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In Euralille, the approach more than the outcome provokes
interest. Euralille represents a process, which from the very
beginning, was continuously governed by its initiation process; a
policy oriented towards correlating the city and its conurbation to
an economic and social revival on an international level; an
innovative mixture specified within the implementation itself of
the operation, in the emphasis between the infrastructure
complexities, program variations, and adjustments to goals; a
conception of the contemporary city breaking with the city of the
past. 

The strategy of the project developed in synergy with urban
policies, development management, and urban planning can be
attributable to the partnership between three persons: Pierre
Mauroy, mayor of Lille and president of the urban community;
Jean-Paul Baïetto, director general of the Saem Euralille
development agency; and Rem Koolhaas, author of the master plan and
coordinator of the plans and operations. 

It is necessary to go back to the 1986 official agreement
between Margaret Thatcher and François Mitterrand that endorsed the
will to uniting France and Great Britain with a tunnel under the
English Channel and envisaged the Train à Grande Vitesse (TGV) as a
fast transit link so that unexpected opportunities could be created
for that polycentric urban community of the Nord-Pas de Calais
region, which would be situated in the centre of the
London–Paris–Brussels traffic flows. The economic and social
advantages that a different interchange between local and
continental traffic would bring did not escape the Lille community,
governed by Pierre Mauroy. By virtue of his political influence as
the former prime minister, Mauroy successfully persuaded Jacques
Chirac, in December 1987, to make the lines of the northern
European TGV pass right through the centre of the urban
agglomeration of Lille, thus upsetting the programs that the rigid
modelling of the SNCF (the state-owned railway company) had
implemented, and envisaging its course for seventy kilometres to
the airport interchange. The availability of some state property of
120 hectares east of Lille, between the ancient fortifications of
Vauban and the open building development of Villeneuve d’Ascq,
caused such a dynamic encounter between infrastructures and
development as to incite Mauroy, at the beginning of 1988, to
state, “There are rivers of highways and railroads so it is
necessary to build a motor industry” (
L’architecture d’aujoud’hui, 280). 

Building a settlement in which one could anticipate a high
quality of architecture and urban life – in other words, create the
idea of an attractive city section – and fabricate it over the
brief period of a decade, entailed implementing a particularly
effective strategy: dissolving the bureaucratic chains of the
Société d’économie mixte (SEM) and identifying new opportunities
for an economic and financial montage that would be more suited to
the goals. These are precisely the methods that have made possible
the resulting success. 

Creating conditions so that the implementation of an urban plan
might reveal unprecedented opportunities and unusual urban visions
becomes the primary objective and leads the way for the selection
of a planner. Baïetto is convinced that “it is nonsense setting up
an urban project by means of a competition: an urban project
entails many elements, and therefore it is necessary to select the
person rather than the project” (
L’architecture d’aujoud’hui, 280). Thus, neither designs
nor models were admitted to the consultation with the invited
applicants. It was necessary to select the planner not the plan so
that, through a relationship of negotiation with the clientele, the
general master plan could be worked out, and other planners could
be coordinated during the processing and implementation of the
plan. In November 1998, Rem Koolhaas was unanimously chosen because
he was the only one to propose an urban vision rather than project
visions like the other competitors. 

Koolhaas, in this instance, demonstrated his aptitudes as an
urban planner, ones that were verified by his reflections on the
contemporary city, which had matured over time, and which found
agreement with the clients’ expectations. There were unique
connections with the issues inherent in the development of
Euralille: in particular, in the application of the theory of
“Manhattanism,” the thesis of a “culture of congestion,” and the
concept of the urban plan as a process, one to be regulated at the
emergence of conflicts and problems. “A project such as Euralille
obligates one to make a metropolis,” Rem Koolhaas (1988) asserted
right from the beginning. And a metropolis plan is distinct from an
urban plan: it insists on organizing the structural components of
the city and the periphery together; it aspires to shape and confer
an urban character on the structures and mechanisms conceived as an
alternative and in antithesis to the city itself – the train
stations, the malls, the business and exhibition centres, the
mobility infrastructures. 

At the beginning of 1989, in two workshops, OMA identified
objectives that in the subsequent plans would be able to guide the
morphological and program variations while still allowing free
play: untying the “Gordian knot” of the existing infrastructures;
physically and visibly express the relationship between TGV and
city; and facilitate the crossing of the settlement by improving
the fringes and interspaces. Fused to the programmatic elements,
such objectives create a thematic classification gleaned from the
imagery of the metropolis: the business centre as an accumulation
of towers, the triangle between the stations as a mixed living
surface, the convention centre as a macrostructural component, and
the park as an artificial hill at the centre of the residential
area. An “elemental montage” of Le Corbusier-style ascendency
transcribes, in urban images, the grafting of intentions onto
programs. “Simple” components, assembled in different formations,
emphasize an interest in the “interconnection” between parts, more
than for the parts themselves, and an attention towards the results
of the “interaction” between programs rather than the programs
themselves. Koolhaas imposes on the architects who are subsequently
involved in the planning restrictive regulations on integration so
as to chain infrastructures, buildings, and interspaces together –
“thematic” chains or ones of “programmatic incest” but never
structural chains. The paratactical composition uses a random
surrealistic procedure of the cadavre exquis to urge the architects
to produce freely competing “signature works of art.” Perhaps this
is the first case in which the plan and the “signature” of the
planner give added value to a new city part. A collage-like
accumulation – a collision of buildings and infrastructures,
artificial and natural spaces – evokes congestion and density, but
by staging a dynamic spectacle of a “metropolitan subject,” the new
city part removes itself from the danger of uniformity on a grand
scale. 
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