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Urbanism discussion is becoming rather active on today’s society. This easiness
to theorise over such a complex reality allows us to take notice of an increasing
consciousness about the urban practices but also often reveals a profound
unawareness of several elemental principles that sustain this highly participative
subject.

A city is a reality of extreme complexity, where all of the social, cultural, politic,
economic, material and spiritual interconnections that define a civilisation
happen.

The lines of the streets, the voids of the squares and the green areas draw a map
of open and closed interwoven threads that make up the urban fabric. The solids
of the buildings impregnate a place with character, the voids communicate and
work actively in the interlocking of the metropolitan grid, and this organisation
of spaces and functions concur to a common goal: a community’s welfare and
quality of life.

In order to understand what went wrong we should reach not so much for the
history of the first urban plans but for the origin of the profession that deals
generically with the design of open and constructed spaces: the profession

and the initiatives that are devoted to composing, ordering and furnishing the
volumes and voids of our cities. In this sense, urbanism was not clearly defined as
a discipline until the end of the 19th century, when the social changes generated
by the industrial revolution, with an exponential increase in urban density and
population numbers, led to the emergence of a concern to offer greater quality
of life to all the citizens by providing them with a suitable environment.

Urbanism exists since man acquired conscience of his social nature, motivating
the appearance of the first cities and of a conscious organisation of the spaces
one should inhabit. Nevertheless, the term “urbanism” in the contemporary
sense appears only in the beginning of the 20th century and only in recent
decades became a staple of everyday language.

Toillustrate the evolutive process of the urbanistic phenomenon we must
emphasise four stages of the history of city planning, starting with the natural,
instinctive urbanism in which cities grew around its most important features:
water wells, rivers, temples, plazas, etc.

The progressive accumulation of experiences in spacial composition later
transformed urbanism in an empirical science where the designer understood
and systematised the characteristics each urban sector need to fulfil its role.

After this second conceptual moment comes a major shift on the social fabric

of entire countries: the industrial revolution radically changed every sector of
society, from agriculture to transportation and communications, from economic
relations to cultural parameters. Cities grew with a new focus on an eminently
utilitarian spirit resulting on a functionalistic urbanism that tried to solve the
tensions between industrial concentrations and the consequent new chaotic
peripheries.
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