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A new highway element has appeared and spread in 
France’s urban space. Called “roundabout” or more 
commonly “traffic circle,” its terminology hides an ambiguity: 
it wants to be at the same time both movement and form. To 
better frame this equivocal status, this publication 
reconstitutes a genealogy that brings us first to the heart of 
hunting forests and classical gardens, then, via the 
embellishments of the 18th century and the Paris of 
Haussmann, to the end of the 19th century – a decisive 
moment when the inventors of a new science called 
“urbanism” (Cerdá, Sitte, Stübben) sought a solution to the 
conflicts created by cars in urban intersections. In 1906, 
Eugène Hénard invented the “circulatory intersection,” a 
device that 20th century architects and engineers kept 
reusing and adapting, bringing us to the roundabout, the 
21st century descendant of the original circulatory 
intersection.



While the efficiency of roundabouts, in terms of traffic flow 
and safety is firmly established, their systematic 
implementation stems from an overly functional vision of 
highways. As a result, this public works element is often 
deprived of a thoughtful urban design approach. By now, 
the network of roundabouts-as-beacons has reorganized 
our urban space, leading architects, landscape architects, 
and artists to investigate this common piece of the territorial 
vocabulary. Thus the idea emerges, through the 
presentation of numerous projects, of a possible reinvention 
of the roundabout as a tool to substantially articulate the 
modern highway matrix.

(Translation: Georges Jacquemart)
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