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The ancient city grew in a compact, defensive form, protected from the outside by means of powerful walls.
From the Renaissance the urban form began to distend, including parks and gardens. The urban form was
determined in both cases by a semantic value, a spatial and physical representation of an established order.
The political, economic and scientific revolutions of the nineteenth century established a new social order ex-
pressed by a new hierarchy of values and the right to property was based on the potential economic value of
the land. Larger masses of people arrived into the city, and the city began to expand and transform itself at a
pace hitherto unknown, leaving spatial or functional voids in the urban fabric. However, the city, including the
contemporary city, abhors a void. Faced with the natural tendency of the land market to fill a void with new
buildings, the community reacts by planning a new quality for leftover spaces to be recovered as part of the
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city. Filling these spaces left behind in the centrifugal process of the city is a different task from the traditional
design of parks and gardens. In its growth, the contemporary city tends also to meet geographical obstacles,
whereupon it often refrains itself from expanding further. These voids attract people in a spontaneous way,
until they fall under the care of public administrators and architects to be integrated into the urban dynamic.
The following examples represent processes of intensifying the great potential of these natural urban border-
lands, far beyond the placement of ordinary commercial street furniture. However, we wonder whether the
reasoning concerning urban functions is unable to imagine other solutions that are not simply recreational.
Contemporary society seems no longer able to invent new ways of designing its free spaces, raising questions
perhaps more aptly addressed as matters of anthropology than of architecture.
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What is a city today? Or, more precisely, is the contemporary city the same
phenomenon as the ancient city?

The relationship of the ancient Man with Nature was definitely different
from the present situation. What is now a paranoid, apotropaic patronizing
of an idealized nature, informed by a sentimentality allowed by the substan-
tial safety granted by technology and social organization, was in ancient
times a real, deep and obscure fear of menacing natural forces. The city was
the answer to this fear.

For this reason, from ancient times until the Middle Ages, the city developed
in a compact, defensive form, protecting itself from the outside by means of
more or less powerful walls.

From the Renaissance the urban form began to distend, including within
itself spaces no longer dedicated to mere survival, commerce or religion,
including green spaces, parks and gardens. These, however, were then a
privilege for the few, usually unrelated to the dynamics of the community.
Until the advent of the Industrial Revolution, the city remained a phenome-
non, or better to say the phenomenon, which represented the rigid social
hierarchy that governed the use of space from the top. This political and
institutional hierarchy remained reluctant to surrender its dominance, and
to allow urban choices to others who were not a part of it. Choices were still
linked to an urban “concreteness” of uses and meanings, having not yet
been assigned to the “abstractness’ of the land’s economical value.

The city of the Renaissance, like the ancient urban form on which it was
superimposed, was determined by a strong semantic value, a spatial and
physical representation of an established order which was generally
accepted. From the time of the Greek city of the sixth century, as recalled by
Francoise Choay,' “this structure of the built system corresponds to that of the
political system, [...] and affects its functioning."

Until then, property rights, and their relative, non-semantic, economic value,
were subordinated to other values — semantic, religious and political - and
did not constitute a formative principle of the city. As Fustel de Coulanges?
wrote, “the ancients have the right to property founded on principles that are no
longer those of current generations.” This concept is not immediately under-



stood today, as Joseph Rykwert stated quite clearly:*® “The relationship
between such common-sense factors as those listed by Cicero and the ritual per-
formance is often dispatched summarily by modern writers. They see the reli-
gious duties as a perfunctory introduction to the real business in hand. This could
never have been the attitude of the ancients." Urban land, as opposed to rural,
with its ample revenues, was not directly responsible for the production of
wealth, and conflicts developed for reasons of prestige and control on mat-
ters that may appear superstructural only to those who, as Rykwert points
out, now customarily measure sites by the yardstick of property values.

In a system so full of significant values, the ancient city grew up being
unable to afford to leave voids. For all these reasons, today we look at the
shape of the ancient city with nostalgia and admiration.

Everything changed with the great revolutions of the nineteenth century.
Political, economic and scientific revolutions established a new social order
expressed by a new hierarchy of values. The emergence of the bourgeoisie
as the ruling class placed economic values in the foreground. The right to
property was no longer based on semantic, religious and political values of
the ancient city, but on the potential economic value of the land. New pro-
duction systems gathered increasingly larger masses of people into the city,
and the city began to expand at a pace hitherto unknown.

The urgent need for new soil to accommodate the large numbers of the
immigrant workforce and the industrial sites, combined with a decline of the
privileges of the aristocracy with regard to soil property, opened a new and
predominantly economic process based on land speculation. Land began to
be bought and hoarded, even if indirectly, with an immediate focus on func-
tional uses. In the transition from the city to the metropolis, then, rapid tech-
nological changes, income growth, and the consequent spread of the
absorption capacity of manufactured goods, forced industry to abandon its
first settlements, leaving spatial or functional voids in the traditional urban
fabric. Very often, moreover, the old nineteenth and twentieth century parks
and gardens ended up losing urban significance within the process of entro-
pic expansion.

This trend resulted in the loss of the role, significance and proportion of the
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parts of the city, which began to become a place marked by disunity, fray-
ing, disturbance.

As Bernardo Secchi* writes, “In the collective imagination of Europe, in the eyes
of scholars from many disciplines, the twentieth century, dominated by an
expectation that slowly dissolves into fear, is placed between two extremes: the
expectation of a distressing and indefinite growth of the city and the huge fear of
its death and dissolution, or its transformation into forms of settlement of which
it becomes difficult to divine the character, meaning and destiny. The anxiety
seems to persist throughout the century, and the city does not seem unrelated to
5

Overcoming urban anxiety to rebuild this now neglected web of relation-
ships by filling these spaces left behind in the centrifugal process of the
metropolis is a task far beyond the traditional design of parks and gardens.

[n its growth, the contemporary city tends to meet geographical obstacles,
whereupon it often refrains itself from expanding further. The obstruction
may be a body of water — ocean, river, lake — or it may be the slope of a hill
or a mountain. Such sites can remain long unsolved, but they are seldom
truly neglected, since their singularity attracts people in a spontaneous way.
Such shores are frequented by occasional fishermen or young lovers, and
are enlivened by the imaginative games of children and young people, until
they fall under the care of public administrators and architects and are inte-
grated into the urban dynamic. The city, including the contemporary city,
abhors a void. Faced with the natural tendency of the land market to fill a
void with new buildings, rarely able to reconstruct the lost network of rela-
tionships, the community reacts by planning a new quality for neglected
spaces.

Often these interventions are nothing more than a placement of ordinary
commercial street furniture and stunted, anonymous trees that add nothing
to the spontaneous use of the people, and sometimes even subtract from
that use.

The following examples, by contrast, represent processes of intensifying the
great potential of these natural urban borderlands, and they are character-
ized by a common objective: to restore parts of the city that have lost, or
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Schinkel Islands Park forming a new entrance for Amsterdam

have never obtained, a mutual relationship between the natural area and
the community. Abandoned leftover spaces are recovered as a part of the
city.

Between land and sea, in South Pointe Park in Miami Beach, Hargreaves
Associates rediscover these strong relationships, reassigning them to a place
which, although already having the generic characteristics of a park, had
been limited to being little more than a large grassy area. This project redis-
covers and revalues the singularity of the place as a terminal of the extraor-
dinary and universally renowned beach in Miami and as an interface with
the channel which connects the city to the open sea. The new park design,
acting by means of a twisted orography, allows the area to become an ever-
changing lookout over the spectacle of the large ships leaving the harbor to
meet the Atlantic Ocean, and over the Ocean itself. The cafe pavilion, along
with a complex vegetation system, outdoor restaurants, a performance
stage and other functionally oriented areas, introduces a reduced dimen-
sional scale that invites people to enjoy the quality of this new space.

By contrast, the Schinkel Islands Park must fill a void in the overly ordered
plan of the city of Amsterdam. Edwin Santhagens and Wim van Krieken
imagine the park as a node of the old railroad embankment that connects
the Vondelpark with the Amsterdamse Bos, the huge forest nestled in the
city texture. The Schinkel Islands Park remodels, with elegant simplicity, the
original wildness of the small islands, introducing to the site well controlled
and softly designed elements of naturalness, in order to establish a strong
relationship between the city and this natural area surviving amid urban
growth.

Intensification is a keyword in understanding how to approach the theme of
an already spectacular waterfront on the Pacific Ocean and how to face
inspiring sunsets. The waterfront of Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, known as the
Malecén, is the interface between a traditional village and one of the most
beautiful Mexican beaches. West 8, Trama Arquitectos and Estudio 3.14 cre-
ate a dense system by means of handcrafted, traditional mosaic and pebble-
stone pavements, chairs and benches of ad hoc design, and a cycling path.
The transition from the paved area to the beach is represented by a smooth,
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undulating line mimicking the effect of waves on the sand. The vegetation
system integrates newly planted palm trees and endemic species that will
grow progressively. The lighting has been conceived to enhance, rather than
overwhelm, the moonlight. The project was commissioned by the town
administration as part of an inventive twenty-year strategy to attract tourists
and visitors, and was completed just in five months.

Harbors are sites of great inspiration, as they connect humankind with the
vastness of the sea. However, their practical and functional nature often pre-
vents their full enjoyment among those not directly involved in activities
related to the sea. The project by CREUSeCARRASCO Arquitectos for Malpica
Port, in La Corufa, Spain, is intended to generate public spaces and interre-
lations with the fishing village, taking advantage of the horseshoe shape of
the harbor and the site's complex altimetry, and creating an intriguing
promenade overlooking fishing and wharf activities. The project addresses
its redevelopment mission using minimalistic and repetitive shapes that are
perfectly compliant with the strong nature of the site.

Harbors are among the strongest signs of human interventions in nature. If
you add to the mix the even stronger artifacts of a large power plant and an
airport, the task of reconverting such an area into an enjoyable public park
becomes even more demanding.

Unfortunately, large bodies of water attract a variety of unpleasant activities,
including their use as waste and dumping sites. Over the years, the Jaffa
landfill produced an area of construction waste that destroyed the original
coastline. At the end of a long process of public participation, Braudo-Maoz
Landscape Architecture conceived the plan of reconnecting the Tel Aviv
Reading Powerplant site and the Jaffa landfill, to primarily reclaim the shore-
line through a huge project of recycling the refuse, instead of simply remov-
ing it to other sites. Afterward, it would be possible to design a park open to
use by the locals. The nature and dimensions of the reclaimed land inspired
a very simple and modest approach based on sandstone-like materials
resembling the local colors and, according to the recycling logic, on the

“local stones found on the site. A gardening project was conceived using

trees and shrubs tolerant to the peculiar character of the recovered soil. The
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magnitude of the recovery process implies that the place, now intensively
frequented by the local community, will evolve over time, during various
stages of the adjustment of the shoreline.

Located on the shoreline between Reading Park and the Jaffa landfill park,
the Tel Aviv Port, formerly used for operational docking, was revamped
through a regeneration plan by Mayslits Kassif Architects, aimed to turn it
into a major urban landmark and a lively part of the city. The project
addresses the problem of confronting the large expanse of the site in return-
ing it to public use, by operating on a large scale and creating an undulat-
ing, multipurpose surface mimicking the characteristic local sand dunes and
open to a variety of uses people will be able to create on their own. A clever
choice of minimalistic and evocative elements, such as glass-reinforced con-
crete "sitting stones’, lighting poles or umbrellas, mark the surface of
wooden planks or painted concrete, acting as rarefied orientation points.
The three projects listed above work together as a large integrated system,
regenerating the area and returning it to the population from its use as
industrial infrastructure.

The Vall d’en Joan is not to be classified among the landlocked areas
between urban sprawl and important bodies of water, but it is nevertheless
a case of territorial filling generated by urban expansion. The Vall den Joan
Park, planned by Batlle i Roig, is another example of a landfill rehabilitation.
The huge dumping site occupied 85 hectares of a natural valley just inland
from Barcelona, Spain, where the city’s waste had been deposited for more
than 30 years, resulting in major pollution of the air, the soil and the water.
The project operated on a geographical scale, encompassing the entire val-
ley. After the waste was sealed and a drainage layer was created, the area
was covered in topsoil and replanted with native vegetation, taking advan-
tage of the shape of the terraces, the slopes, and the dumpsite truck ramps.
Not just for practical reasons, but also as a symbolic reminder of the environ-
mentally unfriendly use of the site, some of the recycled waste was used to
create gabion walls aligned with the park path and that will be covered with
vegetation. The final result is a beautiful landscape that has become the
gateway to the Parque Natural del Garraf.
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Although the Punggol district is included within the area of the huge
metropolis of Singapore, the coastal line facing Serangoon Reservoir and
Coney Island is a peaceful place that stretches nearly five kilometers to
Punggol Point Park, commanding a splendid view over Johor Strait and the
Pasir Gudang Port terminals. Instead of filling in a later step the residual area
not consumed by the planned urban expansion, Punggol Promenade,
designed by LOOK Architects, provides in advance a relaxing and comforting
linear park for the future residential development planned between the park
itself and the city. The long path is interspersed by an articulated system of
sculptured and faceted rest shelters, fishing decks, fitness corners, and
pedestrian bridges, modeled according to a neat and sharp contemporary
language.

In the arrangement of the Savinja River bank, in Slovenia, there is a deeper
intention than just the recovery of a wasteland. According to a common
custom of the past, the park has been established to enhance the collective
memory of the tragic events of the Balkan war. Inevitably the marks left by
Brutus Landscape Architects in stone, concrete and grass, are elementary,
sharp and evocative. The modeling of the ground, almost a computerized
mesh surface, draws the outline of the mountains of the northern frontier
defended during the war by soldiers of General Maister, to which the memo-
rial is dedicated. The skeletal silhouettes are an antirethorical tribute to the
defenders of the Slovenian frontier.

Creating a lively urban space does not always require a large number of
components. A wood plank deck that evolves, with the simple addition of
grass and tiles, into benches, fishing stands, playgrounds and overlooks of
the Fox River, in Green Bay, Wisconsin, is the clever solution adopted by
StossLU to turn a bare riverfront into a place of collective presence. New
functions and relationships with the surroundings are introduced and
stressed by such simple geometrical alterations as twisting and folding. It is
desirable that the planned further step of the intervention will maintain the
same elegant simplicity.

Some artifacts are no different from natural barriers in producing a border
effect of abandonment. In urban contexts, highways and railroads create no-



