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Landscape Design and the City:

Contributions from the West in Time of Crisis
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Angelo Sampieri, Beatrice Agulli
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Translated by Erika Geraldine Young (from Italian to English) and FU Junsheng (from

English to Chinese)
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Abstract

Through the study of contemporary European and American landscape design projects, some of the most relevant

changes that occurred in the practices and disciplines are analyzed by referring them to the economical, institutional

and political crisis which have had important implication on professional activities, production of spaces and urban

planning research. Three iconic images, a Site, a Forest, a Farm, well represent the most relevant changes that landscape

is guiding in the production of spaces in contemporary western cities.
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&1/ Figure 1
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Geolocation, timing and description of European and North American selected projects
k3B / Source: Beatrice Agulli
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| Laaglandpark. Arversa (BE). 350 ha, [2010)

I Parco Fluviale dell’ Are, Gingwra [CH), 100 ha, (3001 - )
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E C0a

-3aing (FR), 86 ha, {1996

ias, Winry -5
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-
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.‘u M)
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NEY D BHRERSEK, EFHEHEDM, A
HREMEKFATHNERYR. 55— H Field
Operations &5 FT5E YT B 2 £IEHTIH /REE
RiHAE (Shelby Farms Park) , iZM&I# 5
BALETEEE, MENMXBMAERH#ITT
MEyME (B2)

ERMEELENEETHIER, Wit
HHMFMTALXEIRRCEAETE (Queen
Elizabeth Olympic Park) fIH A EL 3B X #I3E
RAEETE (River Aire) (E3) . W&
B—PTEXRPEIILREESA—I2E, B
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&2 / Figure 2

EEHIEHTIE FPiG S B AR A E 440 B

Four phases to transform this landscape in a landmark park, Memphis, USA
k3B / Source: www.tn.gov

PHASE THREE

4/ LGS BLAICH NATURAL AREA
I AREATD ¢ GOVERNMENT FACILITES
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&3 / Figure 3

T+ HRE/RARE B R EL

Natural evolution of the Aire riverbed, Geneva, Switzerland
kiR / Source: www.superpositio.ch
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298 - M TE R - A% #E (John Brincker-
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M (ordinary landscapes) HIEZ %, EHZE
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EW. EENRE. ENTREFRY. 48U
RESERIGEMGEL. MREEREHLN
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FTETHK. BLAUERENEERR, Nz
MEZIHE R "FEE (Gilles Cl é ment) Bi%
B, kA, MR—MERBEELZRK
AEMSHEEBYER, TAENEEEE
KXEEN, RRTHEXEXERALE=ZEN
(Third Landscape), EIFEERIFE "HEEHR"
HANTE, UEHITEATE, ZESR
BRF[MEMES Z A Latz+Partners EEFTIR
TR EE L ARTE (Duisburg North) S
~rE (B4) . ZHEESETELZENBS
ERURAETEMNELZEEERK, Hp,
ANEFTUEZERR,

EEE FETENEETXEN S
THER Gl EE=REMNANEEE
AEEH - ZHFEIZENAE (Umnutzung
Alter Flugplatz Maurice Rose Airfield) , &
H Odious TEERITHRMOERBEZALE
(Natur-Park SudgelXInde) (B 5) . B, GTL
Landschaftsarchitekten =&k B E #1315
(URBERETNFEERSEHNAELE.
AT EPX—BER, IR IEFITLE T IX
B, MBEREH#H—THAEL, ARET—&
FBEE X Z BREE R R,

MR BEEE—R B —REFHKBRHN
BEFENMERPEI—PFHOSE. #
BRTAAS 5EF, XHFMEEAT 350
MAEEY. 49 MEE. 30 ML EMEERN
R 95 MhEMMIERIA. IREFNXEE
ET—1MEYEHENFERIE, RAXH)A
WFAREFRBIZENMHF. 2ENEITR
BTHBHRK, B MEENBXMGH—E
MRERITLE, 30— B4 5% 3R 2% IR &5 RO 4%
AAT Rk, ERBLBHA—FTH
DRI RO AR .

XS T MNEF AR EZMIA
A, HTEERMEEEE, FF "HMWHERE
i£%))" (New Perennial movement) Z 325z ER
# - &k (Piet Oudolf) BItEMIETE, Hlins

Gustafson Guthrie Nico TIEE & Ei&iTHIALTF
ZmMERAEEE (Lurie Garden) . ZEETN
HTEAESR, AHEEEZETSEENSR
B EXREYHR, BAUXRITLEEEHEK
REMTER AN ZRNRE,

RIELER ZTEAZENRITZ—AY
MEZL 2 E (HighLine) tt2it, TEA
Diller Scofidio & £5Ffi. Fields Operations & 5%
B I B B BR 45 - B2 & % (Piet Oudolf) & 1EE M.
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Y, EdEHARNBREDEEAS%EEL
5K, MSHAAAREEIEEMEZEKEL
&= A B A HHE.

XEFITHEER, THETUAEESHE
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MEZ, UFEERELTAANARANBSE
BFURMEH. P8 EFNTEEN, XL
MmBEHR, —IFEREMAELS. FEX.
T, BMfEEERTHRH, HAMKIREED
ERXR. EXTHN. RBAMIXSATRE
WER, AERB—XARBTESRENARS
BRzZz—; IMEHESRSFEE DI
IABER: —RAL, —R&EWK, SEWSH
XL, WAIAEEAT—NFN. BEiFH
EXTFHERMEE,

23 AABI

BYBESBRERMNBTHRELR—1TAE
BMERMNEE: NE— T ETHEAHR,
ARFENPHE (ERENHTHESER
LEMANHEEALBENEX) , BEZR
XSS HTEEmEE. fm F
B3RAEE « KIBWEE C(AABIL) HEWE
— R R AT T IR, AAEX—ELSK
W AREEAE R HEF AN, BR
RIS, YSHRAYMBLEREESR
5% fMitsEaEEx.

Blgn, A E R R E SR (1
MAZAEMER) UREEEZHMEERR
MY RZBR/RE - etk (Pierluigi Nicolin) Ff
RIEWES, MEHRLEEABNE. §
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&4 / Figure 4
EEMASREIEB T S E PR A ERE L

&5 / Figure 5
EEARE R AEXAERFEBERN/NE

Evolution of native vegetation in Duisburg-Nord Industrial Landscape Park, Duisburg, Paths following the original track in the Nature Park SUdgeldnde, Berlin, Germany
Germany kiR / Source: www.folkestonejack.files.wordpress.com
kB / Source: www.german.travel

&6 / Figure 6

EEREEHMRL T S RBTRIDLE

Agropolis—spatial concepts for urban agriculture and metropolitan food strategies, Munich, Germany
k3B / Source: www.bauchplan.de
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EEHMIER, XLEREERAHRRELE.
HEHEHS (EAEARERBRHEBRT) .
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IR BT R X — S ENERET

Z{EM. B, 15 2008 FHEEHFIFITXI
(Young Architects Program) i MoMa 22t
R3#TE (Public Farm One), F f ith & == (8] ¢
E LA S RIBHT, FPIFR ARXENS, EE
AT HERD, EETHREFRAEN
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KABER#EH G EZHKERR - BEE
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2AE, EHEAMT (Cité Nature) . HBEFR
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XHEB R U E R ER S
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tEWERE RS AN EWEAMAIAL, BE
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FULL TEXTS TRANSLATED FROM ITALIAN

Landscape Design and the City:
Contributions from the West in Times of Crisis

Angelo Sampieri, Beatrice Agulli
Translated by Erika Geraldine Young (from
Italian to English)

1 After the Great Flood

Between the mid-eighties, throughout the nineties
and up until the early years of the new century,
landscape design in Europe and the United States
enjoyed a long moment in the spotlight. Lan-
guages and techniques were developed, new mag-
azines were published, new schools were opened,
many debates were held, and new, important
urban areas were built. Landscape design prac-
tices played a key role in these areas. They proved
to be well suited to not only provide innovative
solutions to the design of public space in urban
and peri-urban contexts, but also regenerate left-
over territories after industrial dismantling in the
second half of the twentieth century as well as
redefine territorial ecosystems. Looking at the
broader picture, it appeared they could interpret
contemporary economic and social conditions
within an aesthetic framework that imbued them
with rationale and meaning, often emphasizing
the splendor and opulence of these conditions.
Compared to urban planning and architecture,
landscape design practices have proved more suc-
cessful at producing powerful images capable of
representing contemporaneity.

One critique repeatedly reiterated as far back as
the nineties'"' was that architecture and urban
planning were far too focused on the regulatory
and morphological organization of space; they
were believed to be incapable of correctly inter-
preting the emergence of new urban phenomena
and its complexities. The difficulty inherent in the
interpretation of contemporary cities was often
considered to be linked to areas with dispersed
settlements, new social inequalities in consoli-
dated city districts, abandoned productive fabrics,
and areas with commercial and specialized pro-

duction units located far away from urban centers.
Landscape design practices proved to be more
open, more neutral and more conciliatory vis-a-
vis these topics.

All the above prompted urban planners, architects
and engineers begin focusing on landscape issues;
this led to widespread projects, experiences and
a flood of information that considered fields of
knowledge involving the landscape to be crucial
in urban design. This sparked unusual disciplinary
combinations, including Landscape Urbanism,
Ecological urbanism, Infrastructural urbanism,

2-6
91 almost as

Processes Urbanism, Biourbanism
if to eliminate the distinction between what was
formerly called Urban Design and Planning and
Landscape Design and Architecture. In most cases
they were hybrid techniques and disciplines that
developed due to greater awareness about the

environmental crisis of our planet.

Up until a few years ago western economies
endorsed this important investment in both the
landscape and spaces designed by landscape
design practices. However, just consider the cur-
rent state of professions involved in landscape
design in the West; it’s more than obvious that
they have lost the prominent role they played in
the transformation of public urban spaces at the
end of the last century. The economic, social,
political and institutional crisis that started in the
West in the early twenty-first century has inverted
priorities and led to new rules regarding the reor-
ganization of urban design projects'”.

Landscape design paid a high price during this
change of heart. Apart from very rare design
opportunities, the focus has shifted to other issues.
No more magnificent designs of public spaces in
city centers or large-scale green infrastructures
sprawling across metropolitan territories; the lat-
ter has been replaced by more restricted spaces
in which to experiment with smaller forms of
innovation. Now that the city has fewer resources
to transform its open spaces, what is left of that
prosperous period at the end of the twentieth cen-
tury when landscape design practices played a key
role in western urban planning projects'? What
remains of the numerous accrued experiences?

And above all, how do landscape design practices
succeed in interpreting the present? What tech-
niques, tools and aesthetic codes do they use?

To answer these questions this paper will provide
the results of a study focusing on two research
areas: on the one hand, a review of some of the
most important international sectoral magazines”
to monitor the changes that took place between
2005 and 2015 in people’s focus and in new proj-
ects, either built or being built and, on the other,
discussions with professionals and scholars of
landscape design’. During the timeframe taken
into consideration we tried to identify major
changes in the approach to contemporary land-
scape designed by selecting several particularly
important projects that might represent emerging
approaches either illustrated in magazine articles
or discussed with professionals and scholars.
Although these approaches still characterize the
design of western contemporary cities, they move
in a completely different direction compared to
the ones adopted twenty years ago at the height
of the great flood. The last part of this paper will
present several considerations about this change
of perspective.

2 Three Tendencies

Architectural or urban planning publications in
the eighties and nineties dedicated more issues
to landscape design than they do today, partly
because these projects are now almost exclusively
published in specialized publications and partly
because architecture and urban planning have
established more solid alliances with “hard” sci-
ences such as ecology, agronomy and botany, to
some measure calling into question the strength
and reliability of the disciplinary alliances cre-
ated just a few years earlier. Lotus is a case in
point. In the nineties, the magazine started to
focus intensely on landscape, making it an almost
exclusive trait of that period.

In the last ten years, only six issues of its edito-
rial program have included the landscape’; it has
partly shifted its focus either to topics associated
with the economic and social crisis in the United
States, Europe and countries in the southern hemi-

sphere, or to problems involving migration and
hospitality in the Mediterranean basin. So how
can the landscape remain forefront in people’s
minds when designing the present and future of
western cities? And what projects can be used in
this context (Figure 1)?

When reviewing the media, and not just the
publications focusing on landscape, three differ-
ent trends tended to emerge: 1) mind-sets very
focused on the rules governing the natural world,
and as such closely linked to a scientific approach
with which to convey aesthetic choices; 2) mind-
sets searching for evocative forms and repre-
sentations vis-a-vis the possibility of recreating
uncontaminated, wild and uncultured worlds; 3)
mind-sets concentrating on the design of space for
agricultural production, i.e., on promoting scenar-
ios associated with food self-sufficiency in cities.

To provide more clarification about the trends in
question, I will now refer to some of the traditions
that inspired these mind-sets, for example, periods
when the landscape concept was strongly influ-
enced by several very unambiguous viewpoints
and the contribution of the authors who expressed
them.

I consider the following authors as the forefathers
of several philosophies that are still influential
today: 1) Ian McHarg (1920-2001), father of
“ecological planning” and the “geographic infor-
mation system” author of the book Design with
Nature'™, founder of the Department of Landscape
Architecture at the University of Pennsylvania
and author of important designs, for example
The Inner Harbour Master Plan for Baltimore, A
Comprehensive Landscape for Washington D.C.
and Woodlands New Community in Houston,
Texas; 2) John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1909-1996),
writer, publisher, teacher, founder of the Ameri-
can magazine Landscape (1951), author of many
collections of essays including The Necessity for
Ruins and Other Topics and Discovering the Ver-
nacular Landscape” "
observer of the way in which cultural processes
shape the landscape by continually rewriting it; 3)
Leberecht Migge (1881-1935), German landscape
architect and writer who became famous primarily

, an attentive scholar and

for his battles for food self-sufficiency in the new
settlements built in German in the early twentieth
century, and promoted in an exemplary manner
in his treatise Everybody Self-Sufficient (1919)
as well as in many designs that were part of the
“Siedlung” designed by the Werkbund during the
Weimar Republic. With reference to these three
authors, I shall give the three mind-sets I believe
to currently be the most influential the following
titles: “City as process, The necessity of ruins (and
wilderness), Everybody self-sufficient.”

2.1 City as Process

For Ian McHarg the greatest conceptual contribu-
tion to the ecological vision is perceiving the world
and evolution as a creative process: whether refer-
ring to a natural environment, city or ocean, every-
thing associated with the evolution of the planet
must be interpreted as the evolution of actions that
modify morphologies and balances over a period
of time. This viewpoint immediately clashes with
the traditional concept of design aimed at creat-
ing rules and regulations by clearly defining inert
spaces, their boundaries and separation. Everything
has to be reconsidered as fluid and in continuous,
organic, mobile and dynamic movement.

The city, like landscape, is a complex, unstable
process in which different phenomena recipro-
cally influence each other. Recently more similar
viewpoints have been adopted not only by Land-
scape Urbanism, i.e., by a design that elaborates
“a process and not a plan”, develops an “open
form and not volumes”, and is involved with
“surfaces and not forms"'”, but also by James
Corner who in an even more exemplary manner
promoted the development of a spatial-temporal
ecology that includes all the forces and factors
in an urban environment and considers them as
continuous and interrelated networks'”. After
these viewpoints became widespread, more and
more designs now consider the multiple ecologies
in a territory as variables that are not easy to con-
trol, but which must still be included in a process
requiring only a few initial, structuring rules.

These projects prefer natural transformations of
the territory, connection between its parts, and
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the construction of ecological corridors to facil-
itate the movement of animal and plant species.
In many cases they involve the renaturalization
and reclamation of degraded areas pursuant to
the industrial exploitation of resources, nor-
mally performed using a rigid, engineering-type
control of flows and movements. But above all,
one typical trait of the projects inspired by this
mind-set is to review man’s obsessive control
over nature and propose that the transforma-
tions be left open and indefinite. The crises and
uncertainty currently characterizing the econo-
mies of many western countries often stop plans
and projects from being completed and are at
odds with the principles of a mind-set eager to
push processes in the right direction rather than
establish the objective of the interventions, i.e.,
the final plan. So the starting point plays a key
role in the development of the process, as does
the establishment of boundaries within which
the process can develop, and with it not only the
ecologies involved, but also the natural and arti-
ficial cycles shaping the environment.

This is visible in the project by Fields Operations
for Freshkills Park, Staten Island (NY). It was
designed bearing in mind thirty-year time spans;
the objective was to completely re-naturalize an
area formerly used as a rubbish dump. The pro-
cess involves the following phases: reclamation,
water redistribution, recovery of the gas from the
decomposition of organic material, re-colonization
of species, and development of the nutritional sub-
stances they require to grow. It’s important to also
mention the masterplan by Fields Operations for
the Shelby Farms Park near Memphis; this plan is
broken down into temporal phases specifying how
the various areas should be used (Figure 2).

Extremely important interventions have also been
implemented in Europe, for example, the Queen
Elizabeth Olympic Park project in London, or the
renaturalization project of the River Aire in the
peri-urban area of Geneva (Figure 3). The first
project involves turning a huge, former industrial
area into a park using a masterplan setting out the
changes that are to take place in the next three,
ten and twenty years; the project provides quite a
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bit of leeway during the phases prior to the final
layout. For the latter project, the Superposition
group headed by Georges Descombes imagined a
big public space, a sort of mix between an urban
and a rural environment; the space was to be cre-
ated during four temporal phases during which the
results of the envisaged water depuration system
were to be tested, initially within the river basin
and then in the surrounding area.

There are many other projects both in Europe
and the United States. What’s important is that
all together these projects faithfully observe the
principles governing the natural world and thus
change the configurations, forms and aesthetics
of the project. For example, the idea that the
project is first and foremost a process legitimizes
the special emphasis on the incompleteness of
the configurations, the intermediate stages of the
configurations and the periods of change. The
fact that the configurations are preliminary and
only vaguely outlined during the transitory phases
is not important. What is important is that users
have to participate in the process in which they
themselves are involved. As far as possible these
users have to be made to participate in creating
the design; this is achieved by asking them to
behave correctly since their behavior influences
the process and pushes it in the right direction.
Within this kind of framework, landscape design
helps to rethink not only nature, but also the city,
as something unfinished and in continuous move-
ment. The images and forms produced by this
design and its emphasis on transitoriness help to
consider the city as a huge open-air worksite and
make people appreciate the building stages rather
than what it looks like when it is completed.

2.2 The Necessity of Ruins (and Wilderness)

At least three generations of Americans were
introduced to the study of the landscape by John
Brinckerhof Jackson who always underscored the
importance of what was traditionally known as
ordinary landscapes. The Necessity of Ruins is
the famous essay in which he questions the need
to preserve and protect landscapes we can use
to recognize our roots. A key role in this rooting
process is played by ruins, remains and even

small traces of the past; each time we find new
artefacts we remember that history is not continu-
ity, but “dramatic discontinuity”. This is why we
need ruins: ruins raise doubts rather than provide
a clear-cut, continuous tale about history. They
speak of abandonment, separation, enhancement
and de-enhancement of the territory. To be redis-
covered and brought to life landscapes have to be
first neglected and torn to pieces. We need to live
with ruins in order to understand the natural and
cultural processes of a long and inevitably frag-
mented history.

The cult of ruins is linked to the history of west-
ern aesthetics. What’s interesting is the way in
which this fascination characterizes many of the
designs celebrated in contemporary publications.
In fact, numerous design experiences focus on the
aesthetics of abandonment, on the wild, uncul-
tivated, indomitable and spontaneous elements
behind formal choices. For example, the work of
landscape gardeners such as Gilles Clément who
considers that increased abandonment is crucial
if there is to be development in areas that become
a refuge for biodiversity!”. Clément calls these
areas the Third Landscape, i.e., spaces in which
man is invited to enter “on tiptoe” in order not to
upset their natural balance. One of the most iconic
examples of this concept is perhaps the transfor-
mation of the industrial area in Duisburg North
(Germany) designed by the Latz + Partners stu-
dio'"" (Figure 4). Here the focus is on spontaneous
vegetation and the spontaneous renaturalization
of all the spaces in which human activities can be
reduced to a minimum.

Many projects in Germany were based on these
viewpoints and interventions. For example, the
park created in the former American military
airport Maurice Rose in Frankfurt, or the more
recent Natur-Park Siidgeldnde in Berlin designed
by the Odious studio (Figure 5). In the former, the
main objective of the GTL Landshaftsarchiteck-
ten studio was to make the old airport (and the
energy of the wild vegetation that had overrun
it) coexist with its new use. To achieve this goal,
they manipulated and emphasized the ruin, for
example, by further fragmenting many of the old

floor areas and maintaining only some of the con-
nections between the new sports areas.

The Berlin project involved creating a new park
in a woodland area crossed by an old abandoned
railway track. After roughly fifty years of neglect,
350 species of different plants, 49 species of
mushrooms, over 30 species of birds and 95 spe-
cies of bees had made this area their home. Aban-
donment has created an Eden of biodiversity, also
thanks to the seeds transported in the carriages of
the trains. The design of the park preserved the
site and restricted fruition to a few selected areas,
for example the area connecting two city districts
once divided by the railway tracks. All the rest is
a wild heartland in the city center.

These projects have boosted the aesthetics of
abandonment and wilderness, a phenomenon that
is unexpectedly spreading. Just think of the veg-
etal choices in the designs by Piet Oudolf, father
of the “New Perennial” movement'"”, e.g., in the
excellent Lurie Garden in Chicago designed in
collaboration with the Gustafson Guthrie Nicol
studio. In the middle of lavish Millennium Park,
Lurie Garden prefers perennial weeds, brightly
colored in the spring, but completely bare in the
autumn, so much so that the barren earth is in full
view throughout the winter.

The same holds true for one of the most media-
hyped designs of the last few years: the High Line
in New York supervised by the Diller Scofidio
studio and Fields Operations in collaboration
with Oudolf''’. Here too, common gramineous
plants—symbol of the countryside, agricultural
activities and the vegetation that grew sponta-
neously along the old railway line during its years
of neglect—have become the most visible traits of
the new green lounge in the Big Apple.

This kind of approach claims that wilderness
introduces more biodiversity into the city; it elab-
orates a new aesthetics of public urban space,
one which appears to totally reject the old orders,
meticulousness and plain, well-organized spatial
structures adopted not so long ago. These new
projects make everything look more informal,
discontinuous, disorderly, never mind if it looks

uncultivated, neglected or ruined. In this new,
chaotic and rather drab environment man is again
just one of the many users of an urban ecosystem
that paradoxically aims to turn into its opposite: a
wood, a forest which, compared to any rural area,
can evoke a new and better idea of wilderness.

2.3 Everybody Self-sufficient

Food self-sufficiency is a topic that recurs cycli-
cally in the history of European cities: with the
advent of the first urban communities, throughout
the Middle Ages (when farming inside fortified
walls made it possible to be self-sufficient if nec-
essary), and then more in general during periods
of economic crisis or wars. For example, the
successful treatise Everybody Self-Sufficient by
Leberecht Migge focuses on the First World War.
All this now forcefully emerges in the debate on
open spaces in contemporary cities, but in today’s
world food self-sufficiency has more to do with
pedagogical and social issues than farming prac-
tices.

For example, the quality and sustainability of
locally produced food (so-called “zero food
miles”), but also the new aesthetic dimension of
dwelling, represent the concept expressed by Per-
luigi Nicolin that urban agriculture would make
us re-experience, in a conscious, thoughtful and
aesthetic manner, what was present in the farming
world but without real aesthetic awareness''”.
Generally speaking, it’s important to note that
when comparing contemporary urban kitchen
gardens and their predecessors, there has been a
change in the social class of people who farm in
the city: if in the past these individuals came from
a lower social class, the cultural and economic
capital of many of those who currently self-main-
tain their own food is such that their farming is
(also) an aesthetic exercise.

Apart from producing food, urban agriculture
involves activities such as recreation, health, edu-
cation, improved quality of life in an urban envi-
ronment, and sometimes economic growth. All
this usually requires the conversion of abandoned
areas which up to a few years ago would have
rapidly been developed; since this is no longer an

option due to the crisis they are converted into a
kitchen garden, a field or pasture (when someone
is willing to take care of it). This rampant phe-
nomenon is so widespread it has developed even
in cities like New York where the value of land
and the potential for rapid real estate development
are second to none worldwide.

Media dissemination of the initiative is a key
factor. For example projects such as “Public Farm
at MoMa”, the installation that won the “Young
Architects Program” in 2008, that exploit the use
of ground space and the creation of raised, culti-
vated land to reiterate the concept that cultivation
can take place anywhere by taking advantage of
these opportunities to regenerate and revive aban-
doned nooks and crannies in the city and make
them attractive. Another example is the American
Pavilion at the 2008 Biennale of Architecture in
Venice where the schoolyard kitchens initiative
invented by Alice Waters in the nineties became
an internationally famous project’®. A less well-
known but equally excellent project, given its
pedagogical implications, is Michel Desvigne’s
Cité Nature in the small town of Arras: a theme
park based on the Artois farming model in France.
Its objective was to raise visitors’ awareness
about the sustainability of farming their own food
products, even in small plots, so long as this did
not endanger larger adjacent fields.

However, this trend does not only involve ped-
agogical initiatives promoted during exhibitions
and events. Agriculture has become part of the
design of gardens and public spaces in urban
planning projects. Take Detroit, symbol of the
end of the industrial era and a city deeply scarred
by that end. Detroit is currently an international
example of urban renewal inspired by agriculture
and landscape. Given the rarefaction of its built
urban fabric, the Stoss Landscape Urbanism stu-
dio proposed to reuse many of the abandoned lots
to produce food. Similar objectives inspired the
choices of cities like Munich that launched the
Agropolis project or London, where the Capital
Growth project has been implemented (Figure 6).
These two interventions have put into practice
urban renewal strategies involving an increase
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in food production. The aim is to produce local
food, increase people’s awareness regarding food
issues, and improve living conditions in many
suburban city districts.

Compared to the large-scale agricultural infra-
structure projects implemented in cities, the
increasingly popular and widespread urban farms
function in a more targeted manner. Perhaps the
most famous is the one created on the roof of
a six-storey industrial building along the Hud-
son River in Brooklyn. Its sole objective was
to demonstrate that agricultural activities can
be profitable even in the city. Today it produces
vegetables and fruit which it either sells in retail
shops or to restaurants in the city. In the last ten
years, an extremely popular urban farm has devel-
oped in Randall’s Island Park, one of the islands
in the Hudson estuary; its task is to make people
more aware about the advantages of eating genu-
ine, healthy food. Objectives similar to the ones
adopted in several farms in Cuba have inspired
the urban farming project launched by two private
citizens in an abandoned area a few meters away
from the old Berlin wall. In this case, urban agri-
culture is a team effort involving social relations
and the development of cultural activities. Since
the Berlin Municipality (owner of the site where
the activity takes place) has put the area up for
sale, the produce is grown in easily transported
crates. While awaiting their eviction notice, per-
manent employees and volunteers run the cafe-
teria and mobile restaurant situated in the urban
farm.

Although these projects are all very differ-
ent (some are small and temporary, others are
large-scale and aspire to change the customs
and appearance of the cities in which they are
located), bringing agriculture back into the city
chiefly questions the passive fruition of pub-
lic space and open urban spaces, similar to the
approach adopted by projects developed in the
eighties and nineties. In many ways agriculture
revives actions in public urban space, bringing it
to life and making it healthy, dynamic and pro-
ductive. In actual fact, the words ‘in many ways’
involves very strict (agricultural) rules that limit
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freedom of movement: the lots are meticulously
organized and regulated even when the kitchen
garden is on a balcony or in a crate. Although
people are very active, they have to assume cer-
tain postures and execute pre-established tasks,
just like the ones performed in any farm. Project
after project, it is this farm image that the city
wishes to make its own.

3 A Site, a Forest, a Farm

A site, a forest, a farm. These three iconic images
will input into the discussion on the way in which
landscape design currently contributes to reshap-
ing contemporary western cities. Up until the
end of the last century, other images would have
been chosen: a luxurious garden, full of light,
colors and incredible materials or an elegant,
extremely comfortable living room structuring
the uninterrupted sequence of public spaces in
small, medium and big cities in Europe; a garden
of Eden like the big parks created in particular in
the United States. After the abrupt changes in our
economic, social and cultural conditions, cities in
the west abandoned the idea of luxury (considered
outdated) and redesigned contemporary living
within a more measured, parsimonious concept of
wellbeing and comfort: clean air, a healthy life,
good food and a touch of tradition. As in the past,
landscape design now provides a successful spa-
tial representation of these new forms of wellbe-
ing. A site, a forest, a farm. Three images which,
all together, contribute to a better understanding
of how some ideas become part of the design of
contemporary cities.

The image of a worksite is linked more to the
long time it takes to transform large areas. Say-
ing that the city is a worksite means accepting
the provisional nature of current changes and
the difficulty inherent in completing large-scale
urban projects which were never questioned up
to a few years ago. It means accepting non-linear
growth processes and letting the fascination of the
unfinished, the incomplete and the partial enter a
new aesthetic dimension. It means, for example,
appreciating the imperfections and fragmented
nature of suburbs rather than the precision and
integrity of urban centers and the incoherence of

marginal spaces rather than the order of impecca-
bly organized districts. More in general, it means
maintaining flexible, transformable spaces rather
than freezing them in finite, ironclad layouts.

The image of the forest turns the city into its
opposite: the dragon which in western culture has
always threatened the “urbe” from the “selva”,
is now in the city. The city lays claim to its wild
nature: parks shaped like woods and gardens,
public spaces fashioned like meadows, scrub
land and deserts, as well as omnipresent vegetal
walls and green roofs. In short a lot of nature,
so obvious in the many new spaces that spread
like wildfire. However, it isn’t just a question of
nature, but rather of research and the production
of spontaneous effects, once again thanks to soft,
mouldable, living forms, better still if they are
wild, coarse, only lightly sketched out, abandoned
and in ruins. This is how design once again tack-
les big, dismantled industrial complexes: no more
regenerations and refunctionalizations, but con-
servation of the ruins as part of more extensive
operations to protect entire areas of twentieth-cen-
tury cities, in the best of cases turned into parks.

Finally, the farm. Here again, there is a rever-
sal: agriculture has taken the place of industry.
Production changes, urban customs change, and
public and private spaces also change. Flowers
are replaced by vegetables, fountains by kitchen
gardens, better still if they are collective, and
even better if they are planted in city centers so
that every new project can be exemplary and
emulated, so much so that in the end the peda-
gogical aspect appears to be more important than
production. However, this is not the point. We’re
not talking here about boosting economies or per-
haps teaching words long forgotten, despite the
enormous emphasis on both these aspects. Mak-
ing agriculture the core idea behind urban design
leads to the revival of thriftiness, frugality and
measure. More in general, it projects the image of
a simple, composed and restrained condition of
poverty.

Each of the trends exploited by landscape design
to try and interpret and shape our contemporary
cities raises questions regarding order as well

as many other very important social, cultural,
political and environmental issues. This paper
has simply discussed this ability to interpret the
present based on several images repeatedly con-
jured up by landscape design: a site, a forest, a
farm. Obviously, that’s an understatement since
we could mention more. However, compared to
other images, these three provide a better picture
of the basic traits of the crisis now affecting many
western cities. For example: considering the
incomplete transformations currently underway as
an aesthetic condition; the abandonment and dis-
mantling of many areas; and a more general state
of impoverishment.

Although a far cry from the ostentation that
existed twenty years ago, we can however affirm
that by changing its tools, strategies and vocabu-
laries, landscape design still provides an effective
image of contemporary urban areas and the city at
the present time. It’s obvious that, both now and
in the past, this says nothing about the quality of
the spaces produced by every design project. On
this issue, it’s important to emphasize that not-
withstanding any evocative imaginary scenario,
this quality will always depend on individual
projects and on their ability to elaborate relevant,
correct and attractive spatial designs. [

a4

Notes

I When referring to the West, further clarification
is required regarding local sensibilities, expertise,
traditions and the role played by public bodies when
they commission landscape projects. For example, in
Mediterranean countries landscape design has always
struggled to be recognized by the authorities, while in
countries in the north of Europe public administrations
ensure that many studios specialising in landscape
architecture survive thanks to big investments in
competitions for the design and construction of new open
spaces. In America the scenario differs; here landscape
architecture is so important it is still a significant topic in
the cultural debate on the design of urban and peri-urban
open spaces.

2 This research focused on five major magazines: Lotus,
Topos, Landscape Architecture Magazine, Architettura
del Paesaggio and Paysage Topscape. They are all very
different to one another as regards not only their origins,

but also the topics and ways in which these topics are
treated; above all they each have very different target
audiences. Lotus is a magazine illustrating landscape
projects as part of a broader critique of architecture and
the city. Instead, ever since its first issue 7opos focuses on
worldwide landscape design projects. Paysage Topscape
disseminates design proposals exhibited at the Landscape
Biennale in Barcelona. Landscape Architecture Magazine
and Architettura del Paesaggio are published by national
associations of professionals active in the field of
landscape design. In the last few years these magazines
have focused on a more international public. This
research concentrated on the magazines and the issues
published between 2005 and 2015. A total of 200 issues
of the aforementioned magazines were examined.

3 Discussions with scholars and professionals took place
either during interviews or congresses. In particular,
the 53rd IFLA World Congress held in Turin in April
2016. We would like to thank in particular those scholars
and professionals with whom we were able to establish
an ongoing debate: Catherine Mosbach (Mosbach
Paysagistes), Kistoffer Holm Pedersen (SLA Architects),
Franco Zagari (Franco Zagari, Architettura e Paesaggio),
Bradford McKee (Landscape Architecture Magazine),
Federico Lopez Silvestre (Universidade de Santiago de
Compostela) and Bianca Maria Rinaldi (Politecnico di
Torino).

4 In particular, reference is made to the issues: Reclaiming
Terrain. Lotus, 2006, 128; Green Metaphor. Lotus, 2008,
135; Landscape Infrastructures. Lotus, 2009, 139; Lotus in
the Fields. Lotus, 2001, 149; Landscape Urbanism. Lotus,
2012, 150; City as nature. Lotus, 2015, 157.
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