
Positive 
sPace

Copenhagen’s Superkilen park 
celebrates the diversity of its 

users with a space that brings 
the community together
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On a grey, cold and wet afternoon in an 
urban park, the air suddenly swells with 
the sound of booming hip hop beats, 

bouncing off the walls of nearby buildings. 
A minute later, rapped out rhymes introduce 
a certain gangsta charm into the darkening 
day. A couple of hijab-adorned teenage girls 
surreptitiously glance around to see how the 
other occupants of the area are reacting to the 
music emanating from a stack of Jamaican 
sound system speakers. The few other people 
braving the weather appear nonchalantly 
unaffected. The girls conspiratorially 
congratulate themselves on modifying the 
mood of the area without detection. 

Located nearby is a damp Thai boxing ring. 
It appears somewhat incongruous, not only by 

clockwise from toP Belgian benches surround cherry 
trees in the Black Market; Green Park’s skate bowl/sports 
arena; Jamaican sound system in the Red Square; a 4m 
high metal Spanish bull stands sentinel; the Moroccan 
fountain in the Black Market has a striking pattern; a 
pavilion from Russia affords some shade in the Green 
Park; neon dentist’s sign from Doha, Qatar
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being located outdoors in a northern climate, 
but also for being in an unsupervised public 
space. Design briefs for parks normally aim to 
reduce antisocial behaviour, so to find facilities 
such as the sound system and boxing ring, 
which encourage noise and aggression, seems  
to run counter to best practice.

But these facilities reside in a park of a 
very different nature. Located just north of 
the city centre in Copenhagen, Superkilen is 
designed to confront stereotypes and transform 
problematic symptoms into social solutions. 
Turning perceived negative tropes upon their 
heads has been an integral part of the process 
in creating a heterogeneous and flexible public 
resource. The loudspeakers not only mitigate 
the traffic sounds from the adjacent busy road, 
but also create a focal point for communal 
celebrations, while the neighbourhood’s 
perceived reputation for danger and violence is 
made explicit by the boxing ring, yet contained 
in an acceptable manner through the formalised 
language of sport. 

Opened in June 2012, Superkilen covers 
30,000m2 and stretches 750m along a central 
spine formed by a cycle track wedged into 
a passageway formerly host to train tracks. 
The project was commissioned by the City of 
Copenhagen and RealDania, a Danish private 
association that philanthropically supports 

projects in the field of the built environment. 
The latter proposed the project and match 
funded the municipal authority to provide a 
budget of 58.5DKK (approximately £6 million). 
An invited competition led to the appointment 
of a multi-disciplinary team in 2008, composed 
of Danish architectural studio Bjarke Ingels 
Group (BIG), German landscape practice 
Topotek 1 and Danish artist collective Superflex. 

Conceptual approaches
The design brief was to respond to the idea of 
migration as a direct response to the park’s 
location in the Nørrebro area, one of the most 
ethnically diverse and socially challenged 
neighbourhoods in Denmark, branded with 
many negative connotations of poverty and 
crime yet without any distinct unified identity. 
It may well seem a stretch to imagine a brief 
tackling such far reaching issues, yet it is 
unsurprising given the seriousness accorded to 
immigration, tolerance and consensus within 
the Danish democratic system.

The solution devised was to create an arena 
that would represent the local inhabitants, 
less by designing the space than by designing 
opportunities for inclusive participation. 
Consequently, the design team worked more as 
facilitators and curators of a process through 
which standard municipal street furniture, 

play facilities and other objects normally found 
in public parks were rejected in favour of a 
more personalised approach. Local residents 
were asked to nominate specific objects such 
as benches, bins, trees, playgrounds, manhole 
covers and signage from other countries to be 
installed throughout the park. These objects 
were chosen to reflect their national origin or 
somewhere else they had developed an affinity 
with through travelling. As a collection of 
over 100 objects they represent 60 different 
nationalities, portraying the cultural diversity 
of contemporary Copenhagen. Ranging 
from exercise equipment from Muscle Beach 
in Los Angeles to drain covers from Israel 
and Switzerland, neon signs from Qatar and 
Russia, and rubbish bins from Blackpool, the 
international array is impressive. 

Translocating the objects provided them 
with new meanings for both immigrants and 
natives, in an ongoing act of interpretation 
and understanding. The design process treated 
integration as a means of translating the 
residents’ own culture – and their hopes, dreams 
and memories – into something tangible within 
their local physical environment, creating 
identity through an amalgamation of difference. 
The resulting global mash-up is something of a 
postmodern community theme park, and one 
which neatly acts as a multicultural counterfoil 

clockwise from 
toP left xxxxxx 
xxxxx xxxx tiled 
bench; cherry trees 
overhang the colourful 
bike stands in the Red 
Square; The Black 
Market is designed to 
serve in part as an 
‘urban living room’ for 
local residents, with 
permanent tables, 
seating and BBQs
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to the nearby commercial Tivoli Gardens in  
the centre of the city.

The idea plays upon the traditional typology 
of the English landscape garden with its 
catalogue of temples and statuary invoking the 
ancient world, as well as 19th century gardens 
replete with pagodas, gravel gardens and plants 
from afar, which allowed visitors an exotic 
experience of a world largely inaccessible to 
most. Translating this into a contemporary 
mode, the ancient and the esoteric have been 
eschewed for the prosaic materiality of everyday 
civic amenities, while the incongruous aspect 
of their appearance has been retained through 
their displaced setting.

The participatory process involved at 
Superkilen sits in stark contrast to the usual 
public consultation method, which retains a 
hierarchical structure and affords a limited 
degree of debate. By acting on the responses 
from the residents, the design team avoided 
imposing their own professional distortion 
and notions of ‘good taste’ on the content of 
the park. Instead, they operated at a curatorial 

remove, allowing them to involve the public in 
a number of ways with lesser or greater degrees 
of interaction. As with most projects there 
was an amount of passive acceptance, while a 
more engaged audience proposed and voted for 
objects, and a further select number took part 
in a more extreme form of participation that 
sought to seek out the often unheard voices of 
older and younger members of the community. 

Objects of resonance
Using separate funding from the Danish Art 
Council, five small groups of residents were 
formed to travel to specific countries with some 
kind of personal resonance, to find objects for 
inclusion. A trip to Jamaica sourced the sound 
system, and one to Bangkok brought back the 
boxing ring, while a Spanish sojourn returned 
a 4m high metal bull sign and a road trip across 
the USA produced a pavilion. But the most 
significant journey was by two young women to 
their family homeland of Palestine. Visiting East 
Jerusalem, Ramallah and the Golan Heights, 
they collected varying amounts of soil which 

they transported back to Copenhagen and 
mixed with soil existing in the park. This direct 
displacement of soil from one part of the world 
to another is the most literal act of the project 
and also the most potent, redolent as it is with 
the contested connotations of land and identity, 
and the importance of place to people.

The other objects in Superkilen were either 
bought from catalogues, or reconstructed 
from photographs and created in situ as 1:1 
scale copies. They make no bones about 
being imitations, given that their role is to act 
as signifiers of other places and be symbolic 
indicators of memory. Yet while many may 
be intended as cheap replicas, the necessity 
for them to meet rigorous health and safety 
regulations for public spaces means that their 
quality, ironically, sometimes exceeds that of 
the originals. Each object is accompanied by a 
small stainless plate inlaid in the ground, with 
a description and country of origin, in both 
Danish and the original relevant language.

The site is conceptually divided into three 
zones along its north-south axis, visually 
demarcated by three distinct colours, almost 
as though the entire landscape were a large 
abstract painting. At the southern end, the Red 
Square reflects modern urban life with a café, 
music and sports facilities, complementing 
existing local recreational facilities and food 

“ThE brIEf wAs To rEspoNd To ThE pArk’s LocATIoN 
IN oNE of ThE mosT EThNIcALLy dIvErsE ANd socIALLy 
chALLENgEd NEIghbourhoods IN dENmArk”

clockwise from 
left Chess and 
backgammon tables 
line one edge of the 
Black Market; a set of 
red swings from Iraq 
match Red Square’s 
colour patchwork; all 
the zones have plenty 
of seating, designed to 
encourage people to 
both relax and engage 
with each other
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vendors. The large central square allows 
residents to meet informally or engage through 
physical activity and games. The space is home 
to the sound system and boxing ring, as well as 
a slide from Chernobyl, swings from Iraq and 
an Indian climbing playground. Temporary 
appearances by market stalls, a skating rink 
and a mobile cinema screen animate the space 
further. A large carpet of geometric red, orange 
and pink blocks stretches out across the square, 
constructed from asphalt with a fluid coating 
of polyurethane, sand and colour pigment, 
with additional rubber surfaces under the play 
equipment. At the south east corner, the surface 
conceptually continues upwards onto the side 
of the neighbouring building, adding a novel 
three-dimensional aspect to the design.

Centre of civic life
The second zone, the Black Market, serves as a 
modern version of the ancient Greek agora – a 
town square replete with fountain, marketplace 
and assembly area. This space offers apartment-
dwelling families the opportunity to extend 
their space outdoors and entertain at Bulgarian 
picnic tables and Argentinean BBQs, and 
even to host weddings. Brazilian bar chairs 
under Chinese palm trees sit next to a Japanese 
octopus playground in one corner of the area, 
while backgammon and chess tables frame the 
other edge. The black asphalt is painted with 
curved white lines, describing contour-like 
patterns. A hump acts as a mini hilltop from 
which to survey the park and also acts as a 
direct interface with the third zone.

The undulating grassy landscape of the Green 
Park offers families and children space for 
relaxation and play, with a green asphalt path 
meandering through. Armenian picnic tables, 
South African BBQs and a pavilion offer social 
loci, while people desiring more perspiring 
pursuits can take advantage of a variety 
of exercise equipment. A volcano-shaped 
sports arena multi-tasks for hockey, football, 
skateboarding and basketball, the hoops 
of which are a replica of those from Lujino 
Stadium in Mogadishu, a poignant reminder 
of the ban imposed upon the sport during the 
Somalian civil war. At the northern end of the 
park, large rotating commercial neon signs 
from the USA indicate the park’s entrance.

The major horticultural element of the project 
is the introduction of over 100 trees, chosen 
for their ability to complement the different 
zones with their colours, such as the Red Maple 
and Cherry Plum, or for their obvious national 
associations, such as the Chinese Windmill 
palm, Atlas Cedar, Lebanon Cedar and Monkey 
Puzzle. Other species used in the project include 
Norway Maple, Ginko and European Larch. 
Initial problems with high groundwater resulted 
in a number of arboreal casualties, which were 
replaced, but the tree strategy is envisaged over 
a 30-year period, adding more value to the area 
as they grow. 

The sheer extent of the park’s footfall took 
the stakeholders by surprise and has led to high 
levels of wear and tear, although the design 
team sees a degree of visible distress as creating 
a characteristic patina. Despite Superkilen’s 
popularity, a general lack of vandalism has been 
distinctly evident, attesting to a respect for the 
project itself and the cultures it represents.

The design of Superkilen, with its novel 
articulations of scale, perspective and 
displacement, has justifiably garnered an 
international array of plaudits and awards. It 
has also developed an unexpected second life, 
through press and internet coverage, which 

continues to debate the merits of the exercise, 
while a comprehensive book and interactive 
app extend its reach by allowing exploration 
of the concepts and processes behind it. The 
park has become an international landmark 
drawing tourists to the area, yet it has managed 
to retain the distinct characteristics that mark 
its originality, and to avoid falling prey to the 
exigencies of gentrification, with its tendency to 
simply create new problems in other areas. 

Superkilen’s true site specificity lies not in its 
topography but in the local demographic which 
has shaped its identity, and which makes it 
unique and its specific details unrepeatable. The 
real measure of its success lies in the way that 
the community have embraced the project and 
taken ownership of the space. 

The park, and objects it incorporates, will no 
doubt face future challenges with demographic 
and social changes testing its flexibility, but the 
narratives embodied within it will continue 
to resonate. The openness of the strategy to 
encourage participation in the design process, 
and to allow the space to develop unfettered by 
restrictions, has undoubtedly produced returns 
beyond expectations, and looks set to stand 
as a fine testament to the inclusive values of 
democracy and tolerance in public design. 

pubLIc proJEcT

“supErkILEN’s TruE sITE 
spEcIfIcITy LIEs IN ThE 
LocAL dEmogrAphIc whIch 
hAs shApEd ITs IdENTITy 
ANd mAkEs IT uNIquE” above Bicycles are 

integral to Danish 
cities as a viable mode 
of transport below 
Superkilen includes 
100 global objects, 
chosen by residents, 
that represent the 60 
nationalities living in 
the park’s vicinity


