for the 
north-eastern part. The closing times of these 
gates were very strict, and there are countless 
reports of citizens or foreign visitors locked out 
of the city for the night. 1 In that sense, the 
walls also represented a temporal limit with the 
countryside.

The situation started to change in the 1820s, 
when engineer Guillaume-Henri Dufour started 
to have light iron-cable bridges built around the 
old-town, thus doubling the number of 
thresholds. The first one was built at the bastion 
of Saint-Antoine (1823) on the south-eastern 
part of the city, followed by one in Pâquis 

(1826), on the right bank, and a last one at the 
Coulouvrenière (1837), over the Rhône.

These lightweight bridges were an 
innovation as they allowed to jump over the deep 
ditches very effectively. Areas which required 
large detours before such as Champel, the 
Pâquis, la Châtelaine or even Carouge became 
suddenly more accessible. These structures were 
very appreciated by promeneurs as they 
extended the treed promenades on the bastions 
to the countryside. The miniature aspect of the 
abutments these constructions needed lent them 
the look of fabriques, picturesquely placed at the 
door of the countryside. 2 Again, they were a 
form of urban follies.

However physical or temporal a limit the 
walls may have symbolised, the transformation 
of all parts of these defensive walls into 
promenades, which had already started by the 
courtines during the late 17th century, blurred 
that clear distinction. As Christine Amsler 

4 · THE DISSOLUTION OF 
 A SYMBOLICAL LIMIT
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J.R. Mayer,  
Topographical plan 
of the city of Geneva, 
1835

points out, “combined to the metamorphosis of the 
elevated fortifications into promenades and small 
parks, the creation of promenades on the glacis 
and their planting helped bring the countryside 
nearer to the town, from the point of view of the 
landscape.” 3 The profileration of villas at the foot 

of the town tended to blur any clear distinction 
too.
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DESTROYING A SYMBOLIC LIMIT
In 1847, the radical government led by James 
Fazy (1794–1878) decided to raze the 
fortification walls and turn this area, equivalent 
in size to the old-town, into an ring of housing 
and institutional programmes. Such a gesture 
was nothing less than a metamorphosis of a 
medieval town into a modern one. Infrastructure 
such as the train-station, the post office, market 
halls and horse-drawn tramways complemented 
the change. 
  A key element of the 19th century 
metropolis being its institutions, this new belt, 
comparable to Vienna’s Ring, collected an 
impressive amount of them, be they cultural (the 
Rath Museum, the Grand Théâtre opera, the 
Conservatoire, the Victoria Hall concert hall, the 
Museum of Arts and History, and many 
schools), scientific (the Museum of Natural 
History, the University, the Library, the 
Chemistry School, etc.) or cultual (two catholic 
churches, an anglican temple, a orthodox 

church, a synagogue, etc.). 4 
  As to dwelling, the built typologies were 
varied in function of class. The bourgeois 
Tranchées quartier followed neoclassical 
layouts, as low rectangular French looking 
townhouses with suspended gardens are 
organised around a long square. In the Pâquis 
neighbourhood, a courtyard-block typology, was 
favoured to house the working class. 5 Besides, 
the destruction of the walls allowed the city to 
absorb and urbanise in a somewhat 
Haussmanian way the faubourgs which had 
been forming around the city, namely les 
Eaux-Vives, Plainpalais, and les Pâquis.

BUILDING A NETWORK OF GREENERY
In general, a strong effort was made to keep 
open spaces and parks in the ring. Although one 
of the original plans intended to keep some of 
the baroque bastions and turn them into gardens 
or small parks, the pressure of promoters to 
have a maximum of land to build on killed the 

La ville de Genève, sa 
banlieue et Carouge, 
1865
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idea. 6 Nonetheless, the Parc des Bastions was 
kept, the steep mounds of le Promenade du Pin 
and la Butte de l’Observatoire were readjusted 
and some new squares and tree-rows were 
created. Thereby, the city secured a series of 
new parks and promenades which connected to 
the redesigned quays by the Lake, via 
boulevards and planted squares, and composed 
the core park system of the city centre. 
  This green network was complemented 
during the second half of the 19th and the early 
20th centuries, by both bequeathal to, or 
acquisition by, the city of Geneva of large 
landscaped estates which were turned into 
public parks. Willed parks included the parks of 
Cropettes in 1859, Le Bois de la Bâtie in 1869, 
Ariana in 1890, Mon Repos in 1899, La Grange 
in 1918 and Bertrand partly in 1933 and fully 
in 1940. Purchased ones included an extension 
to the Parc des Cropettes in 1876 and the Parc 
des Eaux-Vives, adjacent to La Grange, in 
1913. As to the chain of parks of Moynier and 

Bartholoni, they were given to the city by the 
League of Nations who had bought them with 
the prospect of erecting their headquarters 
thereon, a plan which went askew as the next 
adjacent estate, the villa Lammermoor, would 
not be sold by its owner, an imperative condition 
to fit the building according to the latest project. 
Eventually, in 1926, the city accepted to 
exchange a considerable part of the Ariana park 
for those estates, so that the Organisation could 
have enough space to settle. As to the villa 
Lammermoor and the park around it, known as 
the Parc Barton, they were bequeathed to the 
city in 1936. 7 

  Such efforts and generosity solidified the 
inner green network and helped structure the 
city centre by decisively providing vast, 
vegetated voids to Genevians.

 

The absorption and 
rearrangement of 
existing parks

Alfred Guesdon, 
Geneva, cavalier view 
from above the electoral 
building, around 1858

Ibid., around 1859-
1860

Louis George, Geneva, 
cavalier view from 
above the electoral 
building, around 
1881-1890

Alexandre-Louis-
François d’Albert-
Durade, Geneva, 
Bastion du Pin, 
around 1850

Charnaux Frères 
& Cie, Geneva, 
Promenade du Pin, 
1881
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Otto Wyrsch, Parc des 
Eaux-Vives, 1930
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Geneve, Rive droite
Amcnagement de l'avenue
de France

(Voir l'article de M. Bod¬
mer, page 188)
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9k

MzmI

:,

_-.

Tout en conscrvant le musee et les terrasses qui Pcn-
tourent, la ville de Geneve ceda 250 1)00 metres carres sur les¬
quels la Societe des Nations recut droit de superficie et d'u-
sage. La population conservait, comme par lc passe, la liberte
de sc promener dans le parc entier. En echange de cette con-
cession, la Ville obtint Pusage des trois süperbes villas de
Secheron qu'avait acquises la Societe des Nations; jointes au
parc Mon Repos, elles constituent, au bord du lac, uu domaine
public d'une rare magnificence. Cet arrangement, enfin, sup-
primait le risque de voir detruit, par une construction enorme,
l'aspect pittoresque et ahne des abords de la rade.

Apres cette c.onclusion elegante du conl'lit, Mme Barton
se rendit chez son notaire et lui remit son Icstanient conte-
nant la plirasc suivante:

..Je legue ä la Confederation Suisse ma propriete ditc
Villa Lammerinoor, ä Seeheron Ceci avec Pexpresse eon-
dition qu'elle ne soit jamais partagee et que les arbres restent
dans leur etat actuel, sans etre coupes.

Mme Barton est inorte subitement le 16 decembre
1935 et sa villa est devenue propriete de la Confedera¬
tion Suisse, qui va prendre les dispositions necessaires

pour en laisser la jouissance au public et terminer
ainsi la ehaine des parcs qui bordent le lac sur la rive
droite.

Parc Ariana.
Le vaste domaine de l'Ariana part du lac pour monter

assez haut sur les pentes du coteau. Pres de l'eau, se

trouve le Conservatoire de botanique, comprenant une
collection de portraits de savants et surtout quelques-
uns des plus beaux herbiers genevois.

Au-dessus de la roule, le jardin botanique, et, dans
le haut du parc, partie la plus belle ä cause de ses vieux
arbres, se trouve l'Ariana proprement dite, musee de
peinture et d'objets d'art, tels que poteries, fa'iences et
porcelaines. Ces collections ont ete reunies par Gustave
Revilliod, l'ancien proprietaire de ce süperbe domaine.

Appartenant ä l'une des plus anciennes familles lo-
cales, Gustave Revilliod est un exemple caracteristique
de ces Genevois passionnement atlaches ä leur ville et
ayant vecu en quelque sorte pour eile. Amateur de

peinture et de beaux-arts en general, il avait eu
ambition de creer, ä l'usage de Geneve, un musee d'his-
toire de l'art. Les collections qu'il a pu l'ormer dans cette
intention presentent un reel interet, specialement les
collections de porcelaine.

Par le nom donne ä son musee et ü sa propriete,
Gustave Revillod a voulu perpetucr la memoire de sa mere
veneree, nee Ariane de la Rive, qui l'avait eleve dans le culte
de Part et des oeuvre« de l'esprit. Ma mere in'a inspire des
nies plus jeunes ans, dit-il (laus son tcstanient, et a nourri
plus tard en moi les goüts qui ont fait le bonheur de ma vie.
J'espere qu'ils continueront apres moi ä faire lc bonheur de
ceux qui mc suivront, cn soutenant, nourrissant et entrete-
nant leurs goüts artistiques, leur culture intellectuelle.

A sa mort, en 1890, Revilliod laissait sa propriete
ä la ville de Geneve avec une somme d'un million de
francs pour son entretien.

II est certain que la decision d'autoriser ä construire
le palais de la Societe des Nations dans le parc Ariana
n'etait pas tout ä fait conforme aux volonles de Gustave
Revilliod lorsqu'il legua sa propriete ä la population
genevoise, mais, comme on l'a dit tres justement, cet

homme, qui voulait le bien de ses concitoyens, eüt ete
le premier ä approuver l'etablissement d'un palais de la

paix sur le terrain qu'il leur avait donne.
Si la ville de Geneve a sacrifie en partie ce parc,

c'est qu'ayant l'honneur d'abriler la Societe des Nations,
eile sentit qu'il importait d'eviter toute atteinte au pres-
tige de cette Institution.

Guillaume Fatio

168

Rive droite, 
aménagement de 
l’avenue de France, 
1930s
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THE COUNTRYSIDE TURNS INTO 
HERITAGE

In the late 19th century, Genevian banker and 
publicist Guillaume Fatio (1865–1958) started 
to publish historical books on Geneva, its 
countryside and the wider landscape around it: 
La Campagne genevoise d’après nature (1899), 
Autour du Lac Léman (1902), En Pays 
Genevois (1926), etc. These works were meant 
for a large audience, and the author’s stance 
showed an attempt at highlighting the beauty of 
the various landscapes as well as the charms 
and value of the rural life. Along with his book 
Ouvrons les yeux! (1904), these monographies 
appeared as an anticipation of the Heimatschutz 
in its documentation of a certain rural heritage.1 
In the introduction of his 1936 book called 
Anciennes maisons de campagne genevoises, 
historian Edmond Barde pays tribute to the 
significance of Fatio’s richly illustrated books, as 
he wrote: “[...] M. Guillaume Fatio [...] has 
contributed so much to “opening the eyes” of his 

fellow citizens [... and] paved the way to 
researchers thanks to his beautiful books and his 
monographies [...].” 2

In order to illustrate his books, he teamed up 
with Genevian photographer Fred Boissonnas 
(1858–1946), who had taken on his father’s 
successful photographic business and was 
getting a reputation in landscape photography. 
The pictures Boissonas made were highly 
staged, while, in the development stage, he 
would sometimes add a brushed effect to his 
photographs. 3 In La Campagne genevoise 
d’après nature, his documentation of rural work 
rather looks staged, and betrays an idealised 
view of the countryside. However, by choosing 
to depict an inhabited countryside, with farmers 
and artisans at work, in other words a living and 
functioning countryside, the author does not 
merely see the conservation of the countryside 
in its aesthetic component. Rather, it 
comprehends it as an “ecosystem, as a set of 
relationships between physical reality and social 

Fred Boissonnas, 
The Vendanges, in 
Guillaume Fatio, La 
campagne genevoise 
d’après nature, 1899
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reality, between a geographical site and a set of 
activities” 4, to borrow Elena Cogato Lanza’s 
words. Even though Boissonnas’s pictures give 
the illusion of an unaltered countryside, Fatio’s 
preoccupation appears to be the expansion of the 
city in the countryside in the form of villas. At 
the end of that same book, in the chapter called 
‘Suburban Villas’, Fatio describes the ongoing 
tendency: “The surrounds of Geneva lending 
themselves marvellously to this modern need, we 
see suburban villas springing from every side, 
whither those who can afford it rush to move 
their nest.” 5 Still, he starts to sketch out a 
possible synthesis of this apparently 
incompatible mélange: “Our entire canton, 
thanks to the means of transportation criss-
crossing it, is destined to becoming a real villa 
park.” 6 Indeed, after the large infrastructural 
works and consolidation of roads and bridges 
undertaken in the second quarter of the 19th 
century, 7 and especially the tramway network 
which expanded fast into the countryside, the 

campagne genevoise had never been as near and 
the buiding of suburban villas surged. 
Furthermore, the two styles — the regionalist 
and the picturesque — which characterise most 
of the architecture production of suburban villas 
in Geneva throughout the 19th century 
symbolised respectively a lost link to Nature 
— as it is its pastiche — but also the new way 
of living, where the villa becomes a permanent, 
rather than seasonal, dwelling.

 
AN URBANISED BOCAGE

One distinctive feature of the inner suburb and 
most of the villa areas is their vegetative 
qualities. When agricultural land close to the 
city had been turned into plots villa zones from 
the early 19th century up until the first half of 
the 20th century, a significant part of the 
bocage — existing tree alignments (mostly oak) 
delineating rural plots or roads — had been 
integrated into the new gardens or 
neighbourhoods. Guillaume Fatio again, 

Pages 103 and 104 
from the chapter 
‘Suburban villas’, in 
Guillaume Fatio, La 
campagne genevoise 
d’après nature, 1899
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advocated such integration over the temptation 
of “civilising the place” and stressed out the 
importance of properly managing the existing 
vegetation to profit from its qualities and effects. 
Nevertheless, trimming, chopping or even falling 
may be used in order to highlight or invigourate 
a given plant or tree. 8 

The planting of the garden was in a way the 
key gesture which properly converted the rural 
plot into a residence and was thus treated as 
important a step as the building itself, 
sometimes even starting before the construction 
phase itself. 9

In some other cases over the 20th century 
fields would have been pre-planted with saplings 
to define smaller plots to sell off for residential 
purposes. 10 Authorities have also been 
complementing existing structures with new 
ones, in the form of boulevards for instances 
– actually, an ongoing policy. 

It is worth noting that the incredible amount 
of plants that owners would have added to their 

gardens have had ample time to reach a certain 
prominence directly contributing to the 
vegetative quality of the site – be it a small villa 
or a large maison de maître. 

In combination with shrubs, tree rows form 
characteristic street typologies, as when they 
hang over and above the limit of the grounds 
where they are rooted. The prime quality here is 
the public role these primarily private plantings 
provide. Given Geneva has been an important 
horticultural city since the 18th century and 
that consequently a remarkable array of species 
have been imported, one very often spots large 
exotic single trees such as cedars, sequoias or 
even gingkos. 11

Later villa areas, which have sprung between 
the 1940s and the 1970s, may be less 
impressive but are now just starting to reach an 
appreciable vegetative maturity and quality too. 
However, after the 1970s, most of the plots 
have been reduced to smaller sizes, sometimes 
hardly allowing one to plant a tree.

© swisstopo
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The residential 
neighbourhoods of 
Contamines, Champel, 
Florissant and 
Malagnou, 1899

Front page and exerpt 
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Spring Frères, Geneva, 
early 20th
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Villas of three different 
centuries in Pinchat.

Bill for trees and 
shrubs ordered by 
M. Kleffer-Duchêne 
for his garden in 
Malagnou at the Odier-
Baulacre nurseries in 
1846. It includes
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HERITAGE AND DEVELOPMENT
Fatio’s conclusion posed the problem of the 
future of villages. However, in this scheme, 
Fatio simply considered that villages would 
remain as they are, as a sort of monument 
which would “recall a state of things which is 
faltering and cannot be ressuscitated”. 12 
Another book, called Sites et paysages genevois, 
(1919) written by Genevian architect Camille 
Martin (1877–1928) and illustrated by Fred 
Boissonnas, defined more clearly the terms of 
the conservation of the countryside. The book 
starts by reading the structure of territory, its 
topography, and then draws a first inventory of 
points of view to be kept or prospects that ought 
not, in their essence, be altered. What has to be 
protected are the multiples possibilities of 
observation of the city and or in its countryside. 
Parts of these landscapes may only then be 
developed and urbanised, but their quintessential 
quality would remain. Therefore, somehow, 
Boissonnas’s photographies, in their dry 

realistic representation, also show more banal 
landscapes. More banal in the sense that they 
turn away from a certain romanticism of the 
19th century, and adopt a documentative tone, 
with large views. Again, because the act of 
conservation is not total. Martin does indeed 
state: “It is not only about conserving familiar 
horizons for the public’s delight; one still has to 
develop places that nature has set off, in a way 
appropriate to their situation.” 13

PLANNING EXTENDS TO THE WHOLE 
CANTON

In 1936, Geneva’s department of public works’ 
ongoing planning preoccupations on how to 
merge city and countryside were crystallised in 
a plan at the scale of the canton, called the Plan 
des Zones. It was drawn by Romand architect 
and head of the department of public works 
Maurice Braillard (1879–1965), in association 
with the town-planning service, as well as 
urbanists Hans Bernouilli (1876–1959) and 

Fred Boissonnas, 
Genève vu de 
Saconnex-d’Arve, 
in Sites et paysages 
genevois, with Camille 
Martin, 1919.
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Arnold Hoechel (1889–1974). 14 
The architects’ stance was to define the built 

form of the new urban quartiers by structuring 
the latter with parks, planted promenades and 
green squares, and by rimming it by a green 
boulevard. It appears that a particular attention 
has been paid to the countryside which becomes 
an integral element of the plan. In that, the 
planning concept attains a far greater level of 
sophistication than previous plans narrowly 
focusing on the city.

In the plan, low-density areas, in pink, 
placed in the immediate countryside are 
designated as suitable for “remote residential 
colonies” and remain close to the city centre or 
by the lake. These low-density zones seem to be 
where garden-city typologies (or looser villa 
types)  would have been located. Further out, 
come large areas (in yellow) meant for crops and 
farms, and they cover the rest of the canton. 

The most interesting feature is the 
introduction of a category called “public areas or 

sites to be classified”. These constitute a refined 
green network of allées, paths, fields, meadows, 
also encompassing the woods; furthermore, 
these ways physically link the inner-city parks 
to the countryside within a NE/SW-orientated 
mesh. The latter is clearly offset from the road 
system, as to create a complementary grid to it, 
suited to the pedestrian. These sites, reacting to 
certain perspectives and topogaphy, seem to 
refer to the kind of ones Camille Martin was 
describing in his inventory of views of the 
landscape. Moreover, villages are engulfed by 
this mesh, which suggest they would not grow, 
but appear as monuments in the landscape or 
the converging points of these large green 
countryside promenades. A vision of the future 
of villages similar to Fatio’s. 15 

Unfortunately, for its radicality, this plan 
was not adopted, especially as the political 
context soon changed. Leon Nicole was not 
leading Geneva anymore and the department of 
public works split. This plan was not published 

Fred Boissonnas, 
Bords de la Seymaz, 
in Sites et paysages 
genevois, with Camille 
Martin, 1919. A prime 
example of bocage 
genevois, still intact 
today.
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Maurice Braillard, 
Albert Bodmer, Hans 
Bernouilli, Arnold 
Hoechel, Plan des 
zones, 1935
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nor much shared as the large areas dedicated to 
public use in the countryside seemed to take up 
to much land at a moment when preliminary 
discussions one the Wahlen plan were 
underway. 16

However, some of Braillard closest collegues 
stayed in power, thus allowing the ideas they 
developed together to be promoted. For instance, 
the 1948 report on Geneva was written by a 
commission of architects presided by Arnold 
Hoechel. 17 In this report, which included a 
proposal of a directive plan, important analytical 
steps in the understanding of the city and the 
canton were set or restated, such as the canton’s 
vegetative connections, the main transportations 
axes, the placement of new schools and sport 
facilities and so forth. Importantly too, the 
webbing of an inner-city network of greenery, 
also connected to the outer one, confirmed the 
importance of open promenades and public parcs 
in the city. 18 Head of the service of urbanism 

between 1932 and 1947, Albert Bodmer 
(1893–1990) had for instance noted a few 
years earlier the importance of pedestrian 
movement within the city and implied the 
importance of the quality of the public space : 
“Whereas a promenade in a gated park is 
reserved for leisure, the businessman’s itinerary 
coming from the city to his dwelling is part of 
everyday life.” 19 Furthermore, in the report, the 
authors advocated for the preservation of trees 
in areas to be densified. 20 Projects in 
Vermont 21, Beaulieu 22, Malagnou 23 and 
Montchoisy 24 appear as emblematic examples of 
a densification following that rule, as buildings 
are kept to the outer limits of the plots thus keep 
the maximum and best of the existing 
vegetation, sometimes even allowing historical 
buildings to remain, and lending a sense of 
fluidity and openness to the public space. These 
open blocks are key instances of the double 
preoccupation of that time: modernity and 
heritage.

‘Liaisons de verdures’, 
Rapport Général de la 
Commission d’étude 
pour le développement 
de Genève, mandatée 
par le Départment 
Des Travaux Publics, 
1948. Genève: 

52



I  ·  La campagne genevoise: a contextual history

Model of Beaulieu, 
Jean-Jacques 
Honnegger.

Model of Vermont,
Eugène Beaudoin

53



Anonymous, View of 
Geneva from the Mt 
Salève, late 1930s, 
coll. L. Berne

Téléphérique lower 
station, 1930s, coll. L. 
Berne

LANDSCAPE INFRASTRUCTURE
This blend between city and countryside, 
through the medium of a promenade mesh, 
likened the canton to a park and the city as 
something amidst it. The Plan des Zones 
epitomised the landscape dimension of the urban 
project, which was based on the first inventory 
of sites and perspectives made by Camille 
Martin and Fred Boissonnas. 25 

One project which embodied this new 
understanding of the city is the Téléphérique du 
Salève, a cable-car connecting the village of 
Veyrier and the top of mount Salève. Designed 
by Maurice Braillard, the project enabled 
citizens to climb up the mountain in a few 
minutes. The upper station, a protruding 
concrete moloch, would have contained a 
panoramic restaurant which was not built. From 
the top of the Salève — nicknamed le Balcon de 
Genève — promeneurs could observe the city 
and how it lied in the landscape, standing in a 

near omniscient posture, or rather, from a bird’s 
eye view. If the canton is a park, then mountains 
were part of it too, and this balcony was one of 
the best ways to witness the fusion of city and 
countryside (and try to plan it). 

The Téléphérique, a monumental concrete 
artefact of civil engineering, became then a piece 
of landscape infrastructure too. One can read it 
as part of taming the countryside, the landscape 
and large natural elements, or what Stanislas 
von Moos would call the Swiss 
Erschliessungsfieber. 26 In our case, one can 
trace that back to Dufour’s numerous works 
such as the vast redesign of lake banks, his 
light-weight bridges over the fortifications or his 
more sturdy ones (in Carouge, Sierne, Avully, 
Chancy, etc.) Later works such as the 
canalisation of the Aire River, Robert Maillart’s 
bridge over the Arve in Vessy, Braillart redesign 
of the Quai Turretini, or even Arthur Lozeron’s 
viaduct over the Jonction tie in this tradition. 
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Unknown author, Quai 
Turrtini, 1940
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A NEW SCALE 
 The exponential growth of Geneva in the 1960s 
- authorities were planning for 800’000 
inhabitants by 2015 at that rate - required large 
housing programmes which were coined as 
sattelite cities, the first of which was Meyrin in 
Geneva.What used to be a simple village and 
fields was suddenly turned into a impressive 
new city. This sudden metamorphosis of the 
cherished countryside in great housing projects 
such as in Lignon, Onex, Lancy and Avanchets, 
was both impressive and awe-inspring. These 
acres of countryside thus urbanised became a 
postwar ‘modern outdoor’, not really the 
countryside, not fully a city park. Indeed, the 
ample space left between and around the 
buildings were meant for recreation grounds, 
sport fields or large lawns. Quite rarely did 
these parks work well. However, in their scale 
they addressed the landscape. In this respect, 
one could also call the Lignon a landscape 
project.  

  THE DEMAND FOR VILLAS 
 As a reaction to massive housing projects of the 
1960s, the demand for villas exploded too. They 
fulfilled the same role of countryside dwelling 
which had started in the 18th century. Taking 
advantage of the high demand, rural owners 
divided their plots for sale for villa construction. 
Although such splitting was disallowed since the 
1952 law defining a villa zone (5a) and an 
agricultural one (5b), most owners took 
advantage of a loophole allowing agricultural 
plots of at least 4 ha to be sold off as “domaines 
de maîtres”, a peculiarity which was stopped in 
th 1975. To do so, many owner used the mean 
of land consolidation subsidied by the 
Confederation to create plots of 4 ha, then sold 
off as “domaines de maîtres”. 
After the law against rural property splitting 
was voted in, patches were still sold or rented 
out as small vegetable gardens or plots for 
allotment houses, also known as ‘week-ends’. 
They thus remained in the ‘zone agricole’, but 

6 · ARCHITECTURAL MACROCOSMS,
 ECOLOGICAL MICROCOSMS

Christian Murat, 
Bernex, Le Lignon vu 
de Loëx, 1960s
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bore a completely urban use.
Families inheriting farms and rural plots often 

sold it off to farmers, sometimes promoters, or 
decided to become tenants, but eitherways quite 
consistently kept a little patch for their personal 
use as a week-end garden. Agricultural sheds 
would then often be refitted into little cottages for 
the week-end. 

The general perception of the countryside 
being that it was under threat led many citizens to 
cling onto a piece of it, in the form of villas, 
allotment gardens or week-end cabins adorned 
with vegetable patches. 

Alternative modes of productions proposed by 
cooperatives such as Jardin de Cocagne in the 
1970s have helped raise a certain awareness 
towards the environment too, especially since 
agricultural production was now next door to the 
city. Furthermore, at the end of the 1980s, as 
issues of sustainability were discussed, there came 
a demand for more ‘greenery’ the city too.  

However, again, the consciousness of the value 
of the countryside in ecological terms — although 
not stated as such — had it precedents earlier 
during that century, helped by Fatio’s 
monographies as well as artists. The notions of 
ecology and protection could be seen as the 
sophistication of the way Genevian cherished 
their landscape, especially since their (idealised) 
conception of it had been abundantly formed by 
the depictions made by generations of artists.

Plan directeur 2015, 
known as Plan 
alvéolaire, 1966
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FROM THE PAYSAGE INTIME TO 
COUNTRYSIDE ECOSYSTEMS
As urban pressure increased during the late 

19th and 20th centuries, the Genevian 
countryside was gradually being considered and 
understood by naturalists as an “ecosystem” 
worth protecting, a public good. The shift — or 
development — from a descriptive form of 
science towards the natural world such as 
botany, biology or mineralogy to proactive and 
protective measures is worth underlining, 1 a 
phenomenon most prominently illustrated in 
Switzerland by the creation of the National park 
in 1914. In Geneva, the first legal protective 
measures started in 1920 with the Law on 
protection of monuments and sites, although 
earlier requests had already sprung up in the 
1900s. However, even before that, Geneva being 
a city of botanists, anxieties prompted by the 
intense plucking and uprooting of alpine plants 
for the international horticultural market pushed 
for instance Genevian plantsman and alpine 

plant acclimation expert Henry Correvon 
(1854-1939) to create the Association for plant 
protection in 1883. 2 

Prior to these scientific endeavours still, one 
could argue that this unadorned understanding 
of the country as a living ecosystem, and thus 
the landscape, had been already, if not prepared, 
then at least foreshadowed during the course of 
the 19th century, by the so-called School of 
Barbizon, the ideals of which heavely infused 
Genevian art and especially landscape painting, 
most notably through Barthélémy Menn.

Although not articulated as such before the 
end of that century, the term School of Barbizon 
referred to an artistic movement concentrated 
around the Forest of Fontainebleau, which 
reacted both to neo-classissim and the drama of 
romanticism, whil questing a true depiction of 
nature at a key-moment in Europe when 
industrialisation was starting to change deeply 
the aspect of the landscape. 3 Be it close to 
towns by the multiplication of factories or, later, 

Camille Corot, View 
from the Châtelaine, 
1852

Jean-Daniel Ihly, 
Barthélémy Menn 
painting on the banks 
of the Arve, 1874
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throughout the whole country itself with notably 
the railway and accelerated exploitation of 
natural resources. Interestingly, the forest of 
Fontainebleau was so important to these artists, 
that the opposition they made to clearings 
resulted in the creation, in 1853, of the world’s 
first natural reserve, be it only 624 hectares, 
called La Réserve des artistes. 4 French artists 
Jean Baptiste Camille Corot (1796–1875), 
Charles-François Daubigny (1817–1878), 
Théodore Rousseau (1812–1867) and Jean-
François Millet (1814–1875) were the founding 
“members” of this movement.

A direct chain of influence between them and 
City of Calvin can be traced via the influential 
Geneva-based landscapist Barthélémy Menn 
(1815-1893) who travelled to Paris in 1838. 5 
He had already been to Paris before, but in the 
Ingres’s circle. Therefore, he only met the 
Barbizon artists on his second trip: Daubigny in 
1838, as well as Corot  — of Swiss descent — in 
1840. These important acquaintances 

introduced him to the paysage intime. 6

From then on an important intellectual and 
artistic exchange took place between them, 
especially as they met with other plein-air 
painters during summer gatherings at the Castle 
of Gruyères. 7 Most importantly, Menn was later 
made professor of the School of drawing in 
Geneva, in 1850, a position he held for 42 years 
until his death. This is where he had the most 
influence. During that time, Menn promoted the 
ideas of the Barbizon school to his many 
students. These included key Genevian 
landscapists such as Pierre Pignolat (1838-
1913), Gustave Henri Bouthillier de Beaumont 
(1851-1922), Jean-Daniel Ihly (1854-1910), 
and the most prominent of them all: Ferdinand 
Hodler (1853-1915), who owed him his 
formative years. As a professor — who insisted 
on letting his students develop their very own 
way of drawing — Menn contributed in the 
renewal of Genevian and Swiss landscape 
painting. 8

Ferdinand Hodler, La 
Route de Drize, 1889
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Robert Hainard, A 
storm comes from 
Russin, 1933

Robert Hainard, Wary 
fox, 1942

Subsequent Genevian artists drew massively 
from these depictions of the intimate landscape 
of the late 19th to early 20th centuries. A major 
contributor to the vulgarisation of proto-
ecological notions was Robert Hainard (1906—
1999), who seems to have tied in the notion of 
an intimate landscape to that of protected 
ecosystems, as he travelled the canton (among 
others) patiently sketching its fauna and flora, 
calling his in situ drawing expeditions ‘pencil-
hunting’. 9 In order to produce his prints, he 
also invented a new technique of xylography, a 
field which was at the time vibrant around the 
Leman. 10 This medium produced thousands of 
natural prints which helped Hainard build a rich 
environmental imaginary of the countryside, in 
a very unique style lying at the crossroads of 
naturalist prints, floristic and faunistic ukiyo-e, 
and wildlife documentary avant la lettre.

The notion of close-ups is also found in one 
of his lesser known contemporaries, the 
landscape painter and art teacher Marie Boesch 

(1916—2001). The framing of her paintings of 
meadows and flowers is often quite close, thus 
achieving a very immersive effect on the viewer, 
recalling some of Hodler’s paintings. 11 More 
recently, Alan Humerose (1956–), seems to 
have taken an ultimate step, as he photographed 
the sky from the point of view of meadow 
flowers; he then blew up the pictures’ format by 
printing them to on flags, which then floated 
along the Pont du Mont-Blanc in Geneva,  

coincidently before the bronze eyes of 
Rousseau’s seated statue. The fact he then 
collected them in a book he named herbarium 
and whose lengthy title  12 recalls that of old 
scientific treatises seems also to be a nice loop 
back to Jean-Jacques.

Back to Hainard, who was also a sculptor. 
He indeed cast many animal bronzes which were 
subsequently used as decorative features in 
Genevian city-parks. This is also the case for 
the animal or vegetal statues cast by Yvan 
Larsen (1924–), some of which stand in the 
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Yvan Louis Larsen, 
Ant-eater, park of 
the clock-making and 
enamelling Museum, 
photo by Christophe 
Quoëx, 1969 

Alan Humerose, 
Plate from L’herbier 
Humerose, 2005
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Botanical garden and the Museum d’Histoire 
Naturelle, two institutions which have had a 
significant role and impact not only in research, 
but also in mediating the notions of nature, 
biology, environment, ecosystem, and ecology 
from the 1960s onwards.

As a matter of fact, sculptures have been 
consistently adorning parks in Geneva and 
mainly commissionned by the Fonds municipal 
de décoration from 1950 onwards. 13 As such, 
statues carried on fulfilling their classical role of 
garden element. Next to zoological or botanical 
subjects, the many human statues populating 
parks or promenades have been reproducing 
within the city a staging of man in nature. 14 
This classical role is also valid to some extent 
for abstract statues and more contemporary 
pieces. For instance, the 1985 international 
outdoor art exhibition ‘Promenades’, held on the 
Lullin estate, in Genthod, and organised by the 
Centre for Contemporary Art persued, as the 
name implies, the topos of the promenade. By 

placing each piece in a garden, the curators 
managed to reinstate a form of discovery in the 
peripatetics of art venues. In contrast to a 
regular exhibition structured along a predifined 
path through a finite succession of pieces, the 
promenade allows by definition freedom, place 
and time for transitions breaks, as well as the 
eventuality of not seeing (or finding) every 
piece. The pieces themselves explored various 
themes such as time, perspective or 
meteorology, but always in a deep embedding 
within their respective location in the garden. 15

 

Catherine Willis, 
Untitled [carpet of 
cinnamon sticks], 
1985, ‘Promenades’

62



Luciano Fabro, Paolo 
Uccello, 1450–1985, 
1985, ‘Promenades’

Nathalie Wetzel, Du 
cèdre au ‘Chêne’, 1997
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REVEALING A NEW KIND OF 
LANDSCAPE

The rapid growth and intensification of the 
Genevian landscape from the 1950s onwards 
has created, apart from the grands ensembles 
around the city, an infrastructural landscape of 
its own. Since the 1970s, Genevian 
photographers such as Nicolas Faure (1949–), 
as well as Gérard Pétrémand () have been 
questioning what forms that new landscape. 
Nicolas Faure has been notably photographing 
highways, as well the planting and landscaping 
around them. He thus reveals in detail a 
recreated landscape which cannot be beheld by a 
high-speed driver, and also the technical 
solutions around the highway itself which are 
the structural backstage of the road in relation 
to topography, 1 and thus equally invisible to the 
driver. Gérard Pétrémand has also been looking 
at the intensification of the urban space (series 
Balises), as well as the countryside itself . In 
Dé-paysages, he plays with blurriness and 

pixelation of his pictures of half-infrastructural 
half-rural sites in the campagne genevoise, so as 
to update the technique and means of 
representations best suited these new kinds of 
landscapes. 2

  More recently, photographer Serge Fruhauf, 
has been documenting architectonic accidents, 
urban glitches and the intriguing results of 
post-modern architectural production, especially 
when the latter is faced to, and changed by, 
daily life and use. 3 Through this stark contrast, 
Fruhauf highlights the techno- and bureaucratic 
materialisations of the urban landscape. Since 
the 1990s, he has been photographing the (dull) 
everyday urban scene to which the common eye 
has gradually been anaesthetised, thus revealing 
spaces in which we live, and requestioning their 
actual quality.

THE QUESTION OF DENSIFICATION
Urbanistic questions such as densification or the 
preparation of a rapid transformation have also 

7 · LANDSCAPES OF INTENSIFICATION

Nicolas Faure, Vernier 
(GE), 1994

64



Fabrice Gygi, 21 
mètres, 2012

Serge Fruehauf, 
Untitled,  2008, 
Archives 
architecturales series

Serge Fruehauf, 
Untitled, 2002
Archives 
architecturales series
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spurred a series of interventions. This is the 
case for Genevian artist Fabrice Gygi (1965) 
who has installed a 21-metre high rusty pole in 
the Chandieu neighbourhood, representing the 
new height limit of construction in the quartier.

DOCUMENTING THE LANDSCAPE 
ABOUT TO BE LOST

Currently, exhibitions or projects such as 
‘Genève: ville & champs’ have been interpreting 
the question of fields being urbanised in a near 
future with various installations. The project 
Under construction consisted of a enclosing of a 
field in a area of Bernex, which is going to be 
densified. By reverting the side of the 
construction site palissade, it supposed that the 
area around was actually in construction and 
that the field was being saved from it. 
Interestingly, the gesture of enclosure gives 
value to the space and suddenly turns a rather 
banal field into a park. 
  Besides, the rapid changes brought about by 
the city’s growth has prompted the Department 

of Culture to renew the iconography of the city: 
they asked artists to document the town in order 
to have a modern archive of the current city. 
The production was presented in town, as 
posters, and partly published in a book named 
‘Urban drift’ 4. Marginal areas, results of urban 
bricolage, left-over spaces, construction sites, or 
on the contrary, slighty patined little edens are 
here recurrent themes. These pictures capture 
the uncertainty of the future of such spaces in a 
densifying town.

Schmid Landschafts-
architekten,
Under construction, 
Bernex, 2014
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Carole Parodi, 
Untitled, Champel 
series,  2014, 
Urban drift series
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  A LANDSCAPE IMAGINED 
  FROM AN URBAN PERSPECTIVE
The campagne genevoise, a highly constructed landscape, has been 
‘mentally urbanised’ by keeping it as an idealised counterbalance 
to the city, according to which Geneva has been able to define 
itself. 

  AN INTEGRATIVE VIEW  
The partitive view between city and countryside, symbolised by 
the city walls, slowly evaporated towards a more integrative 
relationship epitomised by the Plan de zones of 1935. 
Nevertheless, even before then, this blur or mariage was already 
foreshadowed by parks and promenades placed on those very 
walls, as well as by villas around the city.

  ANXIETIES OF INTENSIFICATION
Post-war intensification of urbanisation has led to a general 
anxiety as to the future of the landscape, the productive 
countryside and its ecosystems. Today, this anxiety is now also 
valid for nature in town because of a redoubled densification of the 
city.

•

The highly constructed landscape consisting of the campagne 
genevoise and its mountainous backdrop, and the way it has been 
built both physically and aesthetically into the city, point towards 
considering again the landscape as a prime element shaping urban 
configuration.

A HIGHLY CONSTRUCTED 
LANDSCAPE
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 The current difference in development between Geneva and 
the greater region surrounding it is to be put on the account of the 
constant breaking off of regional ties by external constituencies, 
especially since the city adopted Reformation in 1563. Taking 
nonetheless advantage of its position at the crossroads of major 
European trade routes, the city-state of Geneva consistently 
cultivated strong international relations of all sorts, beyond 
the regional scale. It has traditionally been, so to speak, an 
international city: the capital of European fairs in the late Middle-
Ages, the Protestant Rome from the mid-16th century onwards, 
the major centre for horology and gold smithery of the continent, 
the bank of a considerable part of Europe, if not the world, and 
the main seat of major international organisations since the early 
20th century. As to the city’s natural hinterland, it has been oft-
eclipsed.

II

THE EVOLUTION OF
REGIONAL
RELATIONS
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Geneva lies in a threshold position between 
the Latin and the Germanic worlds. More 
specifically, it has been situated at the nexus of 
significant Roman transportation and trade 
routes, be they terrestrial or fluvial. A necessary 
stop on the Grand Tour just after Lyon, it has 
historically been viewed as the gateway to the 
Alps.

The greatest territorial extent under the 
city’s jurisdiction was the Bishopric of Geneva: 
attaining its maximal surface of 6800 sqkm 
during the Middle-Ages, it stretched from the 
Jura to the Lac du Bourget, and from 
Bellegarde to the Mont-Blanc. In a ever-
changing succession of kingdoms, this stable 
religious control automatically translated into a 
form of political and economic power, as Geneva 
became the main market of the region. 
Furthermore, its strategic geographical 
placement within the network of commercial 
routes lent it the status of major trading and 

financial centre of the early 15th century 
Europe.

However, as the city adopted the 
Reformation in 1536, and as territories 
surrounding the city were gradually claimed 
back by the Duchy of Savoy, thirty years later, 
it became an enclave in the former’s territory. 
All the tight and homogeneous regional 
relations which, for centuries, had been woven 
with the region were soon cut off. Geneva’s 
territory now comprised the old-town rimmed 
by a 3 km-wide stretch of land, as well as a 
series of mandemants épiscopaux and franchises 
scattered throughout the countryside, and 
interspersed with an eclectic collection of 
ecclesiastical estates with shared jurisdictions.

The city-state condensed, proclaimed itself a 
Republic in the early 17th century, razed its 
suburb and corsetted itself in an extensive 
fortification system, which, thenceforth, was 
continuously improved and enlarged to the point 

The Bishopric of 
Geneva at its maximal 
extent,
early 16th c.

Geneva, just as 
the city adopts the 
Reformation,
1536

Geneva and its 
possessions
encircled by the Duchy 
of Savoy,
1567

The Republic of 
Geneva after the 
Treaty of Turin,
1754

Early 16th c.

1567

1536

1754
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that the area covered became greater than the 
actual city it protected. 

As economical relations with the immediate 
region plummeted, Geneva developed its trading 
networks beyond its close environment by 
specialising in horology, gold smithery, banking, 
printing, and silk manufacture, taking advantage 
of the hardly unchanged trading routes and, 
most importantly, of the overwhelming wave of 
Huguenots, who, fleeing France to settle in the 
Calvinist Geneva, imported their manufactorial 
knowledge. These new industries, coupled to the 
trading role Geneva played between France and 
the Swiss cantons, enabled the city to finance 
the difficult import of most its raw material and 
staple food, and pay for the dispendious 
defensive system. By the end of the 18th 
century, the city had 

gathered an incommensurable wealth given 
its succinct territorial footprint. These 
transcendent relations, i.e. of European rather 
than regional range, were strengthened as the 

city became a refuge for political or religious 
exiles across Europe and an obligatory stop 
before the Alps for aristocrats on their Grand 
Tour. Most importantly, Geneva’s exchange was 
far more than just commercial: it was scientific, 
philosophic and aesthetic too. In other words, 
the variety of international relations allowed 
technology, ideas and taste to permeate the city, 
as people and goods travelled through, or stayed 
in, Geneva.

 

Unknown artist, 
Geneva civitas, 1655

II  ·  The evolution of regional relations
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A recovering of a regional range of exchange 
did occur, yet in a violent way: through the 
annexation of Geneva by Napoleon in 1798. 
The new French regime interrupted over two 
and a half centuries of international relations 
and placed Geneva in the uncomfortable position 
of préfecture of the Léman département, a 
large territory stretching from the Pays de 
Gex, down to the end of the Jura, and along 
the southern bank of the lake to the Mont-
Blanc. The reorientation from an essentially 
international market to an exclusively regional 
(and French) one destabilised the Genevian 
economy and appeared unendurable. The 
continental blocus on Great-Britain suppressed a 
major trading partner from Genevian industries. 

This regime did not last for more than 15 
years, and in 1814, the Restoration of the 
Republic was proclaimed. In 1815, still amidst 
laborious diplomatic negotiations as to where 
the border should lie, Geneva entered the 

Helvetic Confederation. These are the years 
which crystallised Geneva’s current borders. 
Unfortunately, for the most conservative parties 
worried about absorbing too many catholics, 
the canton’s border was kept to a minimum. As 
a form of compensation and to provide Geneva 
with a certain “rural depth”, two small free 
trades zones were implemented around the 
canton.   
  
Later on, in 1860, these near tax-free 
commercial zones were supplemented by 
the Grande zone, matching the extent of the 
previous Léman Département. Interestingly, 
as Claude Raffestin remarks, “[a]lthough it 
is obvious that from an economic and trade-
related point of view the Grande Zone ha[d] 
become a force field which could [have] 
change[d] Geneva’s regional role, one cannot 
claim that there has been an actual economic 
organisation from the Genevian pole. In reality, 
a vast pattern of exchange and relations had 

The French 
Département 
du Léman
1798-1813

The canton of Geneva 
and the free-trade 
zones
1813-1919

Suspension of all zones
1919-1933

Reinstatement of the 
small free-trade zones
1933

1815

1816
1860

—1829

2 · TERRITORIAL COMPENSATION:
 RESUMING CROSS-BORDER RELATIONS
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1919-1933

1813-1919

1933
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been woven between 1860 and World War I, 
but whose traces are today of no significance.”  
This zone thus served the purpose of an 
extended hinterland in terms of agriculture 
and a open regional market, but wasn’t 
really used for expansion of manufacture or 
industry. Furthermore, Geneva pursued its 
original role of banking and financial place. 
The interruption of this special status during 
the First World War and then, in 1933, the 
reduction of the Zone to the initial small 
zones within a 10 km wide strip around 
the canton still heavily impacted the city’s 
economy, as well as that of the surrounding 
region, especially in regards to agriculture.

Even loosely reconnected to a larger region 
through free-trade zones, the city and the region 
have developed at a different rate, and the 
French hinterland has lagged behind. Besides, 
the city had now been chosen as seat of the 
SDN, in 1937. Geneva was promoted, once 

again, to the status of an international capital: 
a diplomatic one. Later, the special fiscal status 
of Switzerland within the context of a nascent 
European Union, as well as Geneva’s tradition 
for banking, attracted a wave of multinational 
companies searching a privileged foothold in 
Europe.  
 

 

Unknown 
photographer, French 
‘zone customs’ in 
Châble-Beaumont, 
1934
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ACCELERANDO AT A EUROPEAN 
SCALE

The Lemanic Arc is one of the fastest growing 
regions at a European scale, as its demographic 
growth reaches over 2% annually. Although 
perspectives at the end of the 1990s were rather 
gloomy, especially because of an ageing 
population, the conjuncture changed 
dramatically in 2002 when the Schengen 
agreement went into force. The implementation 
of multinational companies sky-rocketed and the 
employment pool extended well over the 
bordering French departments.  However, this 
demographic explosion, 21% between 2002 and 
2015, has led to massive urbanisation of the 
communes lying in-between, a state of affairs 
which urged thinking in terms of agglomeration.

Today, the Genevian birth rate of 1.4 does 
not, nor will, contribute significantly to the 
growth of the cantonal population. The bulk of 
demographic explosion is rather to be put on the 
account of international immigration, especially 

from EU countries. Currently at a rate of 6000 
new immigrants per year, demographic inflow 
should stabilise by 2020, at a level between 
1600 to 3050 people yearly according to the 
minimal and maximal scenarios by Statistiques 
Genève. The lowest scenario assumes a diffusion 
of newcomers throughout the agglomeration in a 
balanced way, whereas the maximum projects a 
concentration on Geneva. By 2030, and 
including the natural birth and death rate, the 
number of new residents in Geneva would thus 
lie between 58 000 and 84 000. 

Geneva - like Basel and Zürich -  is also 
suffering from the cantonal and federal quota of 
permits for non-EU citizens, who represent an 
important pool of high-end industry. In 2017, 
their respective cantonal quotas were all 
exhausted by the end of the first trimester and 
they have had to tap in the federal one. These 
extra shares are expected to dry out by autumn.

3 · A TRADITION FOR INTERNATIONALITY

Postcard of the Palais 
des Nations under 
construction in 1932-
1933
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Rezoning plan of 
the international 
organisation area.

Zone 5 areas turned 
into development zones 
3, 4a zones, greenery 
zone and forest zone.

Geneva is also comforting is position as a 
diplomatic capital. In 2005, the city approved a 
new plan for the Quartier des Nations which 
resulted in rezoning of most of the zone 5 into 
4a and 3 development zones in 2013. In order 
to renovated older buildings, and build a series 
of new headquarters and offices, the city has 
now got a one billion CHF budget.

II  ·  The evolution of regional relations
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REGIONAL POLE
Besides, the region Auverge-Rhône-Alpes has 
also become one of the fastest growing areas in 
France and in Europe, thanks to Lyon, a 
metropolis since 2015, and the influence of the 
the Lemanic Arc, where there agglomerations of 
Geneva and Lausanne act as poles. The Grand 
Genève, created in 2004, is the fastest growing 
agglomeration regionally (1.5% annually). This 
attractiveness translates today, regionally, into 
an employment range stretching from Nyon 
down to Annecy, and from Bellegarde to 
Thonon-les-Bains, for communes with at least 
10% of their employed residents working in 
Geneva. The range reaches farther out into the 
French départements of Ain, Savoie, Rhône and 
Jura, as well as the rest of the French-speaking 
part of Switzerland, if one includes communes 
having between 1 and 10% of their active 
residents employed in Geneva. Over 104’000 
people currently hold a G-Permit valid in the 
canton (Swiss cross-border permit). 

A HALF-HEARTED ENDEAVOUR?
The fact that the latest Plan directeur cantonal 
for Geneva strives to accommodate an 
impressive 100 000 new inhabitants by 2030, is 
revelatory in many regards. First of all, this 
overestimation appears to be a voluntary 
rounding up aimed at setting a higher target 
than what needed. Secondly, it is probably a 
way of having a stronger communicative and 
political resonance. Thirdly, the anticipation of 
such a number, assumes the maximal scenario in 
which all new residents concentrate in Geneva 
rather than spread throughout the 
agglomeration. In that aspect, the Plan 
directeur cantonal contradicts its aim of being 
multipolar.

More generally, there is an impression that 
the idea of the Grand Genève, an agglomeration 
of over a million inhabitants stretching from 
Nyon to Bellegarde, and from the Thonon-les-
Bains to Bonneville, is at a standstill. For 
instance, the cross-border development projects 

Annual demographic 
growth of the 
Grand Genève 
and neighbouring 
agglomerations 

4 · A RAPIDLY GROWING AGGLOMERATION
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GRAND GENÈVE
+ 1.5 % / year
(2015: 946 000 inh.)

CHAMBÉRY 
MÉTROPOLE - CŒUR 
DES BAUGES
+ 1.1 % / year
(2014: 136 805 inh.)

GRAND ANNECY :
+ 0.85 % / year
(2014: 203 078 inh.)

AGGLOMÉRATION 
LAUSANNE-MORGES 
+ 1.3 % / year
(2015: 403 110 inh.)

GRAND LYON
+ 1 % / year
(2014: 1 281 971 inh.)

REGIONAL RANGE: 
THE LAUSANNE-
GENEVA-LYON AXIS

Infrastructural map, 
with motorway, 
railway and airports

of the Plan directeur crafted in 2001 
(PDc2015) have all disappeared from the latest 
one (PDc2030). Geneva is rather trying to solve 
the issue in terms of transportation, through the 
extension of tramway lines, the creation of park 
and rides along the border, and the building of a 
new railway line called the CEVA (Léman 
Express). More generally, the liberal mindset 
assuming constant growth is predominant, and 
the question of sharing attractiveness with the 
French cities is, in practice, not favoured at all. 
In order to create a real agglomeration, it 
appears that a strong transnational governance 
is needed; today, the birth of such an entity is 
hindered by the radical difference between the 
political and structural conceptions from one 
side of the border to another. Furthermore, it is 
not just about Geneva and France, but also 
about Switzerland and EU. Interestingly, a form 
of such transnationality already resides in an 
agro-economical feature: the free-trade zones. 

 

II  ·  The evolution of regional relations
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493 706 inhab. (2017)

 

I    : Scenario I, dynamic economic growth, population concentrates on Geneva 
IIa : Scenario IIa, dynamic economic growth, population spreads out relatively evenly throughout the agglomeration
IIb : Scenario IIb, slow economic growth, population concentrates on Geneva 
III  : Scenario III, slow economic growth, population spreads out relatively evenly throughout the agglomeration
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Projected demographic 
growth of Geneva and 
its agglomeration for 
2040

: 625 246 inhab. 
: 601 083 inhab.
: 576 553 inhab.

: 1 266 208 inhab.

: 1 362 973 inhab.
: 1 362 147 inhab. 

CANTON OF GENEVA

GRAND GENÈVE

: 1 263 095 inhab.
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  INTERNATIONAL SAVOIR FAIRE
Geneva is cultivating her tradition of internationality by 
strengthening her position as a diplomatic capital. This is coupled 
to a multinational growth too. This scale is however in 
competition with the regional one, which historically has been 
oft-eclipsed. 

  HALF-HEARTED REGIONAL SCALE  
Despite nearly two decades of attempts at planning an 
agglomeration, hitherto propositions have failed to spur any 
excitement and a latent disenchantment at what that would 
actually entail has been building up. This half-heartedness is 
reflected in cantonal planning. As a consequence, the strong 
disbalance in attractiveness and infrastructure throughout the 
region is worsening, keeping the French side as a Genevian 
backstage.
 

•

Both international and regional positions of Geneva should be 
fully assessed and managed within a relatable frame. In order to 
draw a vision to identify with, this frame, or perimeter, should 
rely on more poetic elements than political borders or employment 
ranges.

A LACKING VISION FOR THE 
GRAND GENÈVE
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2  A buffer landscape frozen by regulation
3	 	Compulsive	densification	of	the	inner	city
4	 	Impulsive	growth	of	the	outer	city
5  Criss-cross-border mobility
   
An	exhausted	and	contradictory	model
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The city’s footprint on the canton in terms of building zones 
has hardly extended beyond the area defined in 1952, that is 
around 50% of the Republic. Interestingly, in the early 1990s, 
this was also a few hectares away from the maximal extent 
allowed, once deduced the minimum SDA quota. Thenceforth, 
Geneva was obliged to densify its urban fabric at a faster rate 
and reduce the building zones in the countryside, especially 
around villages. Higher minimal density indexes have been 
recently voted for development areas. However, the city has 
never been capable to meet up with the demands in dwelling 
from the flow of internationals working in the city, and this 
translates into an explosion of the urbanisation on the French 
side of the border. As a result, the countryside, this entre-
deux, now possesses two limits: an “inner” threshold, the city 
edge, which is mostly fixed but being compulsively densified; 
and an “outer” horizon, haphazardly building up around the 
border. The countryside is also being fragmented by the criss-
crossing automobile transportation between both sides.

III

THE TWO GENEVAS
AND THE LANDSCAPE 
IN-BETWEEN



As highlighted by the group 500 mètres de 
ville en plus in the 1980s and again by Studio 
Basel in the 2000s, Geneva has generated a 
second instance of itself on the other side of the 
cantonal border. Coined as l’Autre Genève, this 
avatar of Geneva has been developing at a 
tremendous rate, fuelled by the city’s 
attractivity and making up for the lack of 
housing in the canton of Geneva. Villages and 
towns have exploded in a rather unbridled 
residential sprawl. Quite problematically, vital 
infrastructure, business and facilities could not 
develop as fast, and most of them were 
concentrated on towns adjacent to the canton 
and thus developped faster. Hence, villages of 
the pays de Gex depend on Saint-Genis-Pouilly, 
the ones in the Southern part of the basin on 
Saint-Julien-en-Genevois, and the settlements at 
the foot of the Voirons on Annemasse.

CROSSBORDER CONURBATIONS
According to the typical feedback loop 

whereby important areas are connected to the 
infrastructure grid, thus spurring growth of the 
area, in turn requiring more infrastructure, 
these adjacent towns were placed spot on the 
main axes of transportation development. As a 
result crossborder conurbations have formed out 
of these converging points. Or, actually, have 
wanted to form, since the development of these 
nascent conurbations has been faster on the 
French side. The main consequence on the 
countryside is its splitting and insulation of its 
parts. Today, faint ecological connections and 
ecosystemic corridors remains between each 
other while the links to the greater countryside 
around the canton are being put under strong 
pressure. 

1 · TWO AVATARS OF A SAME CITY
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Map of the 
urbanisation of the 
bassin genevois by the 
Studio Basel, following 
the work of the group 
Cinq cent mètres de 
ville en plus. 
Studio Basel, 
Die Schweiz. Ein 
städtlebauliches 
Portrait, p.545
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The factor which has the greatest hold on 
the campagne genevoise is the SDA quota. 
The 2015 version of the Geneva’s Plan 
Directeur 2030 has for instance been accepted 
at the federal level, but with a time-limit. Bern 
has calculated that according to the building 
rate of Geneva’s plan, the canton will have 
reached its minimum quota of crop rotation area 
by 2023. In consequence, Geneva would not be 
able to extend on to agricultural land anymore.

FROZEN VILLAGES
Interspersed in the campagne genevoise are 

45 villages and about 70 hamlets. The historical 
core of the village is protected in terms of 
morphology, size and aspect and extensions or 
renovations should not change these parameters. 
Such historical rural centres belong to the 
category 4BP. In several villages development 
zones near the historical parts are now being 
covered by stronger regulation and protection to 
keep a smoother transition to the core. These 

areas are known as D4BP. Furthermore, the 
planned extensions of building areas around 
villages have been strongly reduced after the 
cantonal structure plan (PDc2030) was 
reviewed by the Confederation, because they 
impeded with to low a density on SDA areas. 
The potential of growth of Genevian villages is 
therefore quite low, apart for ones which have a 
large villa areas, on which typologies of higher 
density can be built, such as semi-detached 
houses or terraced housing. Often built by the 
same developers-architects, these compressed 
typologies with minimal plots of gardens and 
without any real urban or rural Haltung on the 
street tend to appear very erratically and lack 
quality in terms of vegetation, let alone 
architecture. 

As to hamlets, they can benefit from a strong 
protective measure when they are classified in 
the eponymous category zone de hameaux. As to 
now 4 of them have been categorised in such a 
zone, while 16 other, currently lying in the 

2 · A BUFFER LANDSCAPE
 FROZEN BY REGULATION
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SDA

agricultural zone are waiting to be reclassified. 
Three criteria need to be fulfilled: the hamlet 
needs to be old enough and have appeared on 
the Siegfried map of Switzerland (1870-1926); 
the built form needs to include at least 10 
buildings, 5 of which should be dwellings; it 
should be clearly separate from any nearby 
village or building zone. The aim of such 
classification is not to develop the area, but to 
protect it as heritage: the morphology of the 
hamlet, as well as the surrounding open space 
and landscape features are thus to be kept 
intact. Extensions and new buildings are highly 
regulated, and thus nearly impossible, while 
transformation of agricultural buildings into 
dwellings are tolerated if the aspect of the 
building remains consistent with the hamlet. 
Indeed, most of the time, a request for 
classification in a hamlet zone is a way to follow 
up the disuse of agricultural buildings. Rarely, 
are those buildings reused for agricultural 
purposes. 
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This is the cas for larger villages such as 
Landecy, in the commune de Bardonnex. It has 
hardly grown for a century and has thus kept its 
Genevian village typology: buildings oriented 
lengthwise on the N-E/S-W axis; a large access 
to the street through a wall delineating 
property; gardens and orchards in the backyard; 
further around: larger forms of agriculture such 
as winegrowing or cereal crops structured by 
hedges and oak-trees (bocage). The maisons de 
maîtres dating back to the 18th c. have also kept 
their parks. New constructions have been rare, 
mostly agricultural buildings and hardly any 
new dwelling. However, most of the farms 
buildings have gradually been reconverted into 
houses for that purpose. 

The hamlet of Sierne
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STRATEGIES OF DENSIFICATION
Geneva’s current cantonal structure plan 

(PDc2030) describes four strategies to develop 
the city and its housing capacity: urban renewal, 
punctual and differentiated densification of the 
city-fabric, densification of the villa zone, and 
new housing developments (Grands projets). 
According to the authorities’ first draft (2013) 
of the PDc2030, on a short and medium term, 
the Grands Projets should be the most efficient 
at creating housing, namely between 17’500 
and  21’000 dwellings and 630’000 sqm of 
commercial amenities deliverable by 2030. 
However, this would involve declassifying well 
over the 145ha-reserve Geneva has left before 
reaching the limit of SDA. Therefore, the tense 
discussions with the Confederation have 
concluded only the most important such projects 
were to be carried out: the projected amount of 
such dwelling has been thus divided by two. 
Furthermore, according to the latest version of 
the OAT (2014), the density in plots of SDA 

transformed into building areas has to be 
optimised, which means that a high density is 
expected in the upcoming Grands Projets. 

To make up for this cut, authorities have 
decided (on the Confederation’s notice) to 
intensify densification within the city, especially 
in development zones including most of the 
city’s crown, as well as part of the villa zone. A 
series of laws have been amended, preceding or 
following the federal review of the 2013 
PDc2030. Most importantly, amendments to 
Geneva’s General Law on Development Zones 
(LGZD) made in 2014, now define minimal 
density values in the development zones and also 
allow higher sizes for buildings; this, 
additionally, opens up a potential for 
heightening existing buildings.  

3 · COMPULSIVE DENSIFICATION
 OF THE INNER-CITY
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INSTANCES OF 
DENSIFICATION 
IN THE URBAN 
CROWN

1. A wooded park 
giving way to a 
ten-storey apartment 
block in Malagnou; 
2. A woody meadow 
replaced by the future 
headquarters of the 
Global Fund in the 
Quartier des Nations; 
3. A field and a double 
row of old trees 
razed for a school, an 
asphalt square and 
a road widened for 
cyclists (also note the 
new building inserted 
between the two blocks 
on the right)

1

2

3
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Mostly housing, 
density of 2.5 
on main axes, 
otherwise 1.8 
Businesses and 
amenities

0 1 km 

A FIRST 
DENSIFICATION 
STRATEGY OF THE 
PLAN DIRECTEUR 
CANTONAL 2030 : 

INTENSIFIED 
DENSIFICATION OF 
THE URBAN BELT
(GRADIENT)
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ALL EYES ON THE VILLA ZONE
The villa zone is being viewed as having a 
considerable potential for reconversion too. A 
new article of the RaLAT, the cantonal rule of 
application of the federal Territorial planning 
law (LAT), has just introduced the concept of 
“reserved areas”, by means of which the canton 
can pre-emptively refuse building authorisations 
for villa projects with too strong a density in 
certain villa areas. This applies to places which 
could be declassified into future development 
areas with an even higher density. 
  Indeed, this disposition has been 
implemented to control a derogation offered by 
new articles of the LCI (2013, art59, al.4) now 
allowing new houses or extension in the 
unchanged villa zone to have a greater footprint 
on the plot and to end nearly flush on the limit 
of it. The aim of this dual strategy being to have 
a higher density in existing villa zones without 
having to declassify them, but nonetheless, 
preventing that to happen in areas of it which 

will potentially be rezoned into a development 
zone with an another category of density on the 
mid term view. The plan directeur calls it 
preventing “land rigidity”.
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INSTANCES OF 
DENSIFICATION IN 
THE VILLA ZONE

1.Villa neighbourhood 
turned into high 
density buildings;
2. Erratic urbanisation 
of the 1930s Mervelet 
neighbourhood;
3. Replacement of 2 
late-19th villas by a 
rows of semi-detached 
houses, obliterating the 
thick tree alignement 
on the road.

1
2

3
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HETEROGENEITY IN PLANNING
The other side of the border is not as 

homogeneous as the canton of Geneva in terms 
of planning, the first reason being the sheer 
existence of two départements — Ain and 
Haute-Savoie. As opposed to a canton 
significantly upholding the urbanistic autonomy 
of the communes and enforcing planning 
decisions through its cantonal structure plan, 
the French communes on the other hand are 
organised in various groups called 
Communautés de Communes (or Communautés 
d’agglomération in case of larger towns), bound 
by an overarching scheme called the SCoT 
(Schéma de Cohérence Territorial, ie. territorial 
coherence scheme) which defines the main 
planning orientation for the public policies of 
housing, infrastructure, mobility, ecology, and 
so on. However, in our case, the French side of 
the Grand Genève is split in 8 such plans, none 
of which are actually synchronised to another. 
Beyond the obvious problems arising for these 

differing timelines, the two agglomeration 
projects (PAC 1 and 2) of the Grand Genève 
entity have not been absorbed or considered yet 
in the current SCoTs. 

To help such an update, the Pôle 
metropolitain, yet another entity of governance, 
has initiated a process called InterSCoT by 
which all the communautés de commune may 
start to organise the translation of and 
confrontation to the Grand Genève project.

Despite these intercommunal endeavours, 
communal power remains strong in terms of 
planning. Indeed, since the SCoT sets the main 
guidelines most of the time only at a territorial 
level and that local urban plans, known as PLU 
(Plan local d’urbanisme) are only supposed to be 
compatible them, it leaves communal entities 
with a significant interpretative margin as to 
their application and translation into a planning 
document. 

4 · IMPULSIVE GROWTH
 OF THE OUTER-CITY

0 1 km 

1950-2012 GROWTH 
OF ST-JULIEN-EN-
GENEVOIS
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The French side makes up for the lack of 
dwelling in Geneva: the annual demographic 
growth in the French part of the agglomeration 
is of about 2.1%. Settlements around the city 
have grown exponentially, consuming 
agricultural land at a fast rate. This village 
sprawl is however mostly purely residential and 
appears as a kind of parasite on the village core, 
forming its own landscape. Most of the time it 
follows a ribbon development, extending along 
the village road. 

Larger settlements, such as St-Julien-en-
Genevois, have had to build denser and higher 
buildings in such a fast way, that the urban 
quality was heavely impacted. Because these 
settlements contain also the most important 
amenities and activities at an intercommunal 
scale, the core of smaller villages cannot 
compete nor provide for its sprawling population 
anymore, thus resulting in a the death of their 
historical core. Larger malls or shopping 
complexes create an untenable competition too.

151

2 Centers growing together

 1955 - 1970
 1970 - 1985
 1985 - 2000
2000 - 2015

153

Radial growth reaches a limit - densification of the center

 1955 - 1970
 1970 - 1985
 1985 - 2000
2000 - 2015

0 250 m 

1950-2012 GROWTH 
OF THE VILLAGE 
OF VIRY AND 
THE CITY OF 
ST-JULIEN-EN-
GENEVOIS
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Villas in Neydens

Demolition of part of 
the border village of 
Norcier
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Development projects 
in Viry
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CONVERGING AXES
All major road systems converge to the 

city-center, which puts public transportation in 
competition with cars. A few bus lines do reach 
out of the canton, but sporadically. However, the 
three main tramways lines are about to be 
extended to France too. Furthermore, the 
CEVA, a regional train, will join Annemasse 
and the main Station with underground stops in 
various parts of the city in 2019. There are 
great expectations of this to alleviate roads from 
the traffic load.

CROSSBORDER TRAFFIC
Crossborder traffic is thus mainly of 

individual transportation type. It estimated that 
everyday about 250’000 cars cross the borders 
over to, or out of, Geneva. There’s a double 
peak: morning and evening, often creating traffic 
jams in villages near the border. Quite often 
though, countryside roads are used as short-
cuts.

It is worth mentionning the numerous malls 
which have sprung around the Genevian 
borders. Because of the strong differences in the 
cost of living (wealth gradient), many Genevians 
cross the border to shop groceries in large 
supermarkets along the border. Combined to the 
high prices of postal delivery in Switzerland, the 
recent e-shopping boom has led many Genevian 
customers have their orders delivered at pick-up 
points in France, increasing a little more 
crossborder traffic.

CHABLAIS :
33 874

ARVE VALLEY :
84 487

SOUTH :
120 373

AIN :
93 741

VAUD :
107 032

5 · CRISS-CROSS-BORDER MOBILITY

MAIN ROAD AXES 
AND TWO-WAY 
DAILY BORDER 
CROSSINGS (2015)
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Border
Border crossings, 
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Segment limit
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To the main road systems are quite logically 
attached industrial zones, business parks, malls, 
‘technopoles’ as well as quarries.

Large industrial zones have been planned in 
the late 1940s and placed at a certain distance 
of the town center, but not too far in order to 
benefit the close infrastructure of town. For 
instance, the Praille fields just next to Carouge 
were rezoned from agricultural fields where 
many vegetable growers had settled to a large 
logistical and industrial plain. On the French 
side, industries have mainly settled along the 
train-line following the cantonal border from 
Annemasse to Saint-Julien.

As to the most upsetting industries or plants, 
they have been placed in the outskirts of the 
canton and concentrated along the River Rhône. 
Camouflaged in the wild and woody banks of the 
river, which happen to a string of natural 
reserves, these industries consist of: (...)

Another type of industry is high-end 
manufacture, especially in horology. Because of 

the luxurious image of this sector, the 
arrangement of these buildings tend to look like 
business parks.This has for instance turned a 
large piece of fertile fields in Plan-les-Ouates 
into a sort of business park for luxe companies, 
mainly consisting of watch-makers–to such 
point that the place is nicknamed Plan-les-
Watches.

Similar business parks, though with less 
lustre, exist on the French side of the border 
such as the Technopole of Archamps - which is 
partly derelict, but about to be renovated - or 
the Village d’Entreprise du Châble which has a 
focus on small manufacture and crafts.

Because of the cantons exiguity, these exiled 
programmes naturally tend to be close to one 
another, overlap or be combined in no-man’s 
lands figures such as in Bardonnex where the 
gravel-pit, the brick factory, the industrial strip 
of Saint-Julien and the motorway are 
juxtaposed to form a rather unpleasant 
industrial landscape within the countryside. 

A NETWORK OF 
INDUSTRIAL 
AREAS

0 2.5 km 

Main roads
Train track
Industrial and 
manufacture
areas
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Ruined parking lot of a 
night-club

Industrial zone in St-
Julien-en-Genevois
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ROAD NETWORK
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  PARALYSED PLANNING
The planning of the canton –and, consequently, of the agglomeration– is 
predominantly seen through the prism of the SDA quota, thus preventing 
any new visions or projects to be even imagined. This quota being nearly 
reached, radical change is impending. 

  DETRIMENTAL REGULATION
The consequences of the strict regulation are gradually detrimental 
to the quality of the inner-city, as densification is being compulsively 
intensified. Furthermore, the lack of space for dwelling in Geneva is 
directly mirrored in the filamentous sprawl of towns and villages in the 
French communes bordering the canton, and even beyond.

  SATURATION 
This sprawl worsens mobility, which is based on a saturated convergent 
network where individual and collective means of transportation 
compete, while public transportation is virtually inexistent beyond the 
cantonal border.

•

The current model of urbanisation has led to saturation; it has become 
obsolete and calls for a new crossborder project. In order to be able to 
imagine it and move from bureaucratic to projective planning, one needs 
to set momentarily the current regulations aside and shift points of view.

AN EXHAUSTED AND 
CONTRADICTORY MODEL
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AN OROGRAPHICAL CADRE
Geneva lies at the centre of an eponymous basin, 
the Genevian basin, whose softly hilly 
topography has been polished by thousands of 
years of glacier activity. Immense amounts of 
sediments have also been carried along from the 
Alps and have accumulated in the basin. The 
frame of this basin consists of the Jura chain of 
mountains on the north-western side, prolonged 
southwards by the Vuache, the pre-alpine 
mountains of Voirons and Môle on the north-
eastern side, continued by the cliffy Salève 
mountain in the south-east which closes the 
southern horizon with a soft but wide eminence. 
  Geneva is also placed at a hydrological 
intersection : the Arve, flowing from Chamonix, 
meat the Rhone which exits the Lake. 
Furthermore, the many smaller rivers called 
nants which can swell up dangerously after 
heavy rain converge down to the Lake or to the 
two main rivers.
 Finally, Geneva is a pivot between two climates, 

that of Southern France and that of Northern 
Europe. This mix gives the possibility to grow 
plants, trees or vegetables usually from lower 
latitudes. John Berger comments poetically that: 
“In the sky over Genève, the clouds – depending 
upon the winds, of which the two most notorious 
are the bise and the foehn – come from Italy, 
Austria, France, or, down the Rhine valley from 
Germany, the Low Countries, and the Baltic. 
Sometimes they come from as far away as North 
Africa and Poland.” Wittily concluding: 
“Genève is a place of convergence, and she 
knows it.”

A DIAGONAL ORIENTATION
The northeastern-southwestern axis of the 
bassin give a ‘diagonal’ orientation to roads. 
In villages and rural settlements, the strong 
winds have led to building houses according to 
them: few openings on NE or SW façades, a 
tiled roof placed parallely to that direction, walls 
recessed by a meter from the side for protection.

1 · A DECISIVE SETTING

Main geographical 
elements constituting 
the bassin genevois.
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AN AGRICULTURAL PRACTISE 
DEFINING THE LANDSCAPE

The most characteristic trait of the campagne 
genevoise since at least the Middle Ages has 
been a peculiar type of bocage. The bocage 
genevois, as it is called, differs from the usual 
sort of one found in France. First of all, 
enclosed fields are not delineated by 
embankments, so that roads or paths are not 
sunken in between two side-banks. As to the 
vegetation of this structure, it consists of mixed 
hedges punctuated with mostly oak-trees. It 
could also contain fruit trees such as walnuts, 
and certain leaves could be fed to animals too. 
Hedges would be regularly trimmed, or 
sometimes cut back, to provide twigs and wood 
for heating and cooking, as well as flexible 
shoots or withe for tying or small manufacture.  
  However, most of the time the oak-trees 
would be left to grow onwards. The main wood 
supply remained forests which were in that 
respect rather coppices, as they would be 

regularly cut back to ground-level.
The prime role of these hedges, as in all 

bocage landscapes, was enclosure. It kept cattle 
or sheep on designated meadows or sometimes 
commons, and prevented them from roaming 
about on arable land. As the countryside was 
feudalised, land ownership needed to be marked 
out too, and so were roads and important ways, 
whose sides were consistently planted with 
hedges or trees. In the 19th century, poplars 
become the favoured trees for road alignments.

Centuries of bocage tradition and property 
inheritance resulted in many small and 
subdivided plots, which in turn promoted 
self-reliant settlement, hamlet typologies and 
village compacity. Besides, as wealthy noblemen 
started to buy land to create large estates in the 
countryside, large hedges had to be planted for 
firewood. This enclosed structure would 
furthermore merge with the woodlets rimming 
the countless streams, known as nants.

Konrad Witz, The 
Miraculous Draft of 
Fish, 1444

2 · A PARTICULAR VEGETATIVE      
 STRUCTURE: LE BOCAGE GENEVOIS
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Chêne-Bougerie, 
Excerpt of Jacques-
Barthélémy Micheli 
du Crest’s Plan 
de Genève, 1730 
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PATTERNS OF POLYCULTURE
Another peculiarity of the landscape, which 

has completely disappeared because the 
phylloxeric crisis of the late 19th century, were 
the hûtins. Etymologically related to the word 
hautain, a way of growing wine by suspending 
vines to trees or on a structure at the time 
widespread in Savoye, the Pyrénées, Northern 
Italy and in antique Roman centres, the 
Genevian practice however interspersed wine 
rows to crops. Scotch gardener Thomas Blaikie 
(1751-1838), who stayed in Geneva in 1775, 
left us a detailed description of it: “They lay out 
their ground in ridges about nine feet wide and 
between those ridges they plant trees such as 
apples, pears, and sum (stretch) lines of about 
nine feet asunder in the row, (...)’. Although this 
structure was sensitive to wind, the surrounding 
hedges of the bocage acted as protection against 
strong winds such as the north-eastern bise. 

16th-century 
bird’s eye plan of 
Céligny,  showing the 
characteristics of the 
bocage genevois.

136



THE HÛTINS

Gabriel Bouthillier 
de Beaumont, Le 
Château du Crest à 
Jussy, 19th c. An 
example of a ‘hûtin’ 
or a suspended vine 
running from young 
maples (sometimes 
fruit trees) to another 
and interspersed with 
forage or wheat stripes 
of up to 8m wide.

Detail of a typical 
hûtin arrangement, 
Cadastre of the 
campagne Masset, in 
Châtelaine, 1735
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Jean-Pierre Saint-
Ours, Geneva from Le 
Bois de la Bâtie, late 
18th c.
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Joseph-François 
Burdallet, Au bois de 
Monsieur Naville à 
Villette, 1844
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Bocage in Évordes
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Bocage in Épagny
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HUGUENOTS SETTLEMENTS
When in 1536 Geneva decided to become a 

Reformed town, it soon appeared as a protestant 
lighthouse amidst an uncertain catholic ocean. 
From then on, confessional immigrants across 
Europe continuously settled in the town, the 
flows being of varying intensities. There were 
two waves: a first one which occurred between 
1540-1590s and concentrated in Geneva ; and a 
second during the revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes in 1685, which was more diffuse and 
took place along the Lake Geneva - Rhine axis. 1 
Most of them were French Calvinists, known as 
Huguenots.

Amongst the rich array of the immigrants’ 
professions, that of vegetable farming became 
crucial. Genevian authorities provided the 
Huguenots with plots on the marshy areas 
around Plainpalais, and the sandy banks of the 
Rhône and the Arve. At the time, and since at 
least the 15th-c., small gardens had taken place 
at the foot of the ramparts all around the city. 2 

Besides, the courtyards of the old-town were 
also used for that purpose and the area of 
St-Gervais included some large plots for 
vegetable growing too.

IMPORTED TECHNIQUES AND SEEDS
Huguenots imported their own techniques as 
well as seeds of their respective home-regions of 
Southern France. They thus introduced many 
new vegetables to the canton such as cardoons 
and artichokes, as well as new varieties of 
cauliflowers, cabbages, chards, etc. Over the 
centuries, they bred their own varieties 
according to the local conditions, reflected in 
names such as Cardon de Plainpalais or 
Courgeron de Genève. In order to control 
irrigation, they also drilled wells named 
puiserandes, through which water could be 
pumped by a system revolved by horses. 
Gardens were laid out in squares of 5 to 6 
meters, interspersed by 80-cm wide paths. 
By the end of the 18th century these gardeners 

3 · CULTIVATING THE WETLANDS

VEGETABLE 
GARDENS AT THE 
FEET OF THE 
RAMPARTS

Frederick de Witt, 
Cavalier view from 
the South, in four 
plates, 1630, after C. 
Chastillon’s view of 
1595.

VEGETABLE 
GARDENS 
EXTENDING FROM 
PLAINPALAIS 
TOWARDS THE 
RIVER ARVE

Robert Gardelle, 
Vue d’une partie de 
Pleinpalais et du Pont 
d’Arve, 1726
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VEGETABLE 
GARDENS, 
ORCHARDS, 
FIELDS AND 
HÛTINS IN THE 
IMMEDIATE 
COUNTRYSIDE OF 
THE CITY

C.B. Glot et al, Plan 
de la ville de Genève, 
1793

had managed to extend their plots to the 
Jonction, where the Arve flows into the Rhône, 
by draining the areas from too much water with 
dams and better stabilising the sandy shores of 
the Arve. They soon picked up the name 
maraîchers, which was how vegetable growers 
of the marshy lands around Paris were called. 
Apart from vegetables, Huguenots also 
cultivated flowers, shrubs and trees and all the 
most important owners of tree-nurseries in the 
canton were of descendants of Huguenots. For 
example, the Dailledouze family, who fleed 
Aquitaine by the end of the 17th century, 
established themselves as the most important 
horticulturists of the city. They gardened for 
Voltaire at his property “Les Délices”; supplied 
the town with a vast array and amount of plants 
for promenades and parks; were made chief 
gardeners of the city in 1829 3; and, by 1838, 
they owned the “largest nursery in Switzerland 
at present”. 4

CONSTANT RELOCATIONS

Maraîchers thrived until the destruction of the 
city-walls, in the mid 19th-century. Their 
settlements had grown to form faubourgs which 
needed to be urbanised and modernised for a 
fast growing city. Furthermore, strong 
concurrence from vegetables imported via the 
newly laid railway was becoming a major 
setback too.
  Over the course of the second part of the 
19th century, maraîchers either abandoned 
their profession or moved over the Arve in the 
fertile grounds of la Praille and Carouge. 
However, by the 1930s they needed to move one 
last time to different locations as industries were 
being planned in those areas.

They decided to move at the edge of canton, 
namely in the large fields of Plan-les-Ouates and 
Perly, along the Aire, as well as in the marshes 
of Troinex at the foot of the Salève and in the 
Rouelbeau marsh. In Troinex, half a dozen of 
vegetable-growers teamed up to dry the 
marshes, lay out drainage and roads, and 
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redistribute the plots amongst them in a vast 
process of land consolidation.  
 
Interestingly, having gathered experience in 
Plainpalais or later in Troinex or Plan-les-
Ouates as young seasonal workers, many 
farmers from Savoy started to cultivate similar 
soils in areas just on the other side of the border 
such as in Gaillard, Ambilly, Fossard or 
Etrembières.

ALLOTMENT GARDENS
Another type of garden developed quite fast at 
the turn of the century. Inspired by the workers’ 
gardens of l’abbé Lemire who had created the 
“Ligue française du coin de terre et du foyer” by 
the end of the 19th century, allotment gardens 
cropped up during WW1 to make up for 
restrictions in food supply. The city of Geneva 
provided 2500 gardeners with such plots, while 
Carouge contained over a 1000 of them. The 
popularity of those gardens was owned to the 

fact that they became a handsome contribution 
the household’s food supply. By 1918 there 
were over 4000 allotment gardens in the canton.  
To protect and promote them, a association 
called “Le Coin de Terre” was created in 1932 
- a time where hygienism was central to 
urbanism. Most of these very informal allotment 
gardens disappeared to the city.

GARDEN-CITY EXPERIMENTATIONS 
However, since the 1920s, dozens of small 
garden-cities or villas with vegetable patches 
(known as groupements) have been created, 
mainly on the right bank of the lake. While 
some other have managed to be protected, 
others have been under heavy pressure of 
urbanisation and are disappearing, such as the 
marvellous example of the 1920-1930s garden-
city of the Mervelet which includes houses by 
Maurice Braillard and Arnold Hoechel. 

Charles Hackert, Vue 
de Genève prise des 
Jardins, 1781

J. Burdallet, Propriété 
de M.  Vieusseux à 
Plainpalais, 1826
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Fred Boissonnas, 
Genève vu du coteau 
de Pinchat, in Sites 
et paysages genevois, 
with Camille Martin, 
1919.

IV  ·  The natural setting

145



1930s

1930s

Mid-20th c.

Mid-19th c.

Mid-19th c.

18th c.

18th c.

17th c.

17th c.

1920s

1920s

146



1930s

18th c.

17th c.
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SHIFTING 
LOCATIONS OF 
VEGETABLE 
GROWERS
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 As the city was linking itself intellectually to 
the rest Europe and developing printing, it 
became a boiling centre for scientific innovation. 
Thanks to a strong exchange with the English 
elite notably, agronomy and botany became two 
of the most vibrant passions amongst Genevian 
noblemen. Nicolas Bouvier gives an evocative 
compendium of the situation by the end of the 
18th century: This inclination [for travelling] is 
particularly strong amongst Genevians because 
of (...) very close and privileged relations with 
18th-century England which was conquering the 
world. The origin of that friendship is the taste 
for liberalism and a passion for botany. Since 
the beginning of the 18th century Genevians, of 
any class, have been staunch botanists. From 
their faraway colonial possessions Englishmen 
were sending us seeds, cuttings, bulbs, rhizomes, 
which we made haste to plant. Our tiny canton 
is the wealthiest in diverse plants. And our 
botanical library - in pre-linnean - is the second 
largest in the world after Kew’s.  

 During the 18th-century noble families of 
Geneva started to purchase large amounts of 
cropland in the countryside, not hesitating to 
expand on foreign territory along the lake or at 
the foot of the surrounding mountains. These 
estates constituted the so-called grands 
domaines. On these large estates, which were 
cultivated, noblemen, who were most of the time 
acquainted to each other, if not related, could 
perform large-scale experiments of all sorts. 
Most of them developed a fever for agronomics. 
Even Voltaire got deeply involved in the 
management of his estate in Ferney, just off the 
Genevian border: ... developed his own scientific 
theories on species, mineraNature.

For instance, Michel Lullin de Châteauvieux 
(1695-1781) did extensive research on forage 
such as cabbage and lucerne, while also devising 
and perfecting a new seeder in his family estate 
of ---. His great-grandson and famous naturalist 

Scientist Charles 
Bonnet experimenting 
the role of leaves on 
a plant’s growth in 
the 18th c. in his 
campagne de Beau-
Pré, in Genthod
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Charles Bonnet (1720-1793) used his 
campagne of Genthod to study the physical 
growth and other properties of plants under 
hundreds of different conditions. Sharing his 
first observations on bees with the latter, 
apiculturist François Huber (1750-1831) 
revolutionised the field as, although blind, he 
studied bees in detail in his property of Pregny 
with the help of his servant and described 
amongst others the way they produced wax and 
built honeycombs; his later experiments on how 
bees breathed were carried with the aid of yet 
another Genevian scientist, Jean Senebier 
(1742-1809) who, after having studied 
theology and meteorology, was inspired by 
Charles Bonnet to turn to plant physiology, a 
field which he enriched with discoveries he made 
in his garden of ..., on the role of light and gases 
in plant growth.

Other examples would be the de Saussure 
family, who produced generations of scientists 

starting with Nicolas de Saussure (1709-1791), 
Charles Bonnet’s brother-in-law, who published 
numerous articles on large-scale experiments he 
conducted on his family domaines of Frontenex 
and Conches about soil preparation, cereal 
varieties and wine-growing. His son Horace-
Benedict de Saussure (1740-1799), having first 
studied botany, will later become famous for his 
first ascension of the Mont-Blanc and his 
research in physical geography; still, concerning 
the matter of the campagne genevoise, it is said 
that he would have sent tuliptree seeds from 
London which his father planted in Geneva, thus 
introducing the species in the canton. 

À propos plant naturalisation, famous 
botanist Auguste-Pyramus de Candolle (1778-
1841) also got interested in agronomy as he 
studied the growth of potatoes and medicinal 
application of plants. He also founded the 
Botanical Garden of Geneva and helped 
introduce many plants in the canton. Besides, 
many trees in the newly planted botanical 

Notice sur le Troupeau 
de race Espagnole de 
Lancy,
Charles Pictet de 
Rochemont, 1802, 
in Bibliothèque 
britannique - 
Agriculture anglaise, 
Tome 7e.
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Jean Huber,Voltaire 
planting trees 
[Voltaire plantomane], 
1750–1775, part 
of series illustrating 
his daily life on his 
estate of Ferney, by 
Geneva, as reported 
in the Voltairiade for 
Catherine II.
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Pierre Louis Bouvier, 
Portrait of Auguste 
Pyramus De Candolle 
[seated in the Genevian 
Botanical garden he 
founded on the Belle 
Promenade], 1834.
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garden had to be transplanted to other 
properties, or in town, as their fast growth 
impeded on others’.

This quick overview could not omit Genevian 
diplomat Charles Pictet de Rochemont (1755-
1824) who retreated for 20 years in agronomy 
after his political years in France. He 
successfully imported merino sheep and 
managed a herd of 9600 animals on his hilly 
lands of Lancy. He started producing wool and 
even opened sheepfolds in Hungary and Russia, 
what turned out to be a rocambolesque story. 
Most importantly in 1796 he, his brother Marc 
and fellow friend Frédéric Guillaume Maurice 
founded a monthly magazine called ‘La 
Bibliothèque britannique’ which compiled and 
shared articles and papers across England and 
the other continents. In times of French 
occupation, it was a way of keeping intellectual 
ties with the world and being sure to be up-to-
date with contemporaneous knowledge: the 

issues were categorised in three parallel 
sections: Litterature, Sciences and Arts, and 
English agronomy, although the scope soon 
expanded to economics and politics too.

 

Edmond Fatio, Mr. 
Parteur’s conservatory 
in Grand-Saconnex, 
late 19th c.

Various experimental 
setups, in Nicolas 
Théodore de Saussure, 
Recherches chimiques 
sur la végétation, 
1804, p. 353
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What is left of that vibrant period? It 
appears that the countryside is still a vivid field 
for experimentation, be it at huge scales and in 
abstract topics such as for the CERN, or more 
fathomable ones such as the school of 
horticulture of Lullier or the testing crops of the 
agronomical research. For instance, the 
Botanical Garden is multiplying rare Genevian 
sorts of vegetables on their grounds, while the 
DGAN is collecting data on the state’s test 
vineyards. Private vegetable or fruit growers 
have the own ‘testing’ facilities too, often in 
greenhouses: a farmer in Bernex has had 
promising results in trying to harvest ginger, 
another one has been cultivating citrus fruits 
just outside the canton for nearly a decade, and 
the numerous contract-based agriculture 
associations or cooperatives use their plots to 
informally try out other fruit and vegetables. 
Furthermore, private companies also have some 
research facilities in the countryside, such as 
Guerlain’s orchidarium. 

Finally, the most interesting heritage is, as 
Bouvier notices, the fantastic vegetation in town 
and in the countryside which bear the traces of 
over two centuries of naturalisation of exotic 
species. In the census carried out between 1970 
and 1978 to count the number of isolated trees 
or in rows, but excluding forests and orchards, 
there were for example 3778 cedars of all sorts 
and 623 sequoias, out of the 191 603 trees. The 
numerous grands domaines disseminated across 
the countryside, or ingulfed by the city as public 
parks or not, contain remarkable trees and 
shrubberies, as well as typical elements of 
garden architecture such as orangeries, 
conservatories, pergolas, gardener’s lodges, or 
other garden follies.  
 

Guerlain’s research 
orchidarium in the 
campagne genevoise.

Guerlain advertisement 
for an orchid-based 
cream, 2017
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THE ASPECT OF 
(OLD) GARDEN 
VEGETATION IN 
THE COUNTRYSIDE

Domaine Perdriau in 
Landecy

Villette, in direction 
of the Château-Blanc 
estate.
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The protection of the countryside had 
already started in the 1920s when the first 
natural reserves were created. In 1929, Geneva 
was the first canton to adopt a plan which 
defined a zone 5 for villas in relation with parts 
of the countryside which would be purely 
productive. This was refined in 5a and 5b in 
1952. This plan paved the way for the notion of 
green corridors, as large stretches of non-
buildable land were keep between the city-centre 
and the countryside - an idea later revisited by 
Braillard and present in the 1949 Plan 
directeurs.

Other measures followed throughout the 
20th century, such as reforestation in the 
1950s, the sanitation of Leman in the 1960s, 
the extension of site protection to parts of the 
canton and the first cantonal tree inventory in 
the 1970s. More recent programmes consist for 
instance of the ‘renaturation’ of streams, such 
as the Aire, or the regeneration of the oak mass 
throughout the canton.
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ECOLOGICAL COMPENSATION
In 2017, there are 5 types of contributions for 
which agricultural subsidies (known as 
‘paiements directs’) apply: 

1. Contribution to cultivating the landscape
2. Contribution to food-security
3. Contribution to biodiversity & green   

  networking (known as ecological   
compensation)
 4. Contribution to landscape quality
5. Contribution to a production system 

 
In Geneva, around 50% of the zone agricole 
qualifies for ecological compensation : on such 
areas, flowered strips, hedges, fallow land, 
bocage structures are kept. Most extensive 
meadows although productive, also qualify for 
such ecological compensation. 
 

Fred Boissonnas, 
Underwood in Conches, 
in Sites et paysages 
genevois, with Camille 
Martin, 1919.
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AREAS SUBSIDIED 
FOR ECOLOGICAL 
COMPENSATION
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Areas subsidied 
for ecological 
compensation
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  (AGRI)CULTURAL HERITAGE
Owing to centuries of horticultural, agronomical and botanical experimentations, 
Geneva has developed a rich knowledge - and passion - in managing its countryside. 
It has built an identity around this heritage of understanding the (Genevian) 
natural world and has started to protect the countryside early in the 20th century.

  MULTIFUNCTIONAL BOCAGE
The most characteristic trait of the Genevian countryside has historically been the 
bocage genevois. Originally a productive agricultural structure, which delineated 
property and functionnally enclosed fields, it has recently been reconsidered for its 
ecological properties and, thus qualifying for ecological compensation in agriculture, 
has become a direct monetary value too. It acts as a enclosure, echoing that of the 
bassin genevois

•

The bocage genevois, an endemic vegetative structure which has characterised the 
campagne genevois for centuries, appears as rich typology to reinterpret thanks to 
its multifunctionality, ecology as well as spatial and social potential.

A CULTURE IN MANAGING THE 
COUNTRYSIDE
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 Today, although cereal and forage cover the most farmland 
in the Genevian countryside, the greatest economic value comes 
from vineyards, fruit and vegetable growing as well as horticulture, 
which are, in most cases, rather intensive modes of production. 
Theoretically, the extent of cropland could supply 1/10 of the 
canton’s calorific need. However, parallely to food production, the 
countryside is expected to accommodate other urban uses such 
as sports, gardening, or tourism, due to its adjacency to the city. 
This concentration means necessary programmatic overlaps, which 
might not be that uninteresting. 

V
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PROTECTION AND
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Given the canton’s exiguity and its bocage, 
cultivation of large areas allowed by 
mechanisation appeared rather ill-adapted in the 
early XXth century. Until then, agriculture had 
traditionally followed complex cultivation 
patterns in Geneva: plots were small and 
hedged, and farming was rather mixed, even if 
most of the land was dedicated to bread wheat. 
The overall typology was that of a bocage, 
which appeared in Geneva during the Middle-
Ages as properties were being marked and 
arable land or orchards were being kept apart 
from meadows on which cattle would roam. 

The city has also been renowned for 
vegetable growing, most of whose techniques 
and cultivated varieties were introduced by the 
numerous Huguenots who settled in Geneva to 
flee protestant persecution. It has been argued 
that it then spread thereout to the rest of 
Switzerland. Beside, Geneva has had a long 
tradition of wine growing and making too; it is 

currently the third wine region of Switzerland 
after Vaud and Valais, with its production 
accounting for most of the economic value of 
canton’s agriculture. 
 
Nevertheless, after World War II, large 
programmes of land consolidation were 
conducted to optimise and reshape fields 
according to federal prescriptions. The 
Confederation simultaneously subsidised large 
open fields and wheat production, which led to 
further hewing of hedges and trees. Cereal and 
forage crops thus increased.  By the mid 1950s, 
small parcels had mostly disappeared, giving 
way to medium-sized ones, as Genevian farmers 
had started to re-specialise in horticulture and 
viticulture by using more intensive modes of 
production. Cattle and sheep were gradually 
phased out of most of the canton’s ground or 
partly outsourced, so to speak, on large fields 
and pasture lands on the French side of the 
border: indeed, given the lack of space and the 
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free-zone regime, Swiss farmers preferably 
pasture their animals in France. Most of the 
milk and meat is produced in France.
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PROGRAMMES IN 
THE GENEVIAN 
AGRICULTURAL 
ZONE, WITH 
FORESTS, AND 
FRENCH SIDE
2015
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The bassin Genevois functions as a coherent 
agricultural region. The political border is 
actually pushed farther out to the mountains: 
the areas in between are called the Zones 
Franches, tax-free zones for production 
transported from France to Switzerland. Most of 
the production from the zones is thus sold on 
Genevian markets.

Around 1800 ha of land are currently 
cultivated by Genevian farmers on the French 
territory, to which one should add another 300 
ha of pastureland and vineyards. Thanks to the 
free-trade zones, the production can be shipped 
back to Geneva tax-free and even be granted the 
Swissness label. As to French farmers located 
within the zones, they may also sell their 
production in Switzerland, but have to follow 
Swiss standards if they want to use the regional 
label, GRTA (Genève Région - Terre d’Avenir) 
or the organic label Bio-Suisse. Yet, Swiss 
farmers cannot sell their products in France as 
easily: the latter are considered non-EU and 

have to follow the respective lengthy customs 
procedures. 

 

2 · A CROSS-BORDER AGRICULTURAL    
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Transporting wood over 
the cantonal border, 1930s
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UNBUILT AREAS
LANDCOVER
2012

Field crops
Pastureland
Horticulture
Vineyards
Forests
Marshes
Parks
Extraction site
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PASTURELAND

Temporary 
meadow 
Permanent 
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ORCHARDS

(Meadow) orchard
Intensive orchard
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VINEYARDS
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Horticulture
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TERMINOLOGICAL CHANGE
In 1998, as a partial revision of the LAT was 
underway, a proposition sprung up in the 
parliamentary debate, asking to change the 
criterion used to define whether or not a certain 
production is in compliance with an agricultural 
use. It was suggested to move the parameter 
from the mode of production to the type of 
produce. The aim of this change in terminology 
became obvious: assessing compatibility with an 
agricultural use in function of what would be 
produced, rather than how it would be produced, 
meant any mode of production could be allowed 
in the agricultural zone. 

Conscious of the risk that greenhouses, 
production halls and processing facilities may 
then pop up over virtually any agricultural plot, 
parliamentarians opposed the proposition, which 
led to a compromise. Although the shift from 
production to produce was accepted, it came 
with the distinction between ‘in-ground’ 
production allowed on all farmland and ‘off-

ground’ productions, mainly allowed in a new 
sub-zone : the zone agricole spéciale (ZAS). 
Furthermore, extension of farming buildings or 
facilities were allowed on farmland within a 
certain quota for internal development (less than 
35% of the property, with a of maximum 5000 
sqm2). 

POSITIVE PLANNING
Each canton was left with the competence of 
locating the perimeters of the ZAS, following 
two possible modes: by defining where these 
ZAS cannot take place (negative planning), 
which is the way nearly every canton deals with 
the issue, or by effectively selecting which areas 
are the most suitable for special agriculture 
(positive planning), which is the case for 
Geneva. Positive planning though requires a 
land-use plan by the commune and has to follow 
the principles of the LAT, namely that the 
designated area should be continuous and 
dimensioned according to needs, and that it 
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should have a satisfactory integration in the 
landscape. Additionally, an impact study is 
requested for areas over 20000sqm. 

 
The decision of positive planning taken by 
Geneva seems understandable since its 
agriculture has specialised in horticulture, a 
mode typically prone to off-soil techniques 
–  Geneva is curiously Switzerland’s largest 
producer of aubergines. In order to prevent 
greenhouses to crop up scatteredly, the canton 
has defined 6 locations for Z.A.S.: the Aire 
plains, the old marshes of Veyrier and Troinex, 
the commune of Bardonnex (under special 
conditions), Plan-les-Ouates, as well as Satigny 
and Collonges-Bellerive at a reduced scale.

Serres des Marais, 
Troinex: a 6.3-meter 
high glasshouse 
covering 6.2 ha for 
tomato production
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POOR LANDSCAPE INTEGRATION
Although the concentration of such activity 
seems to prevent a form a sprawl at first glance, 
there are quite a few downsides and possible 
feedback effects. First of all, the needs for a 
certain type of structure does not necessarily 
arise within or near a dedicated zone. The 
remoteness from their farm, combined to an 
array administrative steps, may well end up 
discouraging some farmers from such an 
enterprise and make them rather opt for a 
smaller facility countable as internal 
development. Secondly, because the latter does 
not require communal planning, let alone 
environmental impact studies, but only a 
building authorisation – which nevertheless may 
require conditions of natural and landscape 
integration –  it remains rather uncontrolled. 
Thirdly, environmental impact studies are only 
required in complement to the land-use plan for 
projects exceeding 20000sqm, which actually 
seldom occurs. When they do, they cannot be 

accurate because the exact type of produce or 
production is still unknown at that early stage. 

In consequence, it seems that the scale of the 
ZAS is somehow misfitted. The concentration of 
a considerable amount of potentially imposing 
structures can translate in the creation of purely 
operative landscapes, even if some land-use 
plans are required by the commune. Because it 
still is a rather centralised scale, farmers might 
divert from that option and build on their own 
plot. Besides, the final building is rarely 
designed by an architect or supervised by an 
urbanist during the projective phase. 

View of the ZAS of 
Troinex
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Horticulturist 
Verdonnet-Bouchet’s 
greenhouses in 
Troinex

V  ·  Agriculture: between production, protection and public use

191



The concept of ACP, which stands for 
agriculture contractuelle de proximité, literally 
contract-based local agriculture, is more or less 
equivalent to the Japanese teikei which appeared 
in the 1960s or the American community-
supported agriculture in the 1980s. The 
principle consists of a binding agreement 
between consumer and cultivator, through 
which the latter engages to supply the former in 
produce for a (prepaid) subscription. The price, 
the amount and frequency of the delivery are 
also defined. As to the mode of production, it is 
strongly encouraged to be organic, follow the 
Swiss PER (required ecological provisions) or at 
least to disuse chemical fertilisers or treating 
agents; since the mode of production is stated in 
the contract with the consumer, ACP naturally 
tend to follow ecological prescriptions. The 
consumer is supposed to fetch his groceries at 
the farm or at a drop-point, but door-to-door 
delivery service has recently appeared too. 
Additionally, one is expected to show social 

involvement by helping out in the fields for a few 
afternoons per year or by purchasing social 
shares. 

The first occurrence of ACP in Switzerland 
dates back to the end of the 1970s when the 
cooperative Jardins de Cocagne was founded, 
precisely in Geneva. The concept has very 
slowly spread throughout Romandie since then, 
with around 20 such initiatives, involving 
around 190 farms. The current subscriptions 
amount to 5’500. ACP also defends the broader 
concept of food sovereignty, which is not food 
autarchy: it rather means the right for a certain 
geopolitical entity to choose their agricultural 
and food policy, where nonetheless local 
production is favoured, as well as fair and 
realistic prices, and where agricultural dumping 
of a third part or country is excluded. 

The number of subscriptions has recently 
stabilised. Amongst the most probable reasons 
for this stagnation is the concurrence of 
supermarkets, which have successfully 
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incorporated and marketed qualities such as 
local, regional or ‘from farm to fork’ through 
considerable advertising and internal labelling. 

Interestingly, ‘regionality’ as a concept is 
also a handsome way for supermarkets to eclipse 
the more delicate questions of modes of 
production, working conditions, waste and 
especially organicity. Further mesmerised by 
simple bucolic advertising showing farmers 
handing over their produce to supermarkets 
employees, consumers may positively subsume 
all these delicate questions under the company’s 
regional label. Moreover, the definition of 
regionality may also vary in terms of distance or 
quota from a supermarket to another.

As to Geneva, the city has decided to create 
its own label in 2004: GRTA, which stands for 
Genève Region – Terre d’Avenir, roughly 
translatable to ‘Geneva Region – soil of the 
times ahead’. Today 345 agricultural businesses 
are allowed to use it and over 500 products have 
been certified. The label is also massively 

promoted in cantines and cooperative 
restaurants in the canton, via a partnership. 
Regular restaurants are also encouraged to use 
it, in which case they may additionally sport 
another label: Ambassadeur du Terroir.

Besides, since 2017, a new general label, 
regio.garantie, has been created by the 
Confederation to harmonise regional ones. 
However, to adopt the label 80% of the product 
needs to be regional, with exceptions for an 
array of ingredients which cannot be grown in 
Switzerland. Another trend which has settled in 
is the farmers’ market. There are about 530 
farms throughout the agglomeration “Grand 
Genève”, searchable via the interactive online 
map Chez mon fermier, which provide a variety 
of products, as well as tasting and agro-touristic 
activities. Most of them display the GRTA label.

Contract-based 
agriculture crops in 
Landecy
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Direct-selling at a 
horticulturist

Farmer’s market in 
Veyrier

A beer brewery in 
Évordes
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Tomato seedlings 
casually out for sale in 
Bardonnex

One of the two last 
distilleries of the 
canton, in the orchards 
Saconnex d’Arve
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The campagne genevoise is expected to fulfil 
an array of often contradictory new functions, 
which, given the exiguity of the canton, need to 
coexist with, or even overlap, its primeval role of 
cultivated land. Its initial function of supplying 
the city with food and raw material, has been 
being eclipsed by the more performative function 
of a green backdrop for the city, an idealised 
nature, to be experienced through leisure, sports 
or week-end cabins. Wasn’t the network of 
parks, promenades and woods within the city 
initially meant to fulfil these same needs? One 
could argue that this performative tendency is 
being exacerbated by demographic growth 
within the city and densification of the urban 
fabric, as an increasing number of people need 
to share a decreasing amount of quality open 
(public or private) spaces.  
 
Even if today the Genevian countryside can 
theoretically only provide 1/10 of the 
population’s calorific needs, farmers and local 

stakeholders invoking new arguments such as 
food sovereignty, ‘regionality’ and ecology. At a 
federal level, the countryside is protected first 
and foremost for food autonomy, through the 
SDA quota and subsidies. 
 
But what is left of the agricultural zone when 
one removes the SDA? It shows a rather 
scattered collection of plots, nonetheless linked 
to one another by a thin road system, as well as 
by rivers. This lightly reticulated network 
contains the most diversity in agriculture uses, 
as it includes all the ones disqualified from SDA, 
namely: vineyards, forests and woods, 
farmhouses and farming facilities, farm lawns 
and gardens, private vegetable gardens, week-
end houses or cabins, allotment gardens, 
agro-industrial facilities, greenhouses, off-soil 
crops, intensive orchards, fallow land and public 
or private amenities as well as technical military 
installations. It also contains regular crop land, 
open orchards, which do not fulfil the 
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pedological or logistical requirements of SDA. 
Finally, some of these areas are kept in a 
‘natural’ state for ecological compensation. 
 
Because such parts of the agricultural zone 
are less protected and also contain a variety 
of programmes which are not specifically 
agricultural, they may be viewed as freer areas 
or of secondary value by various parties. This 
may lead to a cross-breeding of functionalities. 
In this sense, one can find interesting 
combinations such a small theatre nested in a 
production hall, a dog agility training ground in 
a meadow, a paragliding school in the middle of 
a field, part of a farm converted into a children 
musical workshop, all within a kilometer’s 
radius. 
Nonetheless, this hybridity, both pre-existing 
the SDA, and re-emerging since then, may in 
the future have both beneficial and negative 
unfoldings. These areas appear as interesting 
spaces which can foster new uses and 

accommodate a form of multifunctionality. 
However, reversely, they could also become 
favourite locations for agro-industrial facilities, 
waste disposal, or temporary structures of all 
sorts. Given the strict SDA quota, these areas 
may seem to be last-resort plots for communes 
on which to build public amenities or dwelling. It 
is important to notice that vegetative structures, 
especially hedges and tree alignments which are 
characteristic of the bocage genevois lie precisely 
in these areas. 
 
Finally, as pedestrian walkways, rural paths, 
biking tracks and jogging trails are most of 
the time meshed in the fields and various 
production facilities, there is quite a chance 
of confrontation between users and farmers. 
Rural roads are also often used as short cuts 
or bypasses by hurried cross-border traffic.

LAND NOT 
QUALIFIED 
AS SDA

0 2.5 km 

V  ·  Agriculture: between production, protection and public use

197



AGRICULTURAL 
USES DISCOUNTED 
AS SDA

1. A week-end house, 
a hangar and a garden 
scattered across a 
triangular plot in 
Troinex; 
2. A meadow in 
Vandœuvres;
3. Tall greenhouses 
for tomato production 
in Veyrier; 
4. Vineyards in 
Russin; 
5. A paddock in the 
woods by Présinge; 
6. A tree nursery in 
Satigny
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APPROPRIATIONS 
& SPIN-OFFS

7. A rural parking lot 
for week-enders in 
Jussy; 
8. A horserider chased 
by her dog in Soral; 
9. Mounds of broken 
terracotta tiles in 
Veyrier; 
10. A hoop greenhouse 
retrofitted into a small 
office in Troinex; 
11. A horticulturist’s 
direct-selling shop in 
Troinex; 
12. A folk-rock concert 
in a greenhouse in 
Plan-les-Ouates, 
during the ‘Antigel’ 
festival.
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PROGRAMMES 
ON LAND NOT 
QUALIFIED 
AS SDA, WITH 
FORESTS
2015

Manufacture, 
small industry
Farmhouses and 
farming facilities
Gravel pits and 
other installations
Public or private 
amenities 
and technical 
or military 
installations
Bocage, small
woods
Forest
Lawns, gardens
Private vegetable 
patches
Cabins known as 
‘week-ends’
Allotment gardens
Hoops
Greenhouses
Fallow land
Fields incl.
pastureland
Meadow orchards
Intensive orchards
Tree nurseries, 
floriculture
Vineyards
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TYPES OF PRIVATE 
GARDENS FOR 
CITY-DWELLERS

Allotment gardens
Cabins known as 
‘week-ends’
Private vegetable 
patches
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A field turned into a 
park, in Saconnex-
d’Arve

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE MICROCOSMS  
  FOR CITY-DWELLERS
Productive fields must accomodate leisurely 
functions expected from a near countryside by 
an increasing amount of users. Paths become 
jogging trails, vineyards are interlinked by 
thematic trails, forests are crossed by cyclists, 
etc. 

In some cases, inherited fields can be turned 
into an open park. This is the case for a set of 
meadows in Saconnex-d’Arve which are 
enclosed by thick hedges. One plot was 
originally arranged as park and is now simply 
mown now and again and open to the public, as 
it merges seemlessly with more the natural 
bocage and the marshes. A complex pattern of 
private vegetable patches, small open allotment 
gardens, ‘week-ends’ of varying formality, a 
wild orchard, an even wilder marsh, is thereby 
organised in a diverse bocage.
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Variety of the 
arrangement of 
microcosms within old 
orchards
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  CROSSBORDER COHERENCE
The bassin genevois appears to function relatively well as a 
coherent crossborder agricultural region, with some difficulties 
due to the administrative border representing a limit between EU 
and non-EU territories. 
 
  RISING HYBRIDITY
The adjacency of the productive land to the city, and, 
consequently, the strict regulation of the former, leads to 
absorbing many urban uses, often giving rise to interesting cross-
pollinations between production and public use. These point at the 
potential of a new hybridity in the relationship the city has with 
agriculture.

•

Multifunctionality appears as a necessary and fruitful concept to 
plan a productive countryside which is part of a metropolis; 
production and public use need to be more closely intertwined in 
the form of an agro-urban project. 

THE COUNTRYSIDE, 
AN ABSORBENT OF URBAN 
USES
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The case of Geneva is a dilemma. It is simultaneouly heart of the 
fastest growing agglomeration of the Lemanic bassin, and yet, 
being only a mere 145 ha away from hitting the minimum quota of 
crop rotation areas (SDA), it can hardly extend its buildable area 
anymore. Therefore, this quota has become the prime parameter 
dictating future urban growth and an another hindering factor in 
the elaboration of a transnational agglomeration.

The fivefold analysis of Geneva has led us to 5 mains conclusions : 
 
I. The highly constructed landscape consisting of the Genevian 
countryside and its mountains backdrop, and the way it has been 
built both physically and aesthetically into the city, point towards 
considering again the landscape as a prime element shaping urban 
configuration.

II. The current agglomeration known as the Grand Genève is 
lacking any clear, inspiring or relatable vision which could man-
age both regional and international scales in a balanced way. 
Acknowledging these dual scales and their necessary coexistence 
in planning is thus crucial.

III. Meanwhile, strict regulation - most notably by the SDA quota 
-  and differences in planning policies between both sides of the 
border, have led to a general saturation point in terms of urban-
isation and mobility, thus revealing the failure of this model to 
absorb growth qualitatively. This points towards the necessity 
of suggesting a radically new crossborder vision and calling the 
current rules into question.

1 · LA CAMPAGNE EN VILLE
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IV. Geneva holds as certain expertise and culture regarding the 
management of its countryside. The most interesting structure 
organising it is the bocage genevois and appears as a endemic type 
to reinterpret.

V. The countryside absorbs multiple public uses and is increasing-
ly urban. Multifunctionality thus appears as a necessary quality to 
plan a productive countryside part of the metropolis.

Then, moving away from the concepts of urban sprawl or compact 
city, but acknowledging the particular history of the city’s relation 
to the landscape, might we envision Geneva’s growth according to 
the motto: «construire la campagne en ville»? 
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MAP OF THE 
URBANISATION 
OF THE BASSIN 
GENEVOIS, 
ACCORDING TO 
THE THESES 
OF CINQ CENT 
MÈTRES DE VILLE 
EN PLUS AND THE 
STUDIO BASEL
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THE BUILT-IN LANDSCAPE
The built-in landscape characterises the most 

prominant landscape features which have 
influenced the urban configuration of Geneva 
both directly - as physical elements - and 
indirectly - as a representation of these 
elements. This double influence is found in the 
situation of houses, promenades, belvédères, 
parks and larger sorts of landscape 
infrastructure which have brought the landscape 
into the city, similarly to the way English 
gardens capture the surroundings into a garden. 
The surrounds of the city are a profoundly 
constructed landscape as a mental image and the 
city has also been growing according to it. 
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LA CITÉ DES PARCS
The promenade tradition, Rousseau’s 

influence and the city’s passion for botany have 
given a prime importance to parks. After the 
walls were demolished, the town center 
expanded but was careful enough to secure 
sufficient green spaces in the city, also buying 
large estates or profitting from donated ones. 
This resulted in a network of parks and 
promenades, complemented after Braillard. In 
some places, to a certain extent, traffic, noise 
and densification is threatening the quality of 
these inner-city ‘green spaces’.
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PÉNÉTRANTES DE GRISAILLE
Détournement of the phrase pénétrantes de 

verdure (green corridors), this type encapsulates 
a different kind ofthe great works of 
industrialisation: industrial park, including 
high-end manufacture or technopoles, quarries, 
as well as sites of extraction, accumulation and 
combustion, all of them interlinked by 
motorways or busy roads. Most of the time it 
has a detrimental relationship towards to its (in)
direct environment.
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THE RESIDENTIAL BOCAGE
This type is the result of the residentialisation of 
the countryside which started in the 19th 
century by the building of villas on agricultural 
land organised by a bocage structure. Trees 
alignements and hedges delineating the plot 
have been kept and larger stretches along 
streams were integrated too. As a result the 
ancient bocage has been metabolised by these 
residential areas. It has merged seemlessly with 
the palimpsest of variegated hedges, garden 
compositions and vegetal rearrangments made 
for over two centuries by a city with a passion 
for botany.
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THE AGRICULTURAL PARK
Agricultural land is accomodating an 

increasing number of urban uses: leisure and 
sports, as well other hybrid activities in the form 
of week-end houses or allotment gardens. 
Furthermore, next to these microcosms for 
city-dwellers, villages are musealised and farms 
do not restrict themselves to pure production: 
they start providing services such as direct-
selling, workshops and agro-tourism too. Most 
of the countryside within Geneva, because of its 
condensation and adjacency to the city, has 
become an agricultural park. The French side of 
the border is still mainly productive, but some 
large parts such as the Salève have also been 
urbanised by use.
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AN OVERLAPPING SET OF CITY 
LANDSCAPE TYPES
The overlapping of all 5 city-landscape types 

shows an intricate system of relationships. It 
speaks of multifunctionality and hybridity. The 
countryside on the Genevian par of the border is 
a mixture of residential bocage and agriculture 
with many urban uses (dark orange). The 
French side contains crucial elements of the 
landscape (the Salève), productive countryside, 
and a criss-cross of roads and large industrial 
parks.
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The combination of city-landscape types show a heavy 
overlapping. This overlapping is, in a way, synonymous of 
diversity, multifunctionality or hybridity, which are necessarily 
taking place in such a condensed space. The entire space is 
urbanised.

Yet, in parallel, the notion of bocage is present in each of these 
layers: the built-in landscape is quite logically marked by it; the 
park system is interlinked by malls and boulevards – forms of 
civilised treed hedges; the residential bocage speaks of its 
metabolisation in dwelling; the agricultural park contains it by 
definition for ecological, productive and public uses, while the 
mobility aspect of the pénétrantes de grisaille – themselves a 
pendant to the green corridors characterised by an intact bocage 
– refers to the tradition of hedged or treed roads. 

Although the actual bocage genevois has diminished in its 
purest agricultural form, the notion of it has survived and it still 
speaks through its diverse metamophorses. However, even the 
purest form is challenging, since in French, the term of bocage 
contains two mains meanings. It is first of all a shady uncultivated 
wooded area - a sort of grove - which has given the term ‘boscage’ 
in English. Furthermore, the bocage is the cultivation system (and 
the resulting landscape) of fields or pastureland enclosed by 
wooded hedges of varying width and including groves, often 
planted on embankments. It is thus simultaneously a variable 
system capable of managing different elements within one 
vegetative mesh and a sub-component of that system (the grove). 

  Might we then extend the concept of bocage further, based on 
the interesting instances of its malleability found in Geneva? 

2 · DECLARING GENEVA A BOCAGE
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  Therefore, we (re)declare the whole Genevian agglomeration a 
bocage and by reading it as such, posit a deeply enmeshed 
relationship between city and countryside. 
  
  The projective part will thus speculate on a different pattern of 
urban growth for Geneva, by exploring in a given perimeter - the 
Southern crossborder region of Geneva - the possibility of 
accomodating a new kind of density.

VI  ·  The hypothesis: construire la campagne en ville
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THE MOUNTAINS AS PERIMETER
The campagne genevoise being more than a countryside, but an 
image the city has been relating to and identifying with for 
centuries, the problématique posed by this agglomeration’s growth 
implies the question of identification with a landscape and a 
territory.

The relation to the surrounding mountains as well as to the 
Lake has led to their visual and physical integration in the city by 
promenades, urban follies and infrastructure such as the 
Téléphérique du Salève. In that way, the city has grown according 
to these elements but also managed to build them in.

 If an agglomeration is to form might the perimeter be defined 
by this built-in landscape: topography and horizon - instead of 
statistical ranges or administrative borders - would then contain 
and drive the growth of the town of Geneva,  

 Sets of points of view, panoramas or framed compositions of 
the landscape should become the articulations of urban growth 
and shall be chosen or (re)defined across the agglomeration.

3 · ENTAILED THESES
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THE BOCAGE TO ABSORB URBANISATION
In its expansion, a plausible Genevian agglomeration needs to 
accomodate dwelling, activities, infrastructure within a limited 
territory, as well as the adjacent and increasingly urbanised 
agricultural land. However, this cannot be solved by in a partitive 
view or monofunctional zoning.

Our analysis has described an agricultural typus: the bocage 
genevois, which was used for an intricate system of polyculture 
and has been defining the Genevean landscape for centuries. 
Furthermore, this bocage has been metabolised into the city 
through the expansion of villa during the 19th and early 20th 
centuries : in many urbanised places, it has remained either 
included as linear parks, mixed to the hedges of the villas, 
complemented by trees of various sorts in gardens or along roads. 
This typical element of the landscape shared between Geneva and 
France ought to be used. It would become an overarching 
structure shaping the city and a mean of negociating urbanisation, 
public space and agricultural production. 

Instead of compulsive densification or dissonant development of 
oversized areas, could we thereby (with the bocage) imagine a 
more reticulate pattern of crossborder city-landscape type(s)? 
Drawing from the observation that many parts of the bocage have 
already been integrated in the city to such point that one could call 
certain areas residential bocage, might we imagine dwellings 
growing, or rather merging, in a wooded environment? 

This would entail projecting a new typology. One will have to 
conveive a bocage body, a form of forest with clearings, in the 
landscape simultaneously to the dwellings and other programmes 
it should include. This body would become the main (infra)
structure organising spaces and places across the agglomeration. 
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PUBLIC MOBILITY AS A STAGED CHOREOGRAPHY 
THROUGH THE LANDSCAPE

Current mobility in Geneva is characterised by a public 
transportation mostly stopping at the border, a competition 
between individual modes and public ones converging at the centre 
of Geneva.

A transversal system of public transportation is needed. 
However, it should not be the blunt result of efficiency calculus. 

The existing occurences of landscape infrastructure throughout 
the canton such as Dufour’s quays or Braillard’s Téléphérique 
speak of something else. 

It should also take the question of the way landscape is seen 
from it on the one hand and the way it is integrated to it, 
consistent to that idea of a built-in landscape. A new 
transportation line could be a form of indirect fast-track.
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MANAGING NEARBY AGRICULTURE
The strict protection of agricultural land qualified as SDA 
prevents a fruitful relationship between the city and its adjacent 
agriculture from emerging, as it doesn’t recognise the 
urbanisation by use (leisure, sports, tourism) of the countryside.

Originally of agricultural utility, the bocage has now regained 
environmental and ecological, and thus direct and indirect 
economical, value too. It could organise a more interesting 
relationship between the city and agriculture: while dwellings 
could fit in large bocage or woods, fields would thus be interlinked 
by a productive and public bocage.Productive because it could 
produce wood, fruit, plants and contribute to the ecology of the 
neighbouring fields. Public because, drawing from Braillard, the 
bocage would become the pedestrian network as well as public 
space for leisure. The countryside needs to accept its 
metamorphosis in a productive park.
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BALANCED ATTRACTIVENESS
 The bassin genevois also possesses an agricultural ‘coherence’ as 
it covers Genevian soil and the extent of the zones franches. 
Genevian production is labelled and increasingly local, a tendency 
also present in Rhône-Alpes. However, the current border and 
special zones render a true collaboration difficult. Interestingly, up 
to a third of the population food supply could be locally met.

 Might we imagine the agglomeration simultaneously to food 
production, in creating a form of transnational agro-agglo? 
Agriculture, organised by the bocage, could form a common 
ground between both sides of the border. Because of the proximity 
with dwelling, and for environmental reasons, organic agriculture 
would be the norm.

This would start by repurposing villages which have become 
purely residential (heritage or exploded villa park) and only 
defined in function of Geneva or its sattelite towns, into a 
productive/active role. One would carefully name and place 
production, transformation, selling and consumption places 
throughout the agglomeration.
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4 · BOCAGE: A SEMANTIC NOTE

The French word bocage has a certain semantic depth, which 
explains the two main meanings it has today. 1 The term itself 
originates from boscage (1138), a noun used in the Middle-Ages 
mainly to describe a small uncultivated wood, a shady spot. 2 The 
word is a Norman alteration of bosc, the primitive form of the Old 
French word for wood, bos, stemming from medieval latin boscus 
which means sort of wood, and ultimately derived from a germanic 
radical for wood : bosk-. 3 It superseded its contemporaneous 
synonym boschage, keeping that notion of a small wood providing 
shade.  

 Bocage, as a geographical term describing a type of landscape 
in which land and pastures are enclosed by hedges and trees, 
seems to have been rather formalised from the early 20th century 
on by geographers and agronomists, who opposed it to open-field. 
However, it seems to have already taken up, by analogy, a wider 
meaning before then (as soon as the 12th century according to M. 
Bloch), 4 because of the woody aspect – thus reminding of a 
bocage – such a countryside would have sported. Although the 
latter would have then also been called pays de bocage(s), Bocage 
is found in toponymy too, mostly around such landscapes, as if 
used metaphorically or metonymically. 5 

Furthermore, it is worth noting that the word boscage seems to 
have been widely used as an adjective too, in the sense of 
“pertaining to woods, wooded” and also figuratively when 
denoting the form of wilderness inherent to forests. Thus, a 
substantive use of bocage as an adjective may have helped this 
change. 6

 The spelling boscage ran out of use in French during the late 
16th century and was replaced by bocage, but it survived in 
English as it entered the anglo-saxon tongue in the early 15th as 
boskage; over time, it took on more meanings too, but remains 
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today still in use with both spellings, mainly as a mass noun for a 
clump of trees or shrubs. 7 

Additionally, in the 18th century, the word bocage was used in 
French as an element of garden composition referring to the grove 
type found in anglo-chinese gardens. As such, it is opposed to 
bosquet, which is ornamental, smaller, and, if not symmetrical, 
then at least less wild. 8  This is precisely the kind of bocage 
mentioned  in Rousseau’s Julie ou la Nouvelle Héloïse. 

 The original sense, in French, has been considered poetic since 
then, while today’s main geographical meaning, although 
expanded by geographers to other regions or even continents, 
often first recalls the hilly and enclosed countryside of Western 
France, where hedges are planted on embankments, a mental 
association promoted via syntagmata such as le bocage normand, 
le bocage vendéen, le bocage manceau, and in Geneva’s case, le 
bocage genevois. In English, the term bocage now refers rather 
exclusively to French landscapes, a meaning with solidified after 
the Normandy landings; the more generic term hedgerows is 
otherwise preferred. 9 

Interestingly too, it has been noted that farmers of the bocage 
don’t necessarily refer to it by an overarching geographical term, 
but rather to the types of hedges (taillis, ragosse, talus...) 10 
Metonymically and by confusion with the poetic acceptation of 
grove, one sometimes calls the hedge or hedgerow itself bocage in 
French, instead of haie bocagère.

Building upon both the word’s polysemy and the inherent 
multifunctionality the agricultural meaning , we too allow 
ourselves to expand this notion by considering it an element of a 
metropolitan scale able to absorb new functions and becoming the 
driving force shaping Geneva.
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1. We here exclude 
the metallurgical term 
bocage (or boccage) 
used for a sort of 
cast-iron, of different 
etymology.

2. ‘Bocage’, 
Dictionnaire du Moyen 
Français, CNRTL, 
retrievable at: 
www.cnrtl.fr/
definition/dmf/bocage 

3. ‘Bocage’, Trésor de 
la Langue Française 
informatisé, CNRTL: 
“Bocage, subst. Masc. 
: A. Littér. Petit bois 
naturel caractérisé par 
des arbres peu élevés 
et clairsemés. Bocage 
frais, riant, sombre; un 
bocage de magnolias, 
de mûriers, d’oliviers” 
and “B. GÉOGR. Type 
de paysage où les 
terres et les prairies 
sont encloses par des 
levées de terre plantées 
d’arbres, de haies 
vives et où l’habitat est 
dispersé. Le bocage 
breton, normand, 
vendéen.” 
Retrievable at:
www.cnrtl.fr/
definition/bocage ;
and, ‘Bois’, ibid. 
Retrievable at: 
www.cnrtl.fr/
etymologie/bois

4. ‘Chapter 3 : 
L’évolution des 
représentations 
collectives et des 
modes de gestion du 
bocage’, in : Jacques 
Baudry, De la haie aux 
bocages : organisation, 
dynamique et gestion. 
Espaces Ruraux. Paris 
: Institut National 
de la Recherche 
Agronomique, 2003, 
p. 43–44

5. ‘Bocage’, 
Dictionnaire universel 
françois et latin (...), 
Tome 1, A-Colytea, 
(Dictionnaire de 
Trévoux), 1721, Paris.
Retrievable at: 
gallica.bnf.fr/
ark:/12148/
bpt6k509621/f567.
item ; the author points 
out the homophony of 
“au bocage” and “aux 
bocages”; 
Le Bocage is also a 
geographic region, 
between the French 
departments of Orne, 
Manche, and Calvados, 
as mentionned in: 
Richard Seguin, 
Essai sur l’histoire 
de l’industrie du 
Bocage en général, 
et de la ville de 

Vire, sa capitale, en 
particulier, (…), 1810; 
see also this quote:
“Il y a deux Villers-
Bocage en France (…); 
une demi-douzaine  de 
localités portent aussi 
comme qualificatif ce 
même terme ‘Bocage’”, 
Pierre Flatres, ‘I. 
Géographie - Rapport 
de synthèse’, in:  Les 
Bocages : Histoire - 
écologie - économie : 
Table Ronde C.N.R.S.: 
“Aspects physiques, 
biologiques et Humains 
des écosystèmes 
bocagers des régions 
tempérées humides”; 
Rennes, 5, 6 et 7 
juillet 1976. Rennes, 
1976, p. 21

6. ‘Boschage’, adj. 
Dictionnaire historique 
de l’ancienne langue 
française et de tous ses 
dialectes, du IXe au 
XVe siècle, Frédéric 
Godefroy, 
1880–1895, p. 690,  
Retrievable at:
micmap.org/dicfro/
search/dictionnaire-
godefroy/boschage; 
and ‘Boschage, n.m.’ 
Complément au 
Dictionnaire historique 
de l’ancienne langue 
française et de tous ses 
dialectes, du IXe au 
XVe siècle, Frédéric 
Godefroy, 
1895–1902, p. 343
Retrievable at:
micmap.org/dicfro/
search/complement-
godefroy/boscage

7. ‘Boscage, 
boskage’, Oxford 
English Dictionary; 
“Boscage.” Merriam-
Webster.com, 
Merriam-Webster, n.d. 
Web. 10 Oct. 2017. ; 
‘Boskage’, A Middle 
English dictionary, 
containing words used 
by English writers 
from the twelfth to 
the fifteenth century, 
Francis Henry 
Stratmann, d., Henry 
Bradley, 189, with 
reference to the early 
15th century Yvain 
and Gavin manuscript. 
Retrievable at:
archive.org/stream/
middleenglish
dic00stra#page/84/
mode/2up ; further 
acceptations than 
wood, or woodlands, 
are given in 
Encyclopaedia 
Perthensis, The new 
encyclopædia; or, 
Universal dictionary 
of arts and sciences, 
Second edition, 1807, 
p. 187, namely : “‘(1.) 
Boscage’, (...) 2. The 

[re]presentation of 
woods. ‘(2.) Boscage’, 
2. among painters, 
denotes a landscape 
painted with much 
wood and trees’. 
‘ (3.) Boscage or 
boscagium’, in a law, 
1. food that trees yield 
to cattle; as mast, &c. 
But Manhood says 
to be quit of boscage 
is to be discharged 
from paying any duty 
on windfall wood in 
the forest. 2. A tax 
on wood.”, as well 
as: “Boscage, among 
painters, denotes a 
landscape painted with 
much wood and trees”.

8. Jacques Baudry, op. 
cit., p.44 ; 
‘Bocage’, in: Pourrat 
Frères, Cours complet 
d’agriculture ou 
Nouveau dictionnaire 
d’agriculture théorique 
et pratique d’économie 
rurale et de médicine 
vétérinaire: rédigé sur 
le plan de l’ancien 
dictionnaire de l’Abbé 
Rozier, Volume 4, 
1834, p.144 ; 
‘Bosquet’, ibid., 
p.262 ; 
☞ For further 
descriptions on bocage 
as a garden element 
(cited in Jacques 
Baudry, op. cit.), see : 
‘XXI. De l’intérieur 
d’un bocage. 
Description d’un 
bocage à Claremont,’ 
(1771 French 
translation by 
François-de-Paule 
Latapie of : Thomas 
Whately, Observations 
on Modern Gardening, 
1770) ; and ‘Lettre 
XI à milord Edouard’, 
in: Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, Julie ou 
la Nouvelle Héloïse, 
1761, both cited 
in: Jean-Pierre Le 
Dantec, Jardins 
et paysages, Paris, 
Larousse, Textes 
essentiels, 1996, 
respectively p. 188 
& p. 174–177. 

9. ‘Bocage’, Oxford 
English Dictionary ; 
“Bocage.” Merriam-
Webster.com, 
Merriam-Webster, n.d. 
Web. 10 Oct. 2017. 
Another meaning also 
appears to be still in 
use, derived from the 
artistic use of boscage 
(☞ see note 6), and 
used predominantly in 
the porcelain jargon 
to describe a woody or 
leafy background.

10. Jacques Baudry, 
op. cit., p.45–52
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17.01.17
Preparatory meeting with M. Topalovic

20.03.17
Spring semester start

10.03.17 
Pre-programme hand-in
 
03.04.17 
Mid-critique with M. Topalovic & G. Vogt

13.04.17
Programme proposal hand-in

10.05.17
Department conference

13.06.17
Critique with M. Topalovic, G. Vogt, P. Rieder

20.06.17
Critique with M. Topalovic, L. Stalder

14.08.17
Critique with M. Topalovic, G. Vogt, L. Stalder

15.09.17
Final programme hand-in

18.09.17
Autumn semester start

03.10.17
Intermediate critique with M. Topalovic, L. Stalder, P. Rieder

09.10.17
Critique with G. Vogt

07.11.17
Critique with M. Topalovic

14.11.17
Critique with G. Vogt

24.11.17
Layout critique with M. Topalovic

07.12.17
Project hand-in

18.12.17
Oral presentation
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