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nature as a whole 
is modelled by each 
being like the form 
of water is modelled 
by the fish, and each 
of our movements 
creates waves and 
transformations.

Wovoka, Native American Chief
 (in Tiezzi, 2001)



why? (introduction)

Utopia can be understood as

[…] a constant opening toward the unmystified pursuit 
of possibilities that are different from those which have al-
ready been tested (Crespi, 1997, p. XII).

Thus concludes the introduction to the second Italian 
edition (Donzelli, 1997) of The Story of Utopias, pub-
lished by Lewis Mumford in 1922, and again in 1962; the 
first Italian edition was published in 1969 by Calderini. 
The naturalness and effort put into writing this book sensi-
tised me to rediscover Mumford’s work. Its contextualisa-
tion in the area of the necessity for and meaning of utopia 
provided a key to the bipolarity I perceived. 
Using the categories proposed by Mumford, I attribute the 
naturalness of the writing to the clarity and force shown by 
many things which come from the “world of ideas” (Mum-
ford, 1922, p.13), to which Landscape Architecture also 
contributes with significant thoughts and interventions. 
The effort instead was related to the frequent distance per-
ceived between the other “one-half the Story of Mankind” 
(Mumford, 1922, p. 12), represented in this case by the or-
dinary nature of its habitats, and the world of ideas. 
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Despite the fact that the current situation is mostly unsat-
isfying, and in too many cases inadequate, there are many 
authors and works that show how things can be different. 
Their efficiency is not necessary linked to above-average 
economic resources. Proof of this are also the works pre-
sented in this book which show possible diversities with 
the force of images of things realized, of thoughts trans-
lated into places and their landscapes. Despite the efforts, 
the prevailing naturalness of thought thus sustained this 
writing. The distinction made by Mumford between the 
“utopia of escape” and the “utopia of reconstruction” was 
very enlightening, as was his definition of the latter as

[…] a vision of a reconstituted environment which is bet-
ter adapted to the nature and aims of the human beings 
who dwell within it than the actual one; and not merely 
better adapted to the their actual nature, but better fitted to 
their possible development (Mumford, 1922, p. 21).

Utopia understood therefore as the ensemble of ideas and 
actions which collaborate toward possibilities that are dif-
ferent from those most commonly practiced; interpreta-
tive tension of the real, responsible of its own difference 
from abstraction. The search for sustainability can be un-
derstood as an abstraction and thus result in an utopia of 
escape. On the other hand, the multiple possibilities for 
the concreteness of sustainability as utopia of reconstruc-
tion, or even of construction, are interesting.

[…] We can never reach the points of the compass; and 
so no doubt we shall never live in utopia; but without the 
magnetic needle we should not be able to travel intelli-
gently at all (Mumford, 1922, p. 24-25).
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There is a need, more than ever, to provide direction to 
ideas and actions, especially now that Earth appears from 
Space as Space appears from Earth. The dimensions 
change, but there are also similitudes. A galaxy of com-
plex forms stands out luminously. If it is Earth that is ob-
served, it is not groups of stars at distances measured in 
light years that are seen, but rather buildings and streets, 
districts and cities, metropolises and metropolitan re-
gions. With their countless streetlights standing a few me-
ters from each other they cover more and more kilometers 
of inhabited land. The world changes, becoming increas-
ingly more urban.
Landscape Design cannot act at the scale of global pro-
cesses, it is a scientific and technical tool that can be used 
for imagining and defining actions at a local scale.
Why is it necessary then to think and to act through Land-
scape Design? Is it adequate for interpreting the influence 
on human habitats of supralocal changes? Why?
Introducing arguments in answer to these questions is 
not particularly useful in field terms. The foundations of 
Landscape Architecture already provide the most signif-
icant scientific and technical answers. In over a century 
of studies and applications, theoretical stances and a va-
riety of practical experiences have increasingly come to 
interact. As in all fields, the evolutionary movement con-
tinues, open and unforeseeable, and diffusion produces 
cultural germinations. It happened in Australia, has been 
happening for a few decades in Mediterranean Europe, 
and has begun to occur in China. In other parts of the 
world the field has not yet gained a prominent structur-
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al role in the thoughts, studies, decisions and actions re-
garding the transformation of the forms and spaces of hu-
man life: in Africa, most of Asia and also in Latin America. 
Landscape Architecture developed throughout the 20th 
century in various phases, and its role was increasingly de-
fined through the progressive historical emergence of the 
reasons of things. After its foundation in the 19th centu-
ry, the first half of the 20th century saw an active devel-
opment. The scientific and technical incubation which 
took place in a variety of geographical contexts gener-
ated a series of positions which then determined subse-
quent developments. The second half of the century wit-
nessed a progressive development in the field of experi-
ences, thoughts, and professional and educational iden-
tities. It is thanks to the 20th century developments on 
the foundations laid down in the 19th century that to-
day Landscape Architecture is a structured cultural tool 
which shows a degree of applicative efficiency. Its capac-
ity for interpreting complex problems has developed pre-
cisely from their intensity and widespread diffusion. As a 
consequence of the first industrial revolution, the glob-
al situation today presents a series of problematic issues 
which produce effects at the local level that people have 
to deal with everyday. Although the causes for these issues 
lie beyond the scope of any spatial plan or project, it is al-
so through these tools that it is possible to address their 
effects. Many lessons were learned throughout the 20th 
century concerning the problems related to abandoned 
industrial areas and the regenerative treatment of degrad-
ed sites. The garden continued to play its ancient role as 



19why? [introduction]

a place for research, experimentation, vision and innova-
tion. Infrastructural intensification stimulated a new at-
tention to the effects of transformations and therefore al-
so to the ways in which to interpret them. Many answers 
were provided and many hypotheses were tested. The cul-
tural, technical and technological heritage was enhanced 
in terms of quality and quantity of resources, increasing its 
potential usefulness. It is a fact, however, that the appli-
cations of Landscape Architecture have not yet become 
widespread and normalized. The discipline has come out 
of its niches and in some parts of the world its principles 
are being applied more than in the past, yet these cases are 
still a minority with respect to human activity at large, and 
also regarding urban landscapes, even in the countries 
where the field originated. Landscape Architecture in the 
21st century thus has the responsibility of increasing its 
cultural authoritativeness and disseminating its technical 
application. It is correct to consider that the discipline un-
til now has evolved more through technical application 
than through theory, whose principles are still not fully 
structured and widely accepted. This led James Corner 
to publish, together with Alison Bick Hirsch, the volume 
The Landscape Imagination (2014), which presents a col-
lection of essays written by the American landscape de-
signer between 1990 and 2010. Corner considers the situ-
ation of Landscape Architecture in the cultural climate at 
the end of the Eighties.

Intellectual work seemed effervescent at that time in so 
many allied fields – ecology, land art, cultural geography, 
urbanism, architecture, and philosophy, for example; and 
yet landscape architecture was stalled, caught between 
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strictly vocational, formulaic design practice, on the one 
hand, and a dichotomous split between the environmen-
talist and the artists on the other (Corner, 2014, p.7).

It is true that Landscape Architecture is an empirical dis-
cipline, like Architecture, which, however, has a few extra 
millennia of experience. Observing sciences from a his-
torical point of view it is possible to grasp the measure of 
time required for a congruous stratification, revision and 
theoretical determination. The fact that the transforma-
tions expressed by life and the world have different time 
frames is also normal and both science and technique 
have the capacity to operate at the same time on different 
and misaligned horizons. One regards the research aimed 
at enhancing the capacity of interpretation of phenome-
na and of providing solutions to the problems in question, 
and the other is the search for immediate answers to issues 
and phenomena that require them. Two years after James 
Corner, Michael D. Murphy (2016) contributed to the 
theoretical structure of Landscape Architecture with a de-
tailed and well argued proposal which in fact includes the 
variable of time in the evolution of the discipline.

We are still in the early stages of forming a coherent theory 
of landscape architecture. The attempt here is not to pro-
vide a definitive statement of theory but rather to articulate 
an ecosystemic position from which to develop a compre-
hensive theory of landscape architecture (Murphy, 2016, 
p.286-287).

Outside of the specific field of Landscape Architecture, 
the questions asked at the beginning require answers 
which are related to the necessary trans-disciplinary na-
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ture of design processes for the transformation of land-
scapes and the cultural diffusion of the motives and man-
ners of intervention determined and proposed by them. 
These semantic dimensions evade specialisation, require 
clarity in terms of scientific and technical communica-
tion and offer opportunities for dissemination. The field 
can take advantage by dealing with these needs as oppor-
tunities, increasing its cultural authoritativeness and dis-
seminating its ordinary applications, rather than remain-
ing isolated in its extraordinary applications, ultimately 
becoming stronger through experience.
This book proposes some issues considered as significant 
for interpreting contemporariness. They are aimed as well 
at identifying the said necessary elements of the trans-dis-
ciplinary dialogue and of the raising of cultural awareness. 
In this context, the following paragraphs present a gener-
al framework of the specific points of view analyzed in the 
various chapters in relation to their intrinsic overall com-
plementary nature.
Landscapes have recorded over millions of years the nat-
ural transformations of the world, and for millennia those 
of a cultural order. At the origin of the evolution of man 
and for many thousands of years afterward, these records 
have been generated by local processes and factors. Their 
essence changed with modernity, and increasingly in our 
contemporary era. Landscapes are still today local ex-
pressions, yet the influence of global factors and their re-
lationships are much more articulated and marked than 
in the past. Everything is inscribed and preserved or over-
written in the stratification of these palimpsests, unique 
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and changing in terms both of space and time. The land-
scapes of the world are thus essential texts for interpret-
ing natural and cultural histories. Few human expressions 
have the narrative and documentary scope and the uni-
versal languages of landscapes. Like the expressions de-
rived from visual and musical arts, landscapes are inter-
preted by individuals and people belonging to different 
cultures and age groups. The fact that they can be expe-
rienced is more important than the intrinsic difficulties 
found in the attempts to ascribe to landscapes an univo-
cal meaning. What counts is that they communicate and 
that humans communicate through them, using them for 
interpreting the limits and potentials of their lives. Land-
scapes are thus the main interface used by humans for de-
ciphering the various environments of Earth, from the 
time when they began to colonize it, becoming increas-
ingly present and influential inhabitants. The interpreta-
tion of the environment used by man during his evolu-
tionary process is more related to the future than to the 
past. Landscape Design is a contemporary tool to practice 
it. The potential for integration that the design synthesis 
can express when it is developed through the interpreta-
tive medium of the landscape permits addressing com-
plex problems. Urban settlements today are the habitats 
with the highest degree of impact, while also being the 
most fragile; they are strongly affected by global changes, 
which they in turn have a great influence on.
My reasoning to this point offers an indirect answer to the 
first question: – Why Landscape Design? It also provides 
critical resources for answering the second, by establish-



23why? [introduction]

ing the capacity of Landscape Design to contribute to 
the interpretation of some of the transformations to ur-
ban habitats generated by factors at a global, or however a 
clearly supralocal scale.
Landscape Architecture has developed common bases, al-
though combining and stratifying different cultures and ex-
periences. Like any other field, it is partial by definition, al-
though synthetic in nature and capable of developing its 
potential through relations with other fields of knowledge.
The mechanistic approach to the development of sci-
ences generated a misunderstanding in the 20th centu-
ry, both within their own theoretical and empirical scopes 
and in the transfer of knowledge to technical applications. 
Specialization is useful to the progress of knowledge and 
does not have, in itself, limitations to its unitary charac-
ter, necessary for approaching the complexity of the re-
al. However, the de-facto translation of specialization into 
sectorialisation has generated a phenomenon which has 
not been widely understood or efficiently managed. Hu-
manity is still experiencing the growth of the knowledge 
produced by the specialization of sciences. The difficulty 
to convert evolved knowledge into synthetic applications 
has induced a process of isolation of problems aimed at 
addressing their specific complexity. This is an instrumen-
tal process with mediation functions which are useful and 
often necessary. Defects in terms of usefulness in everyday 
life became manifest however, in the tendency to trans-
fer this instrumental isolation into applications in reali-
ty. Contemporary man, always more capable of acquiring 
knowledge, thus partially distanced himself from the pos-
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sibility of understanding the complexity of the world and 
of addressing it through adequate choices. All of this took 
place despite the existence of contrary philosophical and 
scientific knowledge which facts have demonstrated not 
to be yet sufficiently widespread. During the past century, 
the misunderstanding concerning the meaning of special-
ization and the poor management regarding the isolation 
of problems produced multiple, marked and widespread 
effects of separation in both material and intangible reali-
ties. These were cases that catalyzed and stressed process-
es which date back to the 18th and 19th centuries; during 
the first half of the 20th century signals were sent which in 
the second half then expressed all of the complexity and 
a crisis regarding the vital relationship between man and 
his habitat. Global dimensions have consequently gener-
ated problems at a global scale which, however, require 
local approaches. It is at this local level that the design of 
the transformations of urban habitats operates, interpret-
ing the policies, as well as the local and global phenome-
na that concern them. The design approach also changes 
according to the evolution of knowledge and to the phe-
nomena of the real that are becoming manifest in this pe-
riod of the history of humanity and of the world. 

The application […] and consequent practice of the proj-
ect as they have been defined since the Renaissance, were 
certainly the instruments that made knowledge progres-
sively more operative […], yet there was also an increase 
in sectoriality which broke and separated the various scien-
tific fields, pulling them toward technoscience. […] In a 
world like the one today, so dependent on planning, an au-
thentic culture of the project may assume and sustain the 
specific role of enhancing the values of quality. […] The 
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innovation of ‘integrated projects’ and of ‘process projects’ 
[…], in responding to real problems with more ease and 
material concreteness than theoretical studies, may pre-
pare the ground for the convergence of different fields of 
knowledge, providing an impulse as well to trans-disci-
plinary practices and influencing the various scenarios of 
the project, as well as the various scientific categories in-
volved (Urbani, 2013, pp. 17-18).

The sociologist of cultural processes and communication 
Luca Toschi asserts (2017) that the acquisition and trans-
mission of knowledge are necessary, yet not sufficient, 
conditions for human evolution. The power of Toschi’s 
introduction to the book Amico albero, a recent work of 
scientific synthesis and cultural proposal by the Floren-
tine colleagues Francesco Ferrini and Alessio Fini, induc-
es me to quote a few passages. It is a call to a necessary 
long-term outlook; a vision that is altogether applicable, 
since it depends exclusively of the intentions of people, 
yet difficult to practice, since it requires a collective inten-
tionality; a vision that can however manage and turn in-
to an opportunity the apparently paradoxical difficulty of 
understanding and of acting that is characteristic of these 
times in which the capacity to acquire knowledge and to 
transmit it has become maximized.

It is not enough, in fact, only to study and then to teach, to 
educate and inform. All of this is clearly very important, but 
will not be enough if we do not begin to strengthen commu-
nication, collaboration and cooperation between different 
realities, if we do not operate concretely for communicat-
ing – in the sense of making common, of building together 
while clearly distinguishing roles and competencies – the 
world we want on the basis of a project, of a shared vision. 
It is for this reason that the infinite areas of research and the 
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numerous areas of society must be different faces – diversity 
being the main resource available – but of the same shared 
project. And economy is a full-fledged part of this, although 
during these last few decades of neo-capitalism a political 
and cultural manoeuvre was carried out in order to estab-
lish it as an autonomous reality, even as a guide for society 
and research, all in the name of an undefined objectivity of 
the market. Economy, in fact, must strengthen the social 
project for the benefit of all, and not openly steer it for the 
benefit of an increasingly small élite, and to the disadvan-
tage of an increasingly larger multitude of men and wom-
en, against life itself in an entire planet. […] This historical 
phase of great transformation […] (is) marked by the crisis 
of knowledge as a common good, that is a crisis that does 
not concern resources but rather the culture of resources 
[…]. Crisis of values. I don’t mean those that are enunciat-
ed: we are under siege of preachers capable more or less of 
special effects. I mean a crisis of practiced values: beginning 
from the value of life in all its infinite forms, physical and 
symbolical, which indissolubly links every living being, but 
also non-living. Life is a resource, always: whether we speak 
of humans, plants, or animals. Not ascribing value to it is 
the most masochistic and self-harming thing mankind can 
do: this is why renouncing the use of its energy, diminishing 
its meaning, marginalising it, humiliating its complexity, 
reducing it to components that are so small that once they 
have been de-structured from the powerful and infinite pat-
terns and networks they belong to, one feels authorised to 
assert, to our partial excuse, that life, in its minimum terms, 
is really not very important. The force of life cannot be kept 
in well made, user-friendly containers with attractive de-
signs, since it flows uninterrupted. Its disorder is of a gener-
ative, not conservative order. This is why it must be sought 
in the links, both macro and micro, that connect its infinite 
forms into a single system, in the endless membranes of the 
living, in vital metabolic processes which ensure its pres-
ervation and development, as well as the creation of other 
new life (Toschi, 2017, pp.9, 11).
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The choice of illustrating this book with an exemplary 
sample of what is asserted within it, using some works by 
the Atelier de Paysages Bruel-Delmar of Paris, responds to 
a variety of reasons, editorial, of geographic-cultural repre-
sentation, of meaning. Due to the style and length of the 
book, I preferred the monographic form to the antholog-
ical one, which includes various authors. I chose a Euro-
pean expression of thinking and doing Landscape Archi-
tecture, sensitive to Mediterranean peculiarities. In this 
contemporary cultural context, Anne-Sylvie Bruel and 
Christophe Delmar are among those that better interpret 
the design of the transformations of landscapes, address-
ing complexity through the living. It is a concrete demon-
stration of the actual possibilities of thinking and doing 
things in ways that are different from the most common 
practices, seeking the meaning of sustainability and dis-
covering the beauty that makes of it a necessary contem-
porary utopia.
The things that belong to the world of ideas can therefore 
become identified with those belonging to the “one-half 
of the Story of Mankind”. If one does not escape reality, it 
is possible to build utopias.

Florence, December 2017







we must put the 
twenty-first century 
city in nature rather 
than put nature in the 
city.

Diana Balmori, 2010



1. imagining urban habitats

Habitat is the place where we live. […] Although we en-
gage in ecological relationships, we have difficulty see-
ing the places where we live as ecological spaces. Physi-
cal habitats are necessary because we need places to inter-
act with which other – to live our lives, to do our work. Our 
natural environments set certain conditions for the plac-
es we live and work: it rains and we need a roof over our 
head; it freezes and we need heat. The structures that keep 
us dry and warm establish boundaries for the spaces we in-
habit. The physical boundaries mediate our relationships 
with natural processes as they set frameworks for our inter-
actions with other people (Steiner, 2002, 2016, pp.39-40).

What does imagining urban habitats mean? Certainly ad-
dressing the spatial realities on which most of the world’s 
population has concentrated to this day. This does not 
prove that cities and other recent urban expressions which 
have developed differently from the archetypes are the 
best settlement options. It is a fact, however, that since the 
origins of cities man has developed through them capac-
ities and activities which are significant for the evolution 
of civilization. Cities have permitted a greater spatial con-
centration of material and intangible resources than any 
other settlement type; they are those human habitats on 
which more has been invested for increasing the efficien-
cy and effectiveness of the systems that compose them.
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It is another historical fact that the various types of con-
centrations typical to cities and in general to urban so-
cio-economic structures are also among the causes of con-
flict and degradation. The effects become manifest as a re-
sult of a variety of dynamic processes. Spatial degradation 
can be generated as well by social and economic issues, 
and it can in turn be the cause of further social and eco-
nomic marginalization. This contributes, together with 
its own opposite, gentrification, to separating urban hab-
itats, and making them factors of separation. It is the peo-
ple themselves who end up suffering the consequences of 
this, their communities and the democracy expressed by 
the settlements, which is affected by a deficit of spatial ac-
cessibility and social inclusion. In an increasingly urban 
world, in economic and social models, as well as in spac-
es, it is necessary to think of the urban as landscape, due to 
its spatial diffusion, to its ecological footprint and to its en-
vironmental and social vulnerability.
To imagine urban habitats also means conceiving priority 
transformations of the existent in terms both of conserva-
tion and innovation, as well as managing the development 
of new settlements whenever necessary. A concrete involve-
ment of the living in these processes can be advantageous.
Observation and study of environments and of the relation-
ships living beings have with them has produced a scientif-
ic and cultural tool which is essential for working in the 
right direction. Although ecology is in evolution, it is none-
theless a solid scientific field. Its technical applications are 
increasingly widespread, as is its cultural diffusion. Its pen-
etration in thought and in processes is however still insuf-
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ficient to meet demands, as seen in reality. It is thus neces-
sary to continue following a path, without losing critical lu-
cidity, yet considering how it is in fact still short due to its 
recent origins, and also how it has carried many things far 
from where they were only a century or five decades ago. 
In studying the reality of natural things and continuing to 
study them increasingly in relation to human things, ecol-
ogy has often proposed critical visions of ways of thinking, 
being and doing that have characterized modernity as well 
as our contemporary era. Sciences do not produce subver-
sive concepts for their own gratification. These concepts 
often seem as such due to the extent to which they distance 
themselves from habitual models perceived as the only 
possible ones. During the modern era human societies in-
teracted with ecosystems asserting their superiority over na-
ture. In the light of five centuries of experience and of cul-
tural and scientific evolution, the anthropocentric vision 
that has dominated thought and culture, society and econ-
omy, has proven to be abstracted from reality and harmful, 
even for us human beings. We have therefore understood 
that we are an essential part of nature and that it, in turn, is 
essential for us.

We interact with each other and with our physical environ-
ments. We are biological creatures who depend on the liv-
ing landscape to sustain us. Plants and animals are affect-
ed by our actions, and our existence is impacted by plants 
and animals. We exist within complex sets of interactions – 
that is, we live in an ecological world. Learning to perceive 
the world as a never-ending system of interactions – that is, 
to think about our surroundings and our relationships with 
our environments and each other ecologically – is chal-
lenging. Such thinking forces us to rethink our views of 
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economics, politics and business. It suggest different ways 
to plan and design (Steiner, 2002, 2016, p.1).

Scientific evolution urges and feeds cultural and technical 
dissemination. The perceptions that people have of their 
habitats and of their varying combinations of natural and 
artificial components change, and so do individual and so-
cial behaviors, and economic approaches to the produc-
tion and distribution of goods and services. Also concepts 
change, as well as the technical criteria and the technolog-
ical options available for developing projects for the trans-
formation of places and therefore also of urban landscapes.
Mankind is a temporary guest in this world, bearer of its 
own strengths and fragilities. That the world is ecologi-
cal is a fact ascertained by science. And so is the fact that 
the ways of living that humans have adopted are mostly 
unecological, or not ecological enough. As a species, hu-
mans have shown that we have not yet developed the suf-
ficient collective intelligence for adequately interpreting 
our vital relationships with our habitats.
What does it mean, in this sense, to assume as a general 
objective when imagining urban habitats to integrate the 
city in nature (Balmori, 2010) instead of its opposite, more 
frequently desired and often practiced, although probably 
consisting in little more than a palliative? This question, 
proposed by Diana Balmori at the end of her A Landscape 
Manifesto, expresses its fundamental epistemological ba-
sis. The concept is inspired in the disciplinary tradition of 
Landscape Architecture and stems from the experience 
and observation that the author derives from reality. The 
meaning is explained in the text itself, which continues 
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by proposing to conceive anthropic systems by borrowing 
from the operation of natural systems. It is an invitation 
to base urban systems on them. We have obtained, and 
can further obtain advantages by interpreting the deeply 
stratified experiences of landscapes, deriving from them 
knowledge, models and inspiration. Also according to 
James Corner, there is a reciprocal relationship between 
landscapes and imagination. As in the case of music, land-
scapes are shaped by imagination, and at the same time 
stimulate it toward new things (Corner, 2014, p.8). Fur-
thermore, the fact that landscapes are sources of inspira-
tion has been made evident by various artistic traditions, 
in painting, literature, photography, cinema, landart, en-
vironmental art and architecture. 
In which specific terms do landscapes provide inspiration 
for Landscape Architecture? Certainly beyond their vis-
ible aspect, which is however obviously relevant. Land-
scapes influence through their functions and dynam-
ics those who interpret them with aims and tools that are 
adequate for understanding their structures. Landscapes 
teach lessons to those who study their stratifications seek-
ing in them natural and cultural intelligences in evolu-
tion. The awareness of this fosters the development of 
the capacity to imagine the actions to be carried out in 
terms of their effects. This same awareness permits con-
ceiving projects in which creativity includes in the imagi-
nation the environmental, economic and social variables 
on which both costs and benefits depend. Landscapes 
need cultural levers that combine conservation and trans-
formation policies and actions. They also permit the effi-
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cient use of natural levers for anthropic purposes. It is a 
potentially virtuous reciprocal relationship, not symmet-
rical and open to modulations in its variables. The col-
laboration of natural and cultural forces and processes fa-
vours the co-generation of transformations, reducing their 
dependence on construction interventions and their rela-
tively greater energy and material requirements, the risk 
of systemic ‘rejection’ and reversibility limits. All of this 
in short invites us to foster the growth of places and land-
scapes, rather than to produce them. It is a principle of 
great potential efficiency, yet difficult to put into practice. 
It is valid from both the ecological and sociological points 
of view. The difficulties inherent to the ecological co-gen-
eration of the transformation of places and landscapes 
depend mostly on their degree of anthropisation and in-
crease until reaching the widespread artificiality that 
characterizes cities. The difficulties inherent to the socio-
logical co-generation of transformations are conditioned 
by the standardization and formal rigidity of the processes, 
which are also quite present in cities. This explains why it 
is difficult to carry out the transformation of urban land-
scapes with a strong co-generation component. This is 
quite evident from an ecological point of view, yet may 
seem paradoxical from a sociological point of view. The 
issue in question, however, is not that of eliminating the 
constructive component of transformations. It is in fact 
obvious how it must sometimes prevail, and how it can 
be useful for preparing the ground for co-generative pro-
cesses. Instead, I believe that the issue must be addressed 
in terms of the composition of the roles and responsibili-
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ties concerning a modality with respect to the other, in the 
context of their possible complementarity.
In order to explore this point of view, landscape approach-
es are necessary which are coherent with the various scien-
tific and technical perspectives that contribute to the deter-
mination of policies and interventions that influence the 
quality of habitats. A well articulated critical perspective re-
garding the needs and difficulties for generating landscape 
approaches within the various sciences and techniques in-
volved in the conservation and transformation of land-
scapes can be found in the essay which Pierre Donadieu 
(2012, 2014) entitled Sciences du paysage, using the plu-
ral form intentionally. Simon Bell edited another meaning-
ful volume, together with Ingrid Sarlöv Herlin and Rich-
ard Stiles, entitled Exploring the Boundaries of Landscape 
Architecture (2012). It is meaningful that like other disci-
plines, also Landscape Architecture, and within it Land-
scape Design, have devised their own specific approach-
es to the landscape. Jusuck Koh (2013) has developed a 
trans-disciplinary critical vision, also concerning design. 

A landscape approach to design goes beyond the modern-
ist preoccupation with space and territorial expansion and 
occupation. It leads to design for time experience: time 
cultivation, time taking thus dwelling and above all mo-
mentary and unexpected time and chance happening. It 
leads to attention to pulse, breath and land as living system, 
and our connectedness to it, concern for life/material cy-
cles, and concern for healing and sustenance […]. Articu-
lating the meaning and nature of landscape is then our at-
tempt to call attention to a landscape approach to design 
as theory and method. Such articulations are intended to 
give a new clarity and frame for not only our understand-
ing of (de-, sub-)urbanization, but also for our cross-disci-
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plinary search for an integrative and sustainable paradigm 
of design. Together with related design disciplines, land-
scape architects can develop the ability to design the city 
as if landscape matters, design space as if process and time 
matter, and recognize landscape’s self-organizing body 
and morphogenic power (Koh, 2013, pp. 33-37).

Anne Whiston Spirn’s conceptual path (2014) crosses 
that of the above-mentioned Diana Balmori (2010). Spirn 
proposes some arguments concerning the potential for 
designing ‘resilient cities’, which she considers directly 
related to Ecological Urbanism. The central themes are: 
the fact that cities belong to the ‘natural world’, their fun-
damental nature as ‘habitats’, their organisation as ‘eco-
systems’, and their features of ‘connectedness’ and ‘dy-
namism’. In reference to the concept of ‘deep structure’, 
which had been put forth in the Eighties, the American 
scholar thus affirms that urban design is a powerful adap-
tive tool through which it is possible to make cities more 
resilient.
The idea of contemporary habitats is increasingly evolv-
ing together with the concept of sustainability. Due to de-
velopments which took place during the second half of 
the 20th century, a new conception is emerging of beauty 
as co-essential to sustainability. Could this be a symptom 
of the germination of a new humanism? Spirn herself, as 
others like her, could have sowed the seeds in that period. 
As for the ‘signal’, as partial and weak as it may be, it trav-
els on a ‘cultural frequency’ which interprets crises of val-
ues and the lack of individual and collective well-being. 
It is therefore also by following weak traces and uncertain 
paths that we can attempt to innovate the concept of ur-
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ban habitats, both in the priority options concerning re-
generation, that in those involving new generation.
Elizabeth K. Meyer has put forth several arguments 
(2008) in support of this type of research and develop-
ment of design capacities. Some passages from one of her 
essays deserve to be read directly, due to their relevance in 
this context.

Sustainable landscape design is generally understood in 
relation to three principles – ecological health, social jus-
tice and economic prosperity. Rarely do aesthetics factor 
into sustainability discourse, except in negative asides con-
flating the visible with the aesthetic and rendering both su-
perfluous. […] Beauty is rarely discussed in the discourse 
of landscape design sustainability and, if it is, dismissed as 
a superficial concern. […] Can landscape form and space 
indirectly, but more effectively, increase the sustainabili-
ty of the bio-physical environment through the experienc-
es it affords? Both Catherine Howett and Anne Whiston 
Spirn wrote of these issues twenty years ago in short essays 
that have the ring of a manifesto. […] Two brief excerpts, 
one from each author, ground my understanding of how 
appearance differs from aesthetics, how performance can 
include ecological function and emotional or ethical reve-
lation, and how a concern for beauty and aesthetics is nec-
essary for sustainable design if it is to have a significant cul-
tural impact. 

[…] “The domain of aesthetics,” wrote Howett, “must 
come to be seen as coextensive with the ecosphere, rath-
er than narrowed to its traditional applications in art crit-
icism, so that aesthetic values may no longer be isolated 
from ecological ones. […] In the measure that the forms of 
the designed landscape artfully express and celebrate that 
responsiveness, their beauty will be discovered” (Howett 
1987:7).

Spirn adds, “This is an aesthetic that celebrates motion 
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and change, that encompasses dynamic processes, rath-
er than static objects, and that embraces multiple, rather 
than singular, visions. This is not a timeless aesthetic, but 
one that recognizes both the flow of passing time and the 
singularity of the moment in time, that demands both con-
tinuity and revolution” (Spirn 1988:108). 

From the writings of landscape architects such as Howett 
and Spirn […] we can already see how crucial beauty and 
aesthetics are to an ecological design agenda. They ar-
gue that the act of experiencing designed landscapes po-
ly-sensually, over time, through and with the body, is not 
simply an act of pleasure, but possibly, one of transforma-
tion. Through their writings we can infer that new forms 
of beauty will be discovered, as new techniques and ap-
proaches for reclaiming, remaking and reforming a site’s 
natural processes are invented. These new types of beauty 
will be found through the experience, as well as the mak-
ing, of landscape. […] Beauty is a key component in de-
veloping an environmental ethic […]. I believe that works 
of landscape architecture […] are cultural products […] 
that evoke attitudes and feelings through space, sequence 
and form. […] So while I do not believe that design can 
change society, I do believe it can alter an individual’s con-
sciousness and perhaps assist in restructuring her priorities 
and values (Meyer 2008, p. 6-10).

It is also significant that this position substantially agrees, 
from a cultural point of view, with the one expressed in 
2010 by the theoretician of sustainability Enzo Tiezzi. 
The concept of beauty implicitly proposed by the scien-
tist is free of any field dependency. As an eminent chemist 
and physicist passionately involved in ecological research, 
he in fact expresses a cultural synthesis, a contemporary 
objective, which considers that ultimately “we need to be 
good to be beautiful, as much as possible” (Tiezzi, 2010). 
While Western culture highlights the deep separation 
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which has occurred between justice and beauty (Giusti-
zia e Bellezza, Zoja, 2007), other thoughts develop within 
it which aim to their re-composition into a new unity, and 
which generate reactions in that direction. 
Design must develop a proactive criticism of actuality; it 
is a task which complements that of interpreting it in the 
present; this in fact does not regard the art of anticipation; 
from it, however, also short-term design processes linked 
to actuality by pressing obligations can obtain advantages. 
The criticism of actuality is necessary for seeking sustain-
ability, which in turn is a pathway of cultural innovation, 
thus intangible before becoming material. Aesthetics can 
develop substantial relationships with a series of comple-
mentary ethical profiles: ecological, sociological, eco-
nomic. Under the umbrella of sustainability, the integra-
tion of ethical and aesthetic innovations can bring about 
a contemporary unity of ‘justice and beauty’. As a corol-
lary, it would unmask ornament, it would expose empti-
ness of meaning, making it loose cultural weight and re-
vealing its uselessness, its banality, in other words its un-
sustainability.
Interpreting the contemporary is necessary and in order to 
do so it is necessary to not overlook the banal expressions 
through which the actual is often unsustainable.
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you should avoid 
being under the 
exclusive influence 
of one field. you 
should distance 
yourselves..., reach 
the limits in order to 
discover the various 
possible escape 
routes.

Michel Corajoud, 2000, 2006



2. landscape design

Almost three decades ago, Tom Turner (1990) expressed a 
self-critical position in the English journal Landscape De-
sign. The provocation set forth in the brief article was ef-
ficiently stressed by the title: “Was ‘Landscape Architec-
ture’ a good idea?”. In relation to the name of the disci-
pline, Turner maintained that “landscape architects” may 
well be people affected by divine aspirations. What was 
put into question was in fact the possibility itself of de-
signing landscapes. The significance of this criticism still 
needs to be subscribed today with theoretical and practi-
cal awareness and perseverance. It is in fact not possible 
to plan or design landscapes (Paolinelli, 2011). Because 
of their complex nature of dynamic resultants – natural 
and cultural, material and intangible –, landscapes are 
not circumscribable and manageable within the spaces 
and time frames of plans and projects. It is however possi-
ble, and evidently necessary, to conceive, define and car-
ry out landscape plans and projects for every spatial in-
tervention. In other words, landscapes exist and change; 
what needs to be designed are the actions that direct to-
ward them, seeking the highest level of coherence regard-
ing their specific features and dynamics. It is not a reduc-
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tive, only a realistic proposition. Under this profile the 
landscape solution to project-related issues is inspired and 
guided by the research concerning the specific relation-
ships that identify the “deep structures” of the contexts in 
question (Spirn 1984, 1988, 2014). A few simple data can 
help consider these elements for what they truly are. Nat-
ural factors and processes have been acting for about four 
billion years, continuously transforming the landscapes of 
the Earth, through sedimentations and upheavals. In the 
same way, cultural factors and processes have interacted 
with environmental ones for the past three hundred thou-
sand years, if one takes the origin of man in Africa as ref-
erence, and for the past forty thousand years if one consid-
ers the advent of Homo sapiens sapiens in Europe instead. 
These latter are brief time frames relative to those of the 
history of the Planet, which are measured on an entire-
ly different scale. Mankind, however, has progressively in-
creased its incisiveness in the colonisation of the Earth’s 
habitats. In those geographical areas with more ancient 
and continuous civilisations, landscapes present struc-
tures which, although subordinate to those of a natural or-
der, are identified in cultural terms as well.
The project is a powerful cultural tool for the solution of 
the problems identified and the fulfillment of the deter-
mined requirements. The landscape approach is relative-
ly new, in terms of its theoretical determination, as well as 
in its application and empirical verification. Aside from 
scientific and technical structures, it is also deeply rooted 
in the evolution of the human capacity to learn through 
experience and to develop as a result of knowledge. 
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A project-related issue is generally determined when a 
theme which is in itself abstracted from local specificities 
is put in relation with one or more places and landscapes. 
Their spatio-temporal uniqueness generates a ‘reaction’ be-
tween the themes and the spatial realities in question, as 
well as with the people who inhabit them in various ways.
Nature and culture express in every landscape specific de-
grees of freedom regarding its anthropic transformations. 
Projects can therefore refer their conceptions and defini-
tions to the said limits and potentials. Deriving inspiration 
from them and assuming them as structural binds, they can 
serve as solid and coherent anchors when making choices, 
as well as provide the necessary force for their realization.
Observing landscapes, their dynamics, the reactions of 
their systems to natural and man-related pressures, helps 
understanding life. These expressions are interesting for 
Landscape Architecture, which develops important re-
sponses to the issues of sustainability.
Criticising the Western cultural condition of mankind 
which seeks the lost nature by acting on memory and the 
imaginary, Enrico Fontanari (2006) maintains that it is 
necessary to cultivate the capacity of the project to antici-
pate, rather than using it for managing the actual. On the 
other hand this depends as well from the conservation of 
landscapes, since it is a side of the same coin, which in-
cludes transformation (Koh, 2013). Continuity and change 
are both intrinsic to landscapes. In them, the spheres of na-
ture and culture are clearly intertwined. On the contrary, 
perspectives that do not belong to scientific specialization 
and the consequent sectorialisation of knowledge have 
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contributed to the separation of technical competencies 
and decision-making and intervention procedures regard-
ing spaces, as I mentioned in the introduction. The overall 
outcome is in conflict with the complexity of reality; it pro-
duces simplifications that render them inadequate for an 
efficient interpretation. The reactions of natural systems to 
anthropic pressure and those of anthropic systems to natu-
ral dynamics constitute a complex and dynamic ensemble 
of variables. The landscape project cannot however halt at 
their separate analytic consideration, while avoiding a joint 
synthetic analysis. On this depends both its efficiency and 
the possibility of its coherent realization. It is in this inter-
pretative and operative context that conservation and trans-
formation become effective through mutual support: the 
one requires interventions that bring about change, and the 
other cannot overlook safeguarding needs.
The great French-American tightrope walker Philippe 
Petit declared that it is wonderful to connect things, and 
through them also people. In order to do so, precision is 
necessary in the process of preparation, and creativity in 
that concerning the vision. This image offers a double 
metaphor for the deep meaning of the landscape project. 
As Jordi Bellmunt (2006) maintains, the conception of the 
project is based on the rigor of knowledge and of the cul-
tural values. This is the necessary base from which to start 
in order to depart from the limits of the actual, for chang-
ing it where it is useful to do so, observing it from points of 
view which are often not accessible from the most conven-
tional paths. The essence of thinking and doing, both in 
design and in tightrope walking, lies first of all in interpret-
ing in order to understand, and then in connecting, in put-
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ting into a meaningful relation both things and people, es-
tablishing vital links and making expressions perceptible.
The landscape project is thus active both inside and out 
of the context for which it is commissioned; it investigates, 
reveals and produces links and continuities, rather than 
separations and fragments. According to the teachings of 
Michel Corajoud (2006), the project tends to sound the 
consistency of the limits which appear in landscapes, in 
order to establish relationships capable of rooting visions 
and actions in their structures. Overcoming limits does 
not require to break out from the assigned area and to pro-
pose interventions outside of it. Rather, it means under-
standing the relationships which lie beyond it that are also 
significant for the project. Overcoming limits means ex-
ploring landscapes through projects, seeking links to be 
preserved or generated. It means doing so also beyond the 
areas of intervention, also with what is not included in 
them yet is structurally related to them, and is a part of ex-
isting relationships or may be a part of those devised and 
configured. Nothing in a landscape can be considered 
as isolated from the rest, as a vivid image by Paolo Bürgi 
(2006) explains: not even a prison cell can be considered 
as isolated, since the thought of escape toward the outside 
is intrinsic to it, in the landscape to which it belongs. 
The landscapes of the world constitute an empirical patri-
mony of learning and inspiration, knowledge and creativi-
ty: it is possible to turn to them in order to continue inves-
tigating and transforming reality. Through them it is possi-
ble to interpret conservation objectives in evolutionary and 
active terms, such as those of transformation following pri-
ority requirements of structural and functional coherence. 
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At the end of the Sixties, several professionals and scholars 
were working in a context of innovation anticipating visions 
which would influence Landscape Architecture over the 
decades to come. This is the case, for example, of Rober-
to Burle Marx, Vittoria Calzolari, Michel Corajoud, Syl-
via Crowe, Garrett Eckbo, Lawrence Halprin, Bernard Las-
sus, Geoffrey Jellicoe, Ian L. McHarg, Pietro Porcinai, and 
Jacques Simon. In those same years, Guido Ferrara pub-
lished the first edition of his L’architettura del paesaggio ital-
iano. The photographs included in the book, which were 
current at the time, now provide a historical testimony of 
landscapes which have accumulated widespread and often 
intense transformations. It is however also evident how Ital-
ian landscapes preserve fundamental cultural features, as 
Ferrara himself asserts in the new edition to his book (2017). 
Their qualities depend positively from them: these are land-
scapes that still express environmental and cultural diversi-
ty, scenic identity, economic values; which include forms 
of essential beauty, made perceptible by their structural ex-
pressiveness. A deep, long-lasting beauty, which distinguish-
es and safeguards them from widespread yet ephemeral aes-
thetic visions. A half-century afterwards, it is worth re-read-
ing the chapter The Landscape and the concept of value, in-
troductive to the first edition of that cornerstone of Europe-
an landscape culture. In a few words, one finds what Land-
scape Architecture could have become, and should still be-
come, as a scientific and technical discipline. The 1968 
edition must be kept side by side with that of 2017, rather 
than simply be replaced by it, since preserving the scientific 
memory alive is essential for the evolution of the field. 
Natural and cultural palimpsests, landscapes carry for 
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each place the traces and testimony of what has happened 
and indicate what is to come, what remains throughout 
evolution and what is transformed. The spatio-tempo-
ral and trans-scalar interpretation of their structures and 
functioning permits considering what may happen or else 
plan their possible transformations. Landscape thought 
provides arguments for considering more issues regard-
ing the transformation of urban habitats. These are re-
lated to fundamental questions regarding the ‘if’, ‘where’ 
and ‘how’, based on which projects formulate responses to 
problems and needs for which the ‘why’ and ‘for whom’ 
have been determined. As I have mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter, ethical criticism is intrinsic to the concep-
tion of the project, in the same way as aesthetic criticism 
is co-essential to it. Both are founding elements of the ca-
pacity of response to the general objective of the sustain-
ability of transformations. Regarding the need for both the 
conservation and transformation of landscapes, cognitive 
and proactive precaution and rigor indicate the way for 
coherent action rather than for immobilization.
Even in the frequent contexts of uncertainty and inde-
terminacy, it is necessary to express thoughts and actions. 
The adequacy of the project to the complexity of things 
depends as well of the capacity to conceive processes of 
adaptation to certain dynamics and of reaction to oth-
ers, in view of the forces and tendencies observed. The 
research concerning the adaptive and reaction properties 
of landscapes is a process that does not rely on predictive, 
deterministic and objectifying approaches. The modal-
ities of the project are in fact, conception, development 
and definition of the process, socio-cultural participation 
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and institutional consultation, as well as compositive and 
technological research. This is therefore related to the sci-
entific and technical activation of the project as a neces-
sary art of anticipation to which I have referred. As such, it 
concerns as well its cultural role as a tool for fostering con-
sciousness, generating debate and as a functional choice 
for supporting the development of collective awareness.
Well-known ambivalences of the landscape in terms of 
meaning, often considered as the cause for its elusive scien-
tific and technical rigor, are actually keys for the develop-
ment of the project’s potential. Design in fact derives ben-
efit from the fact that it is concerned with an entity which 
manifests itself as both subject and object, reality and rep-
resentation, end and means. Furthermore, it is both inte-
rior and exterior to itself, in the sense put forth by Cora-
joud concerning the meaning of limits. Every landscape is 
in fact identified by the contents of which it is also the con-
tainer, considering, for that matter, that neither the territo-
ry nor the environment can assume this role. Spatial artic-
ulations of territories refer to important jurisdictional and 
socio-economic criteria, which however often are not co-
herent with the structure of landscapes. The environment 
refers to the fundamental spatial articulations of eco-sys-
temic structures and to other more complex ones that they 
compose at different scales. It is thus the landscapes and 
their geographical associations that are the containers of 
their own contents, in other words both exterior and in-
terior to themselves. These are double, yet not equivocal 
meanings. Bearing this in mind, they can be used for work-
ing on what can be built and on what it is possible to create, 
grow and let thrive in landscapes and through them.
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The landscape-related project seeks in this sense the most 
adequate strategy for fulfilling the objectives it has received 
as program indications and which it has contributed to 
clarify through its own critical filters. From a procedural 
and evolutionary perspective, which must be favored with 
respect to episodic and exclusively constructive approach-
es, it is possible that what the project tends toward will re-
quire triggers or, before that, the preparation of the neces-
sary conditions for being activated and becoming efficient. 
Regarding the question of the project it may be discovered 
that the most straightforward paths, those apparently safe 
and easy, often are the result of erroneous simplifications 
of reality. It may seem to adapt to formal structures, where-
as it should be the structures in question that have the ca-
pacity to adapt, since they are tools for interpreting reali-
ty. For example, in order to efficiently solve the problems 
concerning degradation in an abandoned area and/or for 
building a park, the conventional methodology is proba-
bly not the most effective, due to the degree of abstraction 
it expresses. Projects can be conceived and executed with 
the use of procedural rules and structures that under cer-
tain aspects can be too rigid, compartmentalized and de-
structuring. Some technical regulations are good exam-
ples of this, as well as certain procedures for the determi-
nation and execution of public works, including those 
concerning funding and management. It is also as a con-
sequence of this that certain traces appear on landscapes 
which are alien to them and difficult to understand.
The landscape project, as every procedure which in-
cludes a technical dimension, must however interact with 
regulatory obligations. It is useful that at the same time 
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the scientific criticism traces, follows and contrasts differ-
ent pathways, also in relation to the temporal dimensions 
concerning their possible development. The stakes are 
high, in fact, in the interaction with technical homogeni-
zation, which is characteristic of the regulations and pro-
cedures they establish, and with technological homogeni-
zation, which is typical of industrialized production. The 
interpretation of fundamental landscape values raises is-
sues concerning the culture of the project, which in turn 
bring into play the diversities, as well as the functional and 
expressive capacities of places and landscapes. As a whole, 
dense with connections, they significantly influence the 
overall balance of the sustainability of transformations.
Diversity is a key to identity. Already during the Sixties 
symptoms of the structural simplification, functional im-
poverishment and semiotic banalisation of landscapes were 
evident in many parts of the world in which industrializa-
tion of production processes and the urbanization of so-
cial and economic systems were underway. Reality by now 
has demonstrated the consistency of these phenomena, 
which history has documented without margins of uncer-
tainty. On the other hand, the consideration of the symp-
toms of the problems and the proposals for antidotes to their 
effects has been scientifically episodic and culturally slow 
and marginal. During the past five decades both studies on 
landscapes developed by complementary fields and tech-
nical uses of Landscape Architecture have become wide-
spread. However, they have not yet become sufficiently 
standardized and incorporated into ordinary practices.
Spatial contexts are sensitive in different ways to the type, 
intensity and diffusion of the pressures they receive. To as-
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sume landscape systems as natural and cultural subjects 
and to recognize their role as agents in the evolution of 
reality is an option which can be integrated into the proj-
ect. It defines the cultural context in which it is possible to 
learn from the intentional and directed involvement of nat-
ural and cultural landscape forces in the generation of the 
evolution of habitats. It is a logical option, considering that 
landscape systems react to what interacts with them and 
that their properties can therefore be used as active resourc-
es by the project process. Under this profile it is not a neg-
ative limitation that the project assumes as reference what 
the landscape indicates of its own structure. Such a posi-
tion generates instead a root for sustainability and a predis-
position to systemic collaboration that the project can capi-
talize on. In general terms, a limitation of homogenisation 
confers identity to the responses that landscape systems can 
offer to issues of a globalising nature. Although homogeni-
sation produces similarities, the identification and consoli-
dation or the imagination and generation of deep connec-
tions with the traits of the landscape produces expressions 
of identity. 
Among the general objectives that the projects for urban 
transformations have to tackle, adaptation presents vari-
ous significant aspects. Addressing the complex environ-
mental dimensions is unavoidable and urgent. It is not 
possible, however, to think otherwise of social questions, 
nor to let economic concerns inordinately influence 
both. Projects have limited spatial competencies. They 
can contribute, however, to local processes of adaptation 
of human habitats to environmental and social dynamics. 
The transformations of places influence individual and 
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collective behaviors and thus also have an indirect effect 
on local cultures. These are expressed and move increas-
ingly by way of supralocal and global interactions, primar-
ily through digital media networks.
The diffusion of sustainable adaptive transformations can 
generate processes of cultural contagion and through 
them feed itself, generating passages of scale in which an 
effective bottom-up capacity of incidence on the global 
context can be experienced. Although globalization ap-
pears distant, due to the complexity of the relations be-
tween the causes of its dynamics, it is in fact present ev-
erywhere. Wherever its manifestations and parts of their 
causes are present. Wherever it may be interpreted, al-
though it may not be possible to manage only from the 
bottom-up, acting on human behaviors and habitats.
Through adaptation it is also possible to confer to anthrop-
ic systems resilience properties which reduce their vulner-
ability. The multi-functionality and flexibility of places are 
in this sense the main targets. It is necessary for projects to 
put them on sight, identifying and safeguarding the qual-
ities that can be observed in landscapes and integrating 
those which show lacks and the possibility for compensa-
tion. From the mid-20th century onward there was instead 
a growing functional specialization of spaces. Containing 
its further diffusion, in the many cases in which it is possi-
ble, means limiting as well the morphological and materi-
al effects it induces. Many causes and consequences of the 
functional specialization of spaces and of the infrastructur-
ing of landscapes are exemplary of the friction between the 
importance of the objectives from which they originate and 
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the criticalities they induce. It is worth reflecting on wheth-
er it is really convenient for ends to justify means more or 
less defined in accordance with sectorial standards. If, for 
example, this is sustainable for satisfying needs for water-re-
lated safety and slow mobility, disregarding the integration 
into the project of the modalities that are characteristic of 
the responses in question. A space can carry out the func-
tion of protecting others, residential or productive, urban or 
suburban, from flooding risks, functioning as an overflow 
or detention basin, yet without being only this. Space is pre-
cious: a park can be designed which includes the function 
of flood protection, while also carrying out on an everyday 
basis all other environmental and social functions which 
it is capable of undertaking, thus inducing as well the con-
sequent economic influences. From this point of view the 
design of an urban park which displaces the solution of a 
water-related problem despite its adequacy for doing so is 
weak and limiting. In the same way, a space designed for 
carrying out the function of overflow basin is incapable of 
being anything other than a hydraulic protection structure 
if the environmental and social potentials compatible with 
it are not developed. Both cases highlight lost opportuni-
ties, underlining waste and the under-usage of financial 
and spatial resources. Common sense does not envisage, as 
a further example, that even cycle paths can generate prob-
lems of spatial and visual congestion of urban and peri-ur-
ban landscapes and phenomena of fragmentation of their 
structural articulations. The same critical hypothesis is val-
id here, which indicates that it is convenient to privilege the 
potentials for multi-functionality of open collective spaces. 
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Places must be devised so as to accommodate people with 
their needs regarding accessibility, mobility and rest. Spac-
es capable of containing the functions of transit, permit-
ting flow, including that of cyclists, without being conced-
ed in an exclusive manner to any group of users, can be-
come shared spaces identified by their being open to all. 
The bicycle is one of the most intelligent vehicles ever in-
vented; it is a sustainable mode of transportation which pro-
longs its influence as far as the spheres of individual and 
collective health. In itself it does not determine the abso-
lute and a priori need for separate pathways, different from 
those people employ when not using a motor vehicle. The 
use of the bicycle, in itself, does not require crowding the 
landscape with large numbers of signals which add on to 
those already in existence due to the progressive increase 
in motor vehicle traffic. Today’s unnecessary expansion of 
signs and signals paradoxically weakens orientation in ur-
ban landscapes, and therefore also the safety of their spaces, 
resulting in additional criticalities in terms of psycho-phys-
ical well-being. In other words, and in the attempt to find 
a synthesis, the flow, rest, and gathering of people, either 
on foot or on vehicles, are typical phenomena in collective 
open public spaces. Through them connections are estab-
lished with public and private buildings, with their appur-
tenant open spaces, as well as with private open spaces not 
directly connected to buildings. The mere elementary con-
sideration of this functional dependency of urban life con-
fers strategic value to public open spaces for collective use 
and to their network, as a necessary, continuous, accessible 
ensemble, comprehensively endowed with qualities capa-
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ble of satisfying normal needs for psycho-physical well-be-
ing of people. The necessity emerges for public open spac-
es to be multi-functional urban places in which no struc-
tural and infrastructural specialization binds are present. 
Military sites are exceptions to this, as well as those devot-
ed to public health and environmental protection, airports 
and ports, railways and motorways protected by barriers 
and junctions. The share of public open spaces for collec-
tive use that is not included in specialized categories is rel-
evant, in terms of typological articulation, as well as of spa-
tial diffusion, extension and continuity, the latter ensured 
at least by the presence of streets, and this is something that 
must not be disregarded when designing and planning their 
transformations and new realizations.
As for expressiveness, the difference in the figurative ca-
pacity between 20th century urban landscapes and those 
from preceding generations is also relevant. The former 
are often connoted by chaotic structures, their images are 
much more linked to fragments than to ensembles, and 
their functioning suffers from systemic criticalities. These 
landscapes are fragile, they suffer disturbances which are 
amplified by the recurring spatial associations of their de-
fects. It is possible however to intervene with significant 
efficiency margins on their networks of public open spac-
es, applying project-related research to the discovery and 
involvement of the regenerative roles that can be taken on 
by the collaboration between soil, water and plants.
To aspire to simplicity is reasonable, although it is not easy 
to obtain. On it depends the force of the image of land-
scapes to which people are more attracted. To be inspired 
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by the functional capacity of landscapes to which good 
qualities are attributed means turning the attention toward 
the search for advantages, rather than succumbing to the 
charm of idyllic abstractions. For all these reasons it is nec-
essary to carry on studying landscapes and the lessons de-
rived from them. To analyze the multiple functions of their 
systems may provide a source of inspiration regarding proj-
ects for the transformation of other landscapes which have 
issues to solve and opportunities to be developed. Further-
more, also the history of European cities teaches that all of 
this is possible since it has already happened. The road and 
the square for many centuries were simple and free spac-
es, expressive and multi-functional. The fact that there are 
now different derivations from them, one as specialized in-
frastructure and the other as cluttered container, does not 
mean that it is not possible to reflect, change and evolve, in-
tegrating different spaces and modes in reason of their over-
all utility and of contemporary needs. Regarding the com-
posite demand for functional and expressive capacity, it is 
the systemic integration of the answers that must be sought 
and developed, rather than the spatial separation of re-
sources reserved for them. 
The adoption of landscapes as systemic subjects of ref-
erence for planning or designing the transformation of 
places permits envisaging the spatial integration of vari-
ous functions. Hydro-geological and hydraulic protec-
tion, as well as acoustic and atmospheric protection, mi-
cro-climatic regulation, visual mediation, and the sepa-
ration of conflicting usages are environmental and social 
performance categories, from which economic repercus-
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sions are derived. The project-related research concern-
ing their integration permits avoiding spatial composi-
tions which are stiffened by mechanistic separations due 
to an excess in functional specialization.
Critical proposals activate creativity in terms of the proj-
ect also by pointing out elements and possible solutions to 
problems from different points of view from those that ap-
pear and are practiced as the only ones possible, often on-
ly because they are usual and conventional.

Technocratic thinking has predominated Western culture 
for more than two centuries. The emphasis on objective 
and pragmatic reasoning has promoted a view of life that 
is more about efficiency of means and ends, methods and 
techniques, than questions of existence and being. Criti-
cal thinking offers a more balanced perspective, focused 
as much on the “why” as the “what” and the “how”. At its 
best, critical thinking strives to unite art with life, as far as 
this pertains to the design and habitation of lived environ-
ments, critical thinking is of utmost significance to land-
scape architecture and placemaking (Corner, 2014, p.41 ).

Upon close scrutiny, project research regarding sustain-
ability does not require different paths and directions than 
those concerning expressiveness. Lack of expressiveness 
has a cultural and social relevance. Since sustainability is 
a resultant which includes those categories, the lack and 
inadequacy of expressiveness are defects that are specific 
to sustainability. 
Landscape Architecture is sensitive to all this: many studies 
and interventions are contributing with other fields in order 
to develop contemporary interpretations of urban habitats. 
A half-century after the ‘Philadelphia Declaration’ (1966), 
which has recently been renewed (2016), Robert Holden 
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and Jamie Liversedge (2014) reflect on the evolution of 
Landscape Architecture and propose a projection of the dis-
cipline into the near future which is worth considering.

Its precursor, landscape gardening, was a visual and sce-
nic profession, primary serving a private market of kings 
and land gentry. Landscape architecture thus began in the 
nineteenth century as a visual profession, based on an in-
heritance from garden and park design but now reorient-
ed to serve communities in the new industrial towns and to 
realize ideas of wilderness protection and agricultural de-
velopment for society as a whole. In the twentieth centu-
ry the mission was overlain with an interest in nature con-
servation and ecology. In the twenty-first century anxieties 
about ecological health have give rise to a concern for the 
whole landscape, and to focus on sustainability. In the fu-
ture landscape architects’ primary task promises to be relat-
ed to finding ways of sustainable living for a predominant-
ly urbanized world (human) population. […] These chal-
lenges are all opportunities for the future landscape archi-
tecture. We need to change the way we live, to realize that 
the free market has its limits, that commons in its econom-
ic sense should be valued. We need to act as stewards for 
our world which increasingly is formed and dominated by 
human activity: we need to treat our planet with care […]. 
Let us end with a further quotation from the Philadelphia 
Declaration of 1966 […]. “There is no ‘single solution’ but 
groups of solutions carefully related one to another. There 
is no one-shot cure, nor single-purpose panacea, but the 
need for collaborative solutions. A key to solving the en-
vironmental crisis comes from the field of landscape ar-
chitecture, a profession dealing with the interdependence 
of environmental processes” (Holden & Liversedge, 2014, 
pp.174, 194).
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designers must begin 
to learn more, not 
just ‘about’ the 
landscape, but more 
importantly ‘from’ 
the landscape.

Michael D. Murphy, 2016



3. connecting soil and water in a living 
city

With the passage of time and the variations of space on 
Earth, landscapes and their transformations have estab-
lished different relationships between soil and water. For 
natural history this has occurred since the dawn of time 
through biotic and abiotic processes of transformation of 
landscapes. For cultural history it takes on concrete form 
first with the invention of agriculture and later with that 
of the garden.
Water and soil are the primary agents of the evolution of 
landscapes.

Water is the landscape, in other words it is one of its fun-
damental and inseparable components. Together with 
earth and stone, water has constructed the geographies of 
the planet. It is also landscape since it is the basic element 
of all biotic life, both animal and plant, of which it con-
ditions the development, survival and reproduction. It is 
once again a key player in the history and the culture of 
the landscape, in all forms of narrative and representation 
of nature and its domestication, from those narrated in the 
literature of all societies, to those represented in painting, 
to the material forms of gardens, of course, where the cy-
cle and form of waters have always been transfigured and 
metaphorised, either as a monument, the fountain, or 
in more complex and articulated shapes, those of water-
ways and basins, which are the epiphany of travel on wa-
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ter. Water marks the events of places and peoples. It marks 
and suggests the birth and the form of cities and also rep-
resents, in scarcity and/or excessive abundance, in quali-
ty and in quantity, the preoccupation and necessary atten-
tion of societies to the relationship between forms of an-
thropisation of space and the safeguarding of human life, 
of its works and subsistence production. Water is observed, 
studied, monitored, controlled. Water is necessary and is 
thus collected, valorised, purified, reused and is a market 
commodity and a subject of political dispute. Water can 
also be dangerous and hazardous, it can generate small 
problems and huge disasters. Some places have become 
famous because of their capacity to manage and bend it to 
their needs. In poorly governed territories, instead, it peri-
odically or occasionally causes calamities. Many cities to-
day are engaged in extensive processes for valorising wa-
ter resources, with the aim of following policies for the en-
vironmental sustainability of the region. Others have as-
sumed water as a medium, redesigning public space in a 
diffuse or punctual manner, or in the form of a great event 
(Di Carlo, 2012, p. 109).

Landscapes with a high ecosystemic performance gen-
erally show a close relationship between water and soil, 
from which life depends, that of plants, of animals and 
men. This is easily observed in contexts of high natural-
ness, and is apparent as well in rural areas, even in agricul-
tural landscapes subjected to the industrialization of pro-
duction processes. In general, these features make land-
scapes both resilient and efficient in ecological, and con-
sequently also in economic terms.
Cities present a high degree of anthropisation of ecosys-
tems, beginning with the widespread and pronounced arti-
ficial conditionings of the relationship between water and 
soil. The first has been increasingly conducted into spa-



85connecting soil and water in a living city

tial sections that are more and more narrow and imperme-
able, hidden under pavements or put into pipes. Behind 
the solution to some of the problems identified were hid-
den others that resulted as a consequence of their funda-
mentally exclusive use. The vulnerability of settlements 
increased and the ecological and scenic value of their 
open spaces, both interior and peripheral, were reduced.
Urban soil was constipated, polluted, discarded, accumu-
lated, traversed by technological infrastructural networks, 
paved, waterproofed. Spaces with soil-water-plant interac-
tions capable of expressing considerable systemic proper-
ties in terms of collaboration and self-regulation have de-
creased in quantity and continuity, fragmenting into a 
nebula which tends to the thinning and reduction of the 
size of the patches. In this way the capacity of soils to car-
ry out important functions of retention, filtration and in-
filtration of rain-water has been diminished. These waters 
thus feed underground aquifers, as well as surface ecosys-
tems, less than in the past. There are direct and indirect 
water-related effects. Urban spaces affected by rain pres-
ent an evident vulnerability due to the burden on sewer 
systems, which are intrinsically static, and bound to the 
size of the sections at the time of their design; they lack 
the possibility to compensate beyond their carrying capac-
ity in cases of more or less extraordinary events resulting 
in the concentration of large amounts of water in short 
time spans. Furthermore, phenomena due to the lack of 
water retention and infiltration also generate other indi-
rect hydraulic effects that influence areas which were not 
directly affected by the rain in question. Flooded plains 
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and valley floors have systemic causes which originate up-
stream from those ultimately affected. The criticality of 
the events is amplified by the lack in the capacity to com-
pensate that is characteristic of urban landscapes.
What does it mean to ‘connect’ water and soil in view of a 
‘living city’? The expression is aimed to the systemic, sys-
tematic and programmatic search for functional relation-
ships between the two components and underlines its fun-
damental importance also in urban habitats. It therefore 
also means to imagine them in connection with the cy-
cles on which living beings depend. Theoretical and prac-
tical developments have consolidated the so-called Wa-
ter Sensitive Design, regarding the relationships of water 
with soil, the substratum and plants. The landscape trino-
mial soil-water-plants, fundamental in rural or semi-nat-
ural connotations of the landscape, thus presents an in-
creasingly evident strategic value, even in urban contexts. 
The Urban Soil Summit which took place in Los Angeles 
in 2017 used a telling subtitle: Urban soil security changes 
our climate destiny. Three decades earlier, Phillip J. Craul 
of the SUNY-College of Environmental Science & For-
estry in Syracuse had identified and described eight com-
mon features of urban soils, which also point out to their 
hydrological limits: 

1. Great vertical and spatial variability. 2. Modified soil 
structure leading to compaction. 3. Presence of a surface 
crust on bare soil; usually hydrophobic. 4. Modified soil re-
action, usually elevated. 5. Restricted aeration and water 
drainage. 6. Interrupted nutrient cycling and modified soil 
organism activity. 7. Presence of anthropic materials and 
other contaminants. 8. Modified soil temperature regimes 
(Craul, 1985, p. 53).
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In 2012, the Communication of 13 February from the 
Commission to the European Parliament highlighted how

[…] Soil function – despite their fundamental role for the 
ecosystem and the economy, and unlike air and water – 
are taken for granted and perceived to be in abundance. 
[…] Land degradation in its various forms is a fundamen-
tal and persistent problem. […] The situation in Europe is 
mirrored and magnified in many parts of the world. It is al-
so a global development issue, as soil degradation, pover-
ty and migration are mutually reinforcing, but that is of-
ten largely ignored, because observed impacts are gradu-
al. […] Between 1990 and 2000, at least 275 hectares of 
soil were lost per day in the EU, amounting to 1,000 km2 
per year. Between 2000 and 2006, the EU average loss in-
creased by 3%, but by 14% in Ireland and Cyprus, and by 
15% in Spain (UE, 2012, pp. 2-7).

The report focuses on soils which have not been impov-
erished or sterilized by urban development. But extent 
of these areas and their possible further growth should 
be reason enough for striving to maintain significant 
amounts of soils with biotic and abiotic properties also in 
urban settlements.
The EU Environmental Implementation Review – Coun-
try Report – ITALY, presented to the European Parlia-
ment on February 3, 2017, focuses once again on the soil, 
in terms of the protection, preservation and valorisation of 
the natural capital. This report presents, vis-a-vis the pre-
vious document, a greater accent on phenomena related 
to settlements and infrastructures, and offers a more com-
prehensive view of the relationships between protection 
and regeneration.

Soil-sealing over wide areas, due to an excessive urban de-
velopment, has significantly increased hydro-geological 
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risk. […] Soil-sealing has increased the vulnerability to 
landslides and flooding in several areas, which translates 
into an increased intensity and frequency of flood events 
and related damages. This problem is exacerbated by low 
soil organic matter in many regions (EU, 2017, pp. 14).

In this case, furthermore, the so-called ‘green infrastruc-
tures’ are introduced among policies for the ‘natural cap-
ital’ (UE, 2017, p. 16). Although the report specifies that 
the Italian Ministry for the Environment considers as a 
priority the application of the said policies for protected 
areas, references are also made to peri-urban and metro-
politan landscapes. The diffusion of this type of strategies 
permits in fact to address the regeneration of urban land-
scapes, also through the introduction of systemic objec-
tives concerning the quality of soils and waters and their 
functional relationships.
As is well-known, climate change needs to be addressed 
through global policies aimed at their primary factors, 
but also with local strategies and actions for adapting to 
its effects. This does not concern only countries in di-
rect contact with the ocean, but also the Mediterranean 
area which is affected by different phenomena. It suffers 
drought and processes of erosion of the soil and desertifi-
cation, as well as concentrated rainfall, further erosion of 
the soil, hydro-geological instability of slopes and floods 
in plains as a result of both of the stagnation of rain-wa-
ter and of the overflow of rivers and streams. In general 
terms, the more ecosystems are anthropised, the more the 
landscapes are vulnerable. Although in a simplified form, 
this provides a comprehensive view of the risks that are 
typical of cities, in which the environmental vulnerability 
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and population density both show high levels. Urban eco-
logical deficiencies are translated into considerable social 
and economic pressures which are difficult to deal with.
Italy, linked to the Mediterranean by seven thousand kilo-
meters of coastline and connected to continental Europe 
by the Alps, has climatic conditions which are mitigated 
by both the sea and the mountains. The Apennines con-
stitute a powerful backbone to the peninsula for much of 
its latitudinal extension. It is due to all these reasons that 
Italy is one of the richest countries in the world in terms of 
diversity, but also one of the most vulnerable and in need 
of care and protection. Prevention actions are fundamen-
tal, but are not enough without those concerning trans-
formation and management. The largest expanses of ur-
ban habitats are concentrated in areas with less structural 
and functional natural conditionings. Less does not mean 
nonexistent, as is obvious for landscapes which have been 
mostly conquered from the waters through hydraulic 
transformations. The frequent settlement aggregations 
and extended coastal conurbations, urban concentrations 
which occur in a widespread manner in larger valleys, as 
well as in interior and coastal plains, are highly sensitive 
to the effects of climate change.
The European Union has recently established guidelines 
regarding waters and floods. Their implementation con-
cerns an articulated series of arguments; their efficiency 
will depend most of all of the capacity of integration of the 
single concepts and actions.
Concerning the landscape planning of urban transforma-
tions and specifically the development of ecological rela-
tionships between soils and waters in cities, concepts such 
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as filtration, infiltration and evapotranspiration are key 
terms. However, before the said functions are triggered in 
urban hydrology, rain-water can be ‘stopped’ and ‘divid-
ed’ in terms of quantity per spatio/temporal unit. For this 
purpose, considerable amounts of widespread vegetation 
is necessary, which in turn requires sufficient amounts of 
quality soil.

Thanks to the presence of trees and shrubs, but also to 
lawns, there is an immediate reduction of the effect of rain-
water through a direct interception which delays the run-
off […]; it can subsequently be removed through superfi-
cial detention and later by percolation through drains or 
be slowly absorbed by the soil. The presence of trees and 
roots of other plants in fact creates an ‘underground net-
work’ which helps maintaining a stable terrain during 
heavy rains. Above surface, the foliage of plants and natu-
ral mulching contribute, additionally, to reduce the nega-
tive effects of wind, reducing the amount of soil lost as dust 
in the air, thus making it more fertile. The consequences 
of this are also important in terms of the water that reach-
es the water-bearing stratum, thanks to the greater capac-
ity of vegetation for removing polluting substances car-
ried by rainwater, in comparison to a soil without vegeta-
tion, through processes such as: – biofiltration: this is based 
on the elimination of polluting substances and other sed-
imentation particles in rainwater by plants (phytodepura-
tion) and microorganisms; – phytovolatilisation: based on 
the use of plants for volatilising organic pollutants and lib-
erating them into the atmosphere through the leaves; – 
phytoextraction: that is the absorbing and translocation of 
pollutants in the tissues of plants (Ferrini and Fini, 2017, 
pp. 79-80).

The hydrological and hydraulic balance can be bettered 
with the contribution of the inclusion in urban land-
scapes of spaces with the capacity to filtrate the rain-water 
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discharges from the streets and subsequently to infiltrate 
it into the soil and the underground, together with the ef-
fects of evapotranspiration from the ground and through 
plants. This also results in protection from flash flooding 
(Ferrini and Fini, 2017, p. 80). These events have high-
lighted for decades the hydraulic vulnerability of urban 
landscapes, yet they have become increasingly intense 
due to the effects of climate change.
This is a set of project topics on which it is possible to work 
in order to contribute to the development of settlements 
truly deserving the epithet ‘smart’, for ecological before 
technological reasons, which reduce the overloads of sewer 
systems and valorise water as a resource, rather than dispose 
of it as a problem, causing hydro-geological damages to the 
hydrographic sections of valleys of interbasins and basins.

The design of green areas and the use of trees and shrubs 
for regulating rainfall is based on the technique which 
in the United States is known as ‘Low Impact Develop-
ment’ or LID […] that envisages a sustainable approach 
[…] with the purpose of reducing the overload of surface 
waters. However, water is not considered solely as a fac-
tor to be removed from the site in question, but is rather 
valorised as an opportunity; in fact the LID is based on a 
closed-cycle system which includes the recovery and re-
use of the collected water. Furthermore, from the moment 
that some studies carried out in the United States have 
shown how conventional methods for the collection and 
disposal of rainwater in urban areas damage the quality of 
waters in natural habitats, another purpose of this tech-
nique is that of preventing this type of problems thanks to 
systems for the depuration (biological and mechanical) of 
rainwater (Ferrini and Fini, 2017, p. 80). 

At the scale of hydrographic basins and interbasins, and in 
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relation to waterways and their areas of influence, the en-
hancement of the self-regulatory capacity and the reduc-
tion of vulnerability and the risk of floods require system-
atic and systemic policies and interventions that contrib-
ute to compensate the lack in natural detention of slopes 
and provide flat areas and valley floors with spaces for 
fluvial expansion proportional to the effective needs for 
flood compensation.
At the urban scale, however, green roofs, hanging gardens 
and areas for bio-retention of water at the ground level, 
such as rain gardens, bioswales, biostripes and tree box 
filters, are capable of enhancing the capacity for hydro-
logical reaction to hydraulic stress which depend direct-
ly from rain-related climatic factors. LID is a model that 
has become relatively widespread in the United States. In 
Europe a similar approach is known as Sustainable Urban 
Drainage Systems (SUDS), whereas the Australian equiv-
alent is known as Water Sensitive Urban Design (WSUD) 
(Ferrini and Fini, 2017, pp. 80-81). 
The importance of systemic relationships in the design and 
planning of the transformation of landscapes is also present 
in the Handbook of Water Sensitive Planning and Design 
edited by the landscape ecologist Robert L. France (2002), 
of the School of Design at Harvard University. The author 
proposes a framework for the main reference terms related 
to the topic which highlights its evolution.

Constraints, challenges, and opportunities in implement-
ing innovative stormwater management techniques. 

Past. 
Desire for and love of tightly regulated, top-down control 
of an element — water with a physical nature that resists 
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such an approach. Rapid drainage paradigm; i.e., sending 
water down the pipes and not taking responsibility. Imbal-
ance between understanding of hydraulic engineering sci-
ences (e.g., how to design a trapezoidal channel) and hy-
drologic engineering sciences (e.g., what the proper de-
sign storm is and how it may affect the entire watershed), 
leaving us with fragmented, partial approaches that do not 
really solve the problem. Regulatory control restricted to a 
few professional groups with a narrow, institutionally en-
forced knowledge base. Flooding and water pollution are 
accepted standards of urbanization. Perspective of storm-
water issues as a relocative problem that someone else at 
another location will deal with later. Undervaluing water’s 
cultural importance. Even if we knew today what ecolog-
ical design was, we could not do it; i.e., often the greatest 
limitations are due to institutional barriers and antiquated 
development codes that codify the status quo.

Present. 
Acceptance of limits to urban growth, water resourc-
es, and human ingenuity with respect to solving environ-
mental problems. Early attempts at multiple use of water 
as it moves down the pipe. Recognition that alterations in 
stormwater management are multigenerational and that 
solutions need to be self-sustaining through time. Under-
standing of the roles of natural, predevelopment process-
es, and how stormwater behaves there. Gradual evolution 
of institutional changes to circumvent previously codified 
and unimaginative regulations. Narrowing the gaps be-
tween clients, regulators, and general society. Intermin-
gling of academic knowledge with real-world experience 
to facilitate and speed up acceptance of innovative solu-
tions. Beginning awareness of appropriate technologies 
with associated attempts at implementing innovative de-
sign solutions. Fusion of technologies and legislative ac-
tions for wetland protection, groundwater recharge, and 
public recreation. Acknowledgment of the importance of 
cumulative effects.
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Future. 
Search for means to take new technologies and redesign 
them to deal with ecological issues. An approach for as-
sessing performance that is more like medicine in terms 
of requirements for quantifiable data, threshold criteria, 
and checks of implemented solutions. Further education 
of the comprehensive role water plays in the functional in-
frastructure of cities. More knowledge needed about the 
hydrologic importance of groundwater recharge in a wa-
tershed context. Implementation of a true hydrologically 
functional approach supported by a corpus of systematic 
and vigorous scientific investigation and engineering anal-
ysis. Desire for many more high-visibility demonstration 
projects ably demonstrating creativity and revealing pro-
cesses; i.e., need to try and prove techniques. Requirement 
for shared leadership of new, fresh voices along with a cor-
responding movement toward embracing a plurality of vi-
sions in innovative stormwater management; i.e., adoption 
of the tradeoff leadership strategy exemplified by geese in 
flight. Greater inclusion of ethics in professional practice; 
e.g., movement away from large engineering, end-of-pipe 
solutions that generate large fees, toward small, dispersed, 
and less lucrative micromanaged solutions. Realization of 
the limitations of technological solutions alone (France, 
2002, 355-356).

An approach to the transformation of urban landscapes that 
intends to develop an effective systemic sensibility to water 
requires complementary attention and care concerning the 
soil. The links of this cultural and operative context to the 
search for settlement sustainability are evident. The con-
temporary process of conceptual integration of the search for 
beauty with that of sustainability is present in the ideas and 
actions concerning water sensitive urban design.   
An example of this, among others, is the volume Artful Rain-
water Design (ARD), published by Stuart Echols and Eliza 
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Pennypacker (2015) of the Department of Landscape Archi-
tecture at Penn State in Philadelphia, which proposes

[…] an approach to sustainable stormwater management 
in which the management system is designed as a land-
scape amenity. ARD not only controls the quantity of run-
off and improves its quality but adds experiential value to 
the landscape. The visible aspect of the design educates, 
entertains, or enlightens—it celebrates rainwater’s re-
source value and tells the story of how it’s being managed 
(Echols & Pennypacker, 2015, p. 1).

As the authors point out, this is a perspective which is geo-
graphical and culturally devised for the context of the 
United States (Echols & Pennypacker, 2015, p. 4). How-
ever, it offers a vast overview in terms of technology and of 
general principles. Among these the semantic declination 
of the argument is indicative. Echols and Pennypacker in 
fact say that they use the term ‘rainwater’ instead of ‘storm-
water’ due to the difference of vision that they subtend and 
more specifically because the second has always referred 
to rainwater as waste to be removed, whereas it is instead 
a precious resource worthy of being valorised (Echols & 
Pennypacker, 2015, pp. 1-2). Moreover, the ‘educational’ 
value expressed by places in which the vital relationships 
between water and soil, and between these and plants, are 
visible, is both commonly accepted and devoid of geo-
graphic-cultural attachments. Proposing a different point 
of view, the authors seek opportunities for “achieving the 
amenities” that “rainwater design” can offer. Under this 
profile, five goals are proposed that are complementary 
to those concerning hydrological efficiency and hydraulic 
protection: “education”, “recreation”, “safety”, “public re-
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lations”, and “aesthetic richness” (Echols & Pennypack-
er, 2015, pp. 23-25). 

The five ARD utility goals were derived from many storm-
water management manuals and resources. Taken togeth-
er, these goals address the central intentions in sustainable 
stormwater management and consider the needs of both 
human and natural systems: reduce pollutant loads in 
rainwater; reduce downstream damage from runoff; safe-
ly move, control, and contain rainwater; capture rain for 
reuse (of all kinds, human and natural, from irrigation and 
toilet flushing to groundwater recharge); restore or create 
habitat. The stormwater management objectives used to 
accomplish these goals are widely recognized in literature 
and practice: conveyance = move rainwater safely from 
one place to another; detention = temporarily hold rain-
water and control its discharge offsite; retention = capture 
and hold rainwater on site; infiltration = capture rainwa-
ter to recharge groundwater; filtration = reduce pollution 
carried by rainwater (Echols, Pennypacker, 2015,  p.100).

In landscapes, including those in urban contexts, ecosys-
temic phenomena and scenic manifestations have rela-
tionships of varying intensity. When water interacts with 
soils that have not been entirely sterilized by anthropic 
agents, plants express its vitality and facilitate its percep-
tion in other living organisms.
The study of the specific functional capacities of land-
scapes and the consideration in terms of the project of the 
limits and potentialities of their systems permits support-
ing the satisfaction of important human needs.

As Tom Liptan […] has said, “Use the landscape!” […]. 
This approach is both logical and beneficial: Let the wa-
ter nourish plants while the plants absorb pollulants, and 
let the water then function within the natural hydrological 
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system trough infiltration and evapotranspiration (Echols 
& Pennypacker, 2015, p. 2).

Thus the axioms and ideas proposed and the doubts dis-
cussed by Echols & Pennypacker (2015) highlight the rel-
evance of working through landscapes due to the proper-
ties that they provide. Soils are key variables for many of 
the biotic and abiotic functions of landscapes, they influ-
ence their hydrology and hydraulics, and are in turn influ-
enced by them.

Sustainable stormwater management is a complex process 
and requires both creativity and accurate quantitative anal-
ysis. We offer a set of axioms to keep in mind as you plan 
and design artful rainwater sites. Axiom 1: Always Slow It 
Down, Spread It Out, Soak It In […]. Axiom 2: Combine 
Different Management Systems […]. Axiom 3: Build Dis-
tributed, Redundant Stormwater Systems […]. Axiom 4: 
Use Landscape, Not Pipes, Wherever Possible […]. Axiom 
5: Get Your Feet Wet with Small, Nonthreatening, Revers-
ible Interventions […]. Sustainable stormwater manage-
ment begins with site design.“Use the entire site” is a key 
starting point for sustainable stormwater management and 
provides the opportunity for ARD. Green infrastructure of-
fers a wide array of stormwater management techniques 
and the opportunity to make the site landscape work and 
visibly celebrate rain […].
Idea 1: Put That Landscape to Work! […]. 
Idea 2: Make the Landscape Overtly Celebrate Rain […].
Idea 3: It Can’t Be Just a Working Dog or Just a Show Dog 
[…]. 
Doubt 1: “Well, That’s Portland. We Can’t Do That Here!” 
[…]. 
Doubt 2: “Yes, But How Do We Know It Will Work?” […].
Doubt 3: “It’s Too Expensive!” […]. 
Doubt 4: “Yes, but It Freezes Here.” […]. 
Doubt 5: “Maintenance Is Too Much Trouble”[…] 
(Echols, Pennypacker, 2015, pp. 144-151, 260-266).
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These too are project-related issues on which to imagine 
the urban habitats of the 21st century. So far more initia-
tives are being undertaken in Northern Europe than in 
the south of the continent. Among these it is worth con-
cluding with the case of Copenhagen, in which the rel-
evance of an integrated approach is evident even from its 
prominent traits.

Why adapt ? The climate is changing. We can expect more 
rain in the future and cloudbursts such as those Copen-
hagen has experienced […]: rain in such large quantities 
that the sewer system cannot handle it and our basements 
are flooded. Enlarging the sewer system so that it can cope 
with every possible rain event will be an expensive solution, 
which would cause construction works for a large part of the 
city for decades without any further benefits. Instead, in St. 
Kjeld’s Neighbourhood we want to secure the city against 
the heavy rain with green solutions at street level. Solutions 
that create lush, beautiful urban spaces while effectively 
leading water from cloudbursts away from our neighbour-
hood to areas where it causes no damage. Cloudburst solu-
tions can be green streams in the widest streets of the neigh-
bourhood or it could be new cycle tracks, which can also 
serve as channels leading large quantities of water from the 
neighbourhood to the harbour when there are no bikes. At 
the same time, we will create local solutions such as rain gar-
dens which can detent water, water towers to store water and 
greener courtyards that contribute to retaining the water. 
This reduces the pressure on the sewer system from intense 
daily rain (City of Copenhagen, 2013, p. 7).

The municipal plan for 2011 articulated the process for 
climatic adaptation of the city on three levels.

If the risk assessment shows that the risk is so high that it 
cannot be tolerated, the strategy of the City of Copen-
hagen is to choose actions that first of all prevent an cli-
mate-induced accident from happening. If this cannot be 
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done—for either technical or economic reasons—actions 
that reduce the scale of the accident will be preferred. The 
lowest priority goes to measures that are only capable of 
making it easier and/or cheaper to clear up after the ac-
cident. 
Level 1. The aim is to reduce the likelihood of the event 
happening, preferably to completely prevent it. […] 
Level 2. The aim is to reduce the scale of the event. […] 
Level 3. The aim is to reduce vulnerability to the event 
[…] (City of Copenhagen, 2011, p. 11).

The conception of the process of adaptation responds to 
criteria of systemic integration. Open spaces with plant 
formations are ascribed a key role in the strategy of ur-
ban regeneration. The approach that the City is develop-
ing is connotated by the intention to address the needs for 
the reduction of risks in accordance with a flexible and 
multi-functional logic. It includes the interpretation of 
opportunities for enhancing urban landscapes in terms of 
the collective well-being that can be derived from them.

The Climate Adaptation Plan recommends that green 
spaces should contribute to clothing Copenhagen to cope 
with the weather of the future. A long-term, broad and fo-
cused effort to bring about a greener Copenhagen should 
be a preventive investment in a climate-proof Copenha-
gen with a high level of quality of life, health and satis-
faction for the city’s population. If the green element is 
incorporated now, we ensure that it will work in time. A 
fundamental aspect of the Copenhagen climate adapta-
tion plan is that a commitment is to be made to flexible 
adaptation that can develop gradually over the next sever-
al years. The work on climate adaptation is not just to fo-
cus on minimising the risk in future climate change but 
also ensure that all the opportunities for developing Co-
penhagen in a positive direction are utilised. Flexible cli-
mate adaptation therefore requires cross-cutting solutions 
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the city’s green 
structure has many 
life-giving functions 
and is essential 
for continued high 
quality of life.

City of Copenhagen, 2011
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focused on facing up to more of the challenges posed by 
future climate change. At the same time, climate adap-
tation should help in creating a city in which the quali-
ty of life of the population is paramount. Every time we 
have to consider what measures need to be taken to avert 
a risk, we must also consider what opportunities it presents 
to develop the city to the benefit of its population. The 
green approach is emphasised here as a major preventive 
instrument, as green measures can have a broad and mul-
tifaceted impact. […] The green solutions cannot stand 
alone but have to be combined with a number of other 
measures such as improvements in the city’s sewer net-
work. The green solutions can assist in keeping down ex-
penditure on costly expansions of the sewer network, and 
above all are a way of working on climate-proofing in the 
existing densely populated city, where sewer renovation 
will be very difficult. […] Copenhagen’s green structures 
comprise the city’s green and blue spaces and consist of 
private gardens and courtyards, allotment gardens, pub-
lic parks, nature areas, green sports grounds, lakes and riv-
ers, churchyards and transport corridors. The city’s green 
structure has many life-giving functions and is essential 
for continued high quality of life in Copenhagen. The po-
tential of green spaces is to: reduce and prevent stormwa-
ter flooding by absorbing and retarding stormwater; mod-
erate and balance temperature; create shade and air cir-
culation, which assists in reducing the city’s future energy 
consumption for the cooling of buildings; remediate and 
reduce air and noise pollution; prevent stress and create 
opportunities for recreation; be a home for animals and 
plants (City of Copenhagen, 2011, pp. 57-58).

The process of adaptation is producing a different urban 
landscape.

The City of Copenhagen has an ambition to increase the 
blue and green infrastructure in future. The drainage of 
precipitation from intensive downpours is an important el-
ement in the physical planning process […]. Pluvial flood-
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ing adaptive measures must, therefore, be incorporated in-
to the wider local master plans and urban development 
projects. […] the Cloudburst Management Plan points 
to a solution that will protect Copenhagen by combin-
ing measures that will make the city greener and bluer by 
draining stormwater at ground level with tunnels in those 
areas of the city where ground level drainage is not possible 
(City of Copenhagen, 2012, p. 8).
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ombrosa no longer 
exists. looking at 
the empty sky, i ask 
myself if it ever did 
really exist. that 
mesh of leaves and 
twigs of fork and 
froth, minute and 
endless.

Italo Calvino, 1957



4. planting sustainability

Planting and sowing trees, bushes and herbs, are ancient 
activities, significant parts of human existence on Earth. 
They are still of fundamental importance concerning the 
satisfaction of nutritional needs and in general terms of 
health. During the 20th century, the cultural understand-
ing of the contemporary meaning of safeguarding, repro-
ducing and growing plants also recognized the impor-
tance of their environmental properties, of the so-called 
ecosystemic services that plant formations provide. The 
utility of planting and sowing assumes today the value of 
a necessary, fundamental and strategic answer. This con-
tribution to sustainability, which is among the most con-
crete and widely viable, uses plants as low-cost and effi-
cient generators.
If this is not considered enough, if plants are considered as 
expensive ornaments and sustainability as an abstraction, 
arguments can be made in support of the opposite thesis. 
This may be useful in terms of diffusion, of cultural evo-
lution, yet yields little through prescriptive means, how-
ever presumed as more concrete and cogent. Ideas and 
perceptions are like plants: in order to live they need to 
be born and to grow, they cannot be ‘made’. Thus sustain-
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ability, commendable aim and possible result if effective-
ly sought, cannot be generated on its own. It can result 
from the ensemble of behaviors and actions and concern 
the production or generation of any thing, from the most 
simple of objects to the most complex of processes.
In the cycles of functioning of ecological systems, plant 
organisms and their associations play key roles for the sur-
vival of the other living beings. Their presence in urban 
habitats influences their ecology, compensating their vul-
nerability and functional lacks. Scientific studies in differ-
ent fields have identified a variety of functions for plant 
formations in urban landscapes. A partial list of some 
among the many available references presents a signifi-
cant framework: Robinette (1972), Crowe (1981), The 
Metropolitan Tree Improvement Alliance (1985), Na-
del & Oberlander (1987), Zoppi (1988), Booth (1990), 
McPherson & Rowntree (1993), Kuo, Bacaicoa & Sul-
livan (1998), Nowak, Noble, Sisinni & Dwyer (2001), 
Toccolini (2002), Herzog & Leverich (2003), Alberti & 
Marzluff (2004), Trowbridge & Bassuk (2004), Stamps 
(2005), Home, Bauer & Hunziker (2010), Roya, Byrneb 
& Pickeringb (2012), Cozzi (2013), Holtan, Dieterlen 
& Sullivan (2015), Ferrini, Fini & Konijnendijk (2017). 
Even a list such as this, limited in chronological and field 
terms, points to a substantial amount and typological va-
riety of additional sources which form a robust body of ar-
guments and documents. 
There is therefore well-articulated scientific evidence of 
the fact that plants have the capacity to influence in ma-
ny different ways the quality of urban landscapes. And al-
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though specialized fields highlight important properties 
that are not easily observed, under other points of view it is 
a commonly perceptible fact.
The properties of plants change in relation to the species 
to which they belong and to the formations they compose.
Trees play relevant roles, although bush and herbaceous 
formations are also of great importance. The systems that 
trees help to establish and evolve influence the func-
tioning of cities, of metropolises, as well as in general of 
most landscapes. In this sense, planting trees in urban 
landscapes, as well as managing their reproduction and 
growth in peri- and extra-urban landscapes, means intro-
ducing efficient sustainability agents.
Trees can be formidable allies of mankind if humans 
show concrete willingness to share their habitats, guaran-
teeing for plants adequate living conditions, in cities are 
not always ideal too.

People who regard the use of plants in the urban environ-
ment as an aesthetic nicety are not seeing the whole pic-
ture. It will be increasingly incumbent on professionals 
to recognize and quantify the many functions that plants 
serve in order to justify the need for continued funding of 
the green urban environment in times of restricted bud-
gets. The functions of trees have been empirically mea-
sured. These data are essential in mitigating the many en-
vironmental aspects of the urban environment that result 
in more livable cities (Trowbridge & Bassuk, 2004, p. 105).

Trees participate at several levels of sustainability, in which 
psychological, sociological and economic elements are wo-
ven together with environmental factors as a result of their 
influence on the psycho-physical well-being of people. The 
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identification of spaces and the visual mediation of the re-
lationships between their components are functions which 
are precious due to the quality they provide. These must be 
associated, rather than subordinated, to those with an en-
vironmental profile, such as the hygro-thermal micro-cli-
matic conditioning, the control of the volume of rainwater 
and reduction of its runoff time, the particulate fixation, the 
transformation and storage of carbon dioxide, etc.
A correct and concrete interpretation of these reasons re-
quires a coherent position in terms of the culture of the 
project. Trees are living beings which act through the sys-
tems they compose and react to the phenomena to which 
they are subjected. Trees are thus living organisms active 
within the structures and performances of landscapes. 
Nadel and Oberlander (1987) remind us that the relation-
ships with trees are essential for human existence. Consid-
ering the size, density and usual pressures of urban hab-
itats, it is not enough to compensate their plant deficits 
in surrounding agricultural and semi-natural landscapes. 
Trees are necessary in cities, in quantities and qualities 
that are coherent with the recognized roles of urban plant 
formations. This requires, precisely, that projects take into 
consideration the need for guaranteeing adequate living 
conditions for trees.
Many significant arguments in favor of the integration of 
trees into urban landscapes highlight the overall value of 
their structural use in transformations. A row of trees, for 
example, can be envisaged as a form of identifying the 
space of a street. It is possible that it may also have to serve 
as a scale mediator between the public image of the street 
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and the private one concerning the area of appurtenance 
of buildings. It has been proven that it can contribute to 
the micro-climatic conditioning (temperature, humidity, 
wind, sunlight, natural lighting) and to the containment 
of pollution in the street space (exhaust fumes, particu-
lates). The envisaged street will therefore have the possi-
bility to provide a variety of services as a consequence of 
the functional properties that the project will be capable 
of conferring to it within the specific constraints in terms 
of size, shape, as well as to those of an administrative, eco-
nomic and financial nature.
Regarding the performance of tree formations, Alessan-
dro Toccolini (2002) points out how the classifications pro-
posed by Gary Robinette in 1972 and Norman Booth in 
1990 are quite similar, yet with an apparently important 
terminological difference. Robinette divides the functions 
into “architectural, engineering, climate control and aes-
thetic”, whereas Booth refers to “structural, environmen-
tal and visual” classes of functions. In 1984 Robinette once 
again stressed the variety of functional services provided by 
open spaces which tree formations allow to plan and de-
sign in order to enhance the ‘livability’ of cities. 
Two properties of urban tree formations are less discussed 
than the others: the capacity to identify spaces and that 
of mediating in cases of critical acoustic and visual situa-
tions. In the following pages I will use some examples to 
illustrate the meaning of this and to highlight its practical-
ity and importance.
Spatial identification is a function with several significant 
implications, which influence the society and economy 
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of the city through the safety, inclusiveness and recogniz-
ability of its collective open spaces.
The spatial identification capacity of plant formations de-
pends mostly on morphologic and dimensional variables, 
in other words first of all on the species. At the scale of the 
plant formation the spatial features concerning shape and 
density are important, as well as the botanical composi-
tion. Finally, at the scale of the landscape, the same vari-
ables assume meaning in terms of the relationships be-
tween two or more plant formations.
In order to provide a brief example, the following con-
siderations are limited to tree formations, from the basic 
one consisting of a single specimen, and refer to the most 
common cases.
A tree can serve as a spatial focal point. In that case it con-
notes an open urban space through its presence, contrib-
uting to identify the space through its relationship with 
the vertical planes of the buildings and the horizontal 
planes of the pavements. As a consequence of the pres-
ence, extension and height of the lower branches, the 
same tree can provide a demarcation of the vertical di-
mension for the portion of open space in which it grows. 
Its foliage generates a ‘para-horizontal’ spatial indication, 
a clearly perceptible, yet permeable demarcation which 
allows the passage of air, water, birds, sounds, light, gazes.
A row of trees, more frequently as equipment of an ave-
nue, but also in parks and gardens, can identify the dom-
inant axial space of a pathway, connoting the section in 
the planimetric and altimetric terms of botanical com-
position. The multiplication of the formation of a row 
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on several lines parallel to the same axis, typical of wide 
urban boulevards, produces the identification of one or 
more spatial channels, which are usually sub-units of the 
street system as a whole. This is thus identified through 
the structural relationships between the row of trees, the 
facades of the buildings and the surfaces of the street.
In a park or in a garden, a group of trees can identify a 
more extensive spatial sub-space than that of an isolated 
specimen. The tree cover distinguishes it from ‘open air’ 
spaces, such as lawns or open paved surfaces. The shape 
and relative height of the lower branches of trees influ-
ence the configuration of the space ‘covered’ by the tree 
crowns. The diversification of the conditions of light and 
shadow of the group of trees relative to its immediate sur-
rounding influences the spatial identification as a result of 
the density and botanical composition of the formation. 
A patch of trees, and even more so a wood, is general-
ly larger than the average grain of an urban and peri-ur-
ban landscape mosaic. Thanks to them, these formations 
have the capacity of generating the so-called ‘edge effect’, 
which is variable as a consequence of the spatial features 
of their planimetric form, tree density and botanical com-
position of the formation. This effect, which is known in 
plant and animal ecology, influences the individual and 
social behaviors of humans in the spatial section in which 
it manifests itself. The scrub-clearing, mass-surface inter-
face is therefore a landscape tone with peculiar ecologi-
cal traits also for urban habitats. It diversifies the micro-
climate in terms of temperature, humidity and light, ex-
tending the spatial offer and the physical well-being. This 
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transition section between arboreal masses (patches and 
woods) and surfaces (lawns, squares, parking lots) gathers 
some features of the two spatial types while excluding oth-
ers. The boundary between the tree patch and the lawn, 
for example, includes both trees and herbaceous species. 
At the same time it excludes the typical ‘internal’ spatial 
organization of the tree patch, which usually includes 
partially closed and covered spaces, and the ‘external’ spa-
tial nature of the lawn, usually uncovered and relatively 
open. The larger the spaces, from the small tree patch to 
the urban wood, the more the differences highlighted by 
the limit effect are pronounced and evident.
Spatial, visual and/or acoustic mediation are complemen-
tary categories of spatial identification. Among the ele-
ments that compose the urban landscape, they concern 
in particular the relationships which present more or less 
pronounced disturbance phenomena.
The use of plants for acoustic mediations, without the 
sound insulation contribution of embankments, may re-
quire large plant formations placed crosswise the propaga-
tion of the acoustic waves, and this only for obtaining a me-
diation effect and not a substantial reduction of the distur-
bance. In these cases plant formations collaborate in the 
fulfillment of the objectives in terms of acoustic qualities, 
rather than provide in themselves a solution to the question. 
Plant formations, on the other hand, offer a variety of possi-
bilities in terms of visual mediation, to the point of provid-
ing spatial separation of the visual fields, whenever appro-
priate. Critical relationships which require visual media-
tion or separation are expressed usually in two forms: im-



128 gabriele paolinelli



129planting sustainability



130 gabriele paolinelli

age scale aberrations, due to the juxtaposition of incompat-
ible spatial entities, and spatial inter-visibility disturbances, 
which due to their traits and/or uses suffer visual promis-
cuity even in the absence of the said scale criticalities. Vi-
sual mediation with the use of trees makes it possible to in-
tervene as well on the critical connotations of public open 
spaces and of the urban landscapes which are due to the ty-
pological heterogeneity and aggregate irregularity of 20th 
century urban fabric. It is a broad range of widespread cas-
es which significantly influence the perceptible quality of 
urban habitats. Tree formations can be used very efficient-
ly in the treatment of the dimensions of spaces and their 
distortions (Nadel and Oberlander, 1987).
The tree manages in general to solve as well relationships 
which are often delicate as a consequence of the minute 
dimensions of collective open spaces, as is often the case 
in European cities. The boundaries of spaces that mark 
and protect private spaces can serve as diaphragms which 
are visually permeable. Trees mediate their relationships 
and help to focus the attention, both from collective and 
private spaces. This reduces the direct visual relationships 
between spaces, and therefore also the cause of the possi-
ble reciprocal disturbances.
A tree, and even more so a group of trees, mediates be-
tween open spaces and buildings, and has an effect as well 
on the relationships between their forms and dimensions. 
The interposition of plant formations in very open visual 
fields contributes to changing their spatial relationships, 
generating new articulations and units. 
One or more rows of trees, in an avenue or park, mediate 
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the relationships with the bordering open spaces and with 
building formations that characterise street fronts. Other 
types of open spaces can also benefit from these relation-
ships, whether due to the said identification effects, or to 
those concerning inter-visibility mediation. For example, 
specialized spaces for sport activities or recreation that re-
quire equipment, which in turn needs to be ‘contained’ 
in spatial formations adequate for that purpose, are quite 
common. The corridors of historic urban avenues show 
how rows of trees contribute to the mediation of the im-
age scale from the collective toward the private, from the 
center to the outskirts, from the unity which identifies 
the street space toward the diversity which identifies the 
building which overlook it. In the urban fabric which was 
formed over the past sixty years, the same mediation func-
tions of street tree formations are even more incisive on 
the quality of urban landscapes, due to their specific ca-
pacities for compensating the pronounced irregularities 
of the above-mentioned street fronts.
Tree patches and woods are capable of acting as factors of 
spatial mediation in wider areas than those specified here. 
From this point of view, the question of landscape medi-
ation in urban fringes and edges is particularly relevant, 
where the promiscuity between urban landscapes with 
predominantly residential building formations and sim-
plified agricultural, prevailingly monocultural or how-
ever agro-industrial landscapes, is frequent. The critical-
ities due to the absence of mediating interfaces between 
edges, with decidedly varying shapes, dimensions and ap-
pearances, can be efficiently treated through forestry in-
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terventions envisaged also from this functional point of 
view, without significantly limiting their environmental 
and economic productivity.
The set of functions mentioned above contributes to the 
conditions of well-being that urban landscapes can express. 
The ‘urban forest’ emerges as a landscape scale formation. 
Its overall functional capacities are strategical for working 
on the city as a habitat which includes living systems.
Reality however shows how the structural potential of 
trees for the regeneration of urban habitats is underused. 
It is useful in this sense to direct a cultural criticism to 
the concepts of plants as urban ornaments and furniture. 
Plants are not entities to be added to open spaces, follow-
ing a conception of ‘urban decorum’ that is inappropriate 
in view of the true importance and complexity of matters. 
Plant formations are constituting elements of cities, fun-
damental for their sustainability and as a consequence al-
so for the quality of their habitats and the life of people. 
Tree formations are the most important of these, due to 
their specific and varied functional characteristics and to 
their capacity for spatial distribution within the urban fab-
ric, yet the functions performed by shrub and herbaceous 
formations are also significant. Environmental questions, 
which have become greatly relevant, are at stake, but also 
social, cultural and economic issues which have an inci-
dence on the well-being of the people who inhabit these 
urban landscapes, as well as on the real estate value of 
their spaces.
While keeping both feet firmly on the ground, in order to 
think it is necessary to turn our eyes toward the sky. Doing 
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this our gaze will encounter the trees, who spread their 
roots deep into the ground and raised their crowns into 
the air long before men appeared. These wonderful living 
beings combine the capacity for generating conditions of 
well-being for a great part of the other organisms they in-
teract with a low cost. In the performance of their own vi-
tal functions in the systemic terms characteristic of their 
biology and ecology, trees produce for others in a man-
ner which is irreplaceable. The cost for the establishment 
and management and the performance capacity of urban 
plant formations render them highly competitive in rela-
tion to other types of interventions aimed at the structur-
al completion and functional enhancement of habitats. 
These advantages increase further where projects adopt 
methods of realization which significantly reduce mainte-
nance needs. Even considering only trees, it is worth not-
ing how attitudes concerning the controversial issue of 
pruning are shifting, through an increasingly widespread 
and reasoned participation of more types of factors regard-
ing the health of plants, the safety of the inhabitants, the 
beauty of the city, and the cost of management of open 
spaces, both public and private.
As living beings, as humans, we must pay more attention 
to trees. With better living conditions in the city they will 
have less needs and more to offer. Amico Albero (2017) is 
the title of a remarkable book, which I have mentioned 
earlier, by Francesco Ferrini and Alessio Fini. The writing 
is sober, well documented, technical, passionate as to the 
concepts it discusses and communicates, and education-
al while scientifically grounded. The authors identify and 
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link together the various reasons in favor of the structural 
use of trees and of plants in general in the enhancement 
of urban habitats. Urban Forestry, which Ferrini and Fi-
ni discuss in specialized terms, is a recent view, as well as 
a relatively new field. It is generating, however, a change 
of scale inherent to the concept itself. Characteristic of 
this is the passage from the single specimen to the plant 
formation, from the single urban open space to the land-
scape it composes. 
Things are evolving in clear structural and functional 
terms. Thus the persistent cultural view of plants in cities 
as ornamental entities is also losing ground. Scientific con-
tributions (Ferrini, Fini & Konijnendijk, 2017), actions for 
technical dissemination (Trees&Design Action Group, 
2010, 2011, 2012, 2014) and institutional promotion 
(FAO-UN, 2016) bear witness to and sustain this process, 
probably because today there is more awareness of the fact 
that planting is an action which promotes sustainability.
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life is a constant 
play between 
boundary protection 
and boundary 
transgression and 
good designers 
should know how to 
push and pull in both 
directions.

Richard Weller, 2014



5. urban accessibility and livability

Quality of life in urban habitats is influenced as well by 
their capacity for social inclusion. This does not depend on-
ly on the configuration and condition of spaces, but also on 
other cultural and socio-economic variables. It is also true 
that collective open spaces are agents in the processes of so-
cial relations and identifications. By influencing individu-
als, places stimulate and support communities as well.
The accessibility of places is a primary variable of the ca-
pacity for social inclusion of habitats. This role is recog-
nized in programmatic and operative terms. The diffu-
sion and intensity of the obstacles to the access and use of 
places and of the landscapes they belong to are elements 
which characterize the degree of livability of urban set-
tlements and influence the level of social exclusion or in-
clusion. Nevertheless, what has been undertaken with re-
spect to the issue of accessibility often highlights defects 
in the approach. This objective of quality has been ad-
dressed in specific terms and mostly at the scale of individ-
ual spaces, both interior and exterior to buildings, and of-
ten with an incongruous consideration of collective open 
spaces and irrelevant in terms of the landscape systems to 
which they belong (Paolinelli, 2014b, p. 163).
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In the previous chapters I have considered the meanings, 
roles and relevance of a series of factors on which the liv-
ability of urban habitats depends, which also influence 
the conditions of psycho-physical well-being of individu-
als and therefore the social relations of the communities. 
Accessibility is thus an additional variable that we need 
to consider as fundamental in terms of the transforma-
tions that we plan, design and undertake. It is also a com-
plex variable; it includes the material conditions of access 
to landscapes, places and resources, that are more com-
monly recognized and treated, albeit in an unsatisfactory 
manner; it includes as well the intangible conditions that 
more or less allow or impede their use.
The reference to accessibility to individual urban places 
and to the landscapes they belong to is a crucial dimen-
sion of the issue, which highlights a double scale. The 
question concerns public and private buildings, their ap-
purtenant open spaces, central public spaces, or those 
devoted to transit and connection, which carry out so-
cial functions at the neighborhood, district or urban lev-
els. The efficiency in enhancing the level of accessibili-
ty of a place can, however, have little influence on that 
of the landscape it belongs to in the absence of a network 
of places with similar requirements. Accessibility defects 
at the scale of the landscape in turn condition individu-
al places.
This has prompted scientific and cultural initiatives and 
technical and regulatory actions aimed at addressing the 
issues at the adequate scales and in systemic terms, over-
coming the concept of ‘surpassing’ specific ‘barriers’ and 
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coordinating the progressive planning and actions regard-
ing the places in question.
From the point of view of regulation and technical prac-
tice, a step forward was given with urban accessibility 
plans which are activating the consideration of the issue at 
the settlement scale. These instruments permit as well ad-
dressing the complementary relationships with the spaces 
of peri- and extra-urban landscape mosaics. As for educa-
tion and research, I will refer to two initiatives which are in-
dicative of innovative perspectives on the topic. 
An Erasmus Intensive Programme coordinated by Vale-
rio Morabito was promoted in 2014 under the title Land-
scape Accessibility (Morabito ed., 2014). 

If we extend accessibility in many different ways, we will 
create a multiplicity of connections, a more open city in 
which everyone can use every space in different ways. It 
is not just about producing a beautiful design: it is much 
more related with the concept of intelligent and innova-
tive ideas. Information, knowledge, culture, religion, com-
munity, environment, ecology, and energy are many oth-
er unphysical and physical obstacles or borders that char-
acterize the quality of the accesses in the space of the city. 
They belong to different research and practical fields, 
sometimes so specific that they avoid every relationship 
among them (Morabito, 2014, p. 4).

In this respect, Universal Design is the first key word that 
identifies the topic of accessibility in accordance with a 
profile of the culture and technique of the project inves-
tigated by the inter-departmental research unit Florence 
Accessibility lab — Accessibility to Cultural Heritage & 
Human Development of the University of Florence, coor-
dinated by Antonio Lauria. 
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Accessibility expresses the ability of an environment to 
guarantee everyone an independent life regardless of 
their age, gender, cultural background and physical, sen-
sory or cognitive abilities […]. Accessibility concerns ev-
ery human activity, the use of material assets and the re-
lationships with intangible elements/factors (communi-
cation, services, decision-making processes, participation, 
etc.). […] At the various scales, accessibility is explained 
through the coherent and comprehensive fulfillment of 
various requirements: reachability, mobility, environmen-
tal communicability, comfort, environmental prevention 
and safety, usage safety, usage, etc. Accessibility is not a giv-
en fact sanctioned by a law, it is not covered by a regulato-
ry dimension and it is wrong to think that it concerns on-
ly weak or disabled people: accessibility is a ‘value’ that re-
gards the right of every person to determine his or her own 
existence and to participate in collective life and in the de-
velopment of society on equal basis with others […]. Ac-
cessibility, except in specific cases, should not hesitate to 
enact special policies or interventions, but […] should fil-
tre and feed ordinary decision-making processes which 
concern the transformation of human spaces and relation-
ships […]. Regarding the specific debate on the re-quali-
fication of places of cultural interest […] accessibility as-
sumes a variety of meanings: mark of civilisation that our 
era consigns to history, ‘bridge’ toward culture and beauty, 
and opportunity for civil and economic well-being (Flor-
ence Accessibility lab, 2013).

There are issues concerning the culture and technique of 
the project that it is useful to consider. The overcoming of 
barriers, including those of a material nature, is obviously 
necessary. It is also important not to generate new ones or, 
whenever inevitable, to accompany them with the spatial 
conditions necessary for their comfortable overcoming. Re-
ality shows, however, that the fact that such an objective of 
project quality belongs to the category of the obvious, and is 
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therefore close to the objective, does not guarantee that it is 
appropriately considered and correctly pursued.
The phenomena of functional specialization of open 
spaces (Paolinelli, 2014a), already addressed above, in-
duce separations, contribute to the optimization of specif-
ic comforts rather than to the mediation of general com-
fort-compatible needs. The effects of separation generate 
spatial sub-units with interaction difficulties that are am-
plified in morphological and often also material and chro-
matic terms, and which influence urban landscapes, dis-
articulating and congesting them. The dimensional con-
sequences of the spatial compartmentalization due to 
functional specialization are quite relevant. The dimen-
sions of existing urban spaces are in fact binding and in 
European historic urban fabrics are often minute.
It may therefore be meaningful to address the issue of ac-
cessibility in a different way, placing it in relation to its in-
fluence on inclusiveness and the overall livability of ur-
ban habitats.
I believe it is important first of all to answer a key ques-
tion, without taking its meaning for granted: – Accessibil-
ity for whom?
The conventional answer – for ‘disabled’ people – has in-
herent critical limits, but the question can be addressed 
effectively by shifting the perspective.
In general we turn the attention of the project toward 
some, identified as ‘differently abled’, with a frequent ex-
pression that is not free of a demagogy. We could, instead, 
think more about the substance, and less about the form 
of reality. It shows us that we are all ‘differently disabled’ 
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from the physical-motor point of view, regardless of when, 
since abilities change with time, resulting in a variable lev-
el of disability. The present, on which views and strategies 
are often levelled, is only an instant in the passage of time. 
‘Normality’ is not enough significant for making decisions 
regarding the structuring of spaces that must respond to 
the everybody’s needs, and be as flexible and long-lasting 
as possible. 
Devising spaces for all as differently disabled is an ap-
proach which in itself is programmatically inclusive, ide-
al for acting on the physical-motor component of accessi-
bility, which is certainly relevant, although partial. In the 
wide gradient on which spatial disabilities are articulated 
which are significant for orienting the design of collective 
open spaces, extreme conditions, such as blindness or se-
vere paralysis of extremities, are fortunately in the minori-
ty. To base the design on serious sensory-motor limitations 
does not, however, jeopardize the creativity that the proj-
ect can express. The connotation of the places it can pro-
duce are variables of everybody’s comfort. To refer the in-
terpretation of the project to specific needs also confers 
meanings to things and to their relationships. For exam-
ple, a tree is a spatial agent with which different people, in 
different conditions, can establish different relationships. 
Considering things from the point of view of the more se-
rious limitations, we can pinpoint a variety of meanings 
for project choices which are mostly also valid for people 
who do not have great difficulties and who, however, do 
not constitute disturbance factors for them. The leaves of 
a tree behave as elements in an acoustic device that is acti-
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vated by the wind. For a partially-sighted person the same 
tree, at the same moment, can ‘sound’ differently from the 
way it sounds to a person who is seeing it at the same time 
as listening to it. The bark is a world of diversity; its tactile 
exploration is not necessarily less significant than its visu-
al one. It is different; and it is especially different for those 
who explore it in this manner while being unable to see. 
Also as an example, a person affected by deafness is per-
fectly able to ‘read’ the tree and the variations it expresses 
in itself and in its relationships with the place to which it 
belongs. Based upon his or her specific history and condi-
tion, this person can attribute to what he sees the sound he 
imagines, although he cannot hear the sound produced 
by the wind as it moves the leaves and the branches. Fol-
lowing this line of thought, the space accessible to a per-
son on a wheelchair is comfortable for an autonomous el-
derly person and so on and so forth in the various relation-
ships between people, their conditions of perception, and 
the use of spaces. The person who is in good physical con-
ditions does not sense for that type of space any limitation 
to his opportunities for using it, but rather benefits from 
the resulting conditions of well-being.
This shifts the question from the extraordinary to the ordi-
nary, from the exception to the rule, in other words from 
separation to inclusion. The project is thus not called to 
resolve problems for specific subjects, but rather to fulfill 
quality objectives that satisfy everyone. Among these, mo-
tor comfort is a fundamental variable in the conditions of 
well-being regarding the use and enjoyment of spaces and 
therefore, ultimately also concerning the livability of ur-
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ban landscapes. This approach implicitly ascribes respon-
sibility to the project. The reference to a minority in fact 
apparently makes plausible a series of secondary and sub-
ordinate choices which, however, are not ethically jus-
tifiable. Contrary to this, the determination of the proj-
ect based on the entire range of individuals that are part 
of the collective has two positive consequences: it facili-
tates the solution of project-related issues concerning the 
performance effects of spatial integration; it favors inclu-
sion from accessibility, through experience, in relation to 
a factor that in the absence of coherent views and actions 
generates instead separation and exclusion.
As for project-related choices, another key question arises: 
– ‘Motor well-being: how?’. 
This requires considering the variables that condition 
in a prevalent manner the well-being of the people who 
move and rest in collective open spaces without the help 
of motor vehicles and with the overall benefits that this 
entails. In this respect, three qualities are particularly in-
fluential and refer to the duplicity of scale that character-
izes the interaction of places with their landscapes. This 
regards the connection of notable places, the shape and 
size of the sections of the corridors and the degree of in-
clination of their surfaces. While the two latter variables 
are linked to the scale of the place, the first refers to the 
entire urban landscape it belongs to. That the project car-
ries out coherent solutions for generating inclusive acces-
sibility conditions may be valuable in terms of proximity 
benefits, at the scale of the place itself, or however at that 
of the vicinity relations within a contained spatial range. 
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As I have hinted earlier, however, these properties do not 
emerge at a systemic level in those parts of the landscape 
which are conditioned by defects in connectivity and ac-
cessibility. They can be total, in those places where there 
is a lack of continuous spaces with adequate dimensions 
for the movement of people, alternative to the channels 
which are reserved for the flow of motor vehicles. Or they 
can be partial, in those cases where spatial corridors exist 
but are more or less lacking in accessibility. Furthermore, 
the lines which connect the nodes of a theoretical graph 
depicting non-motorised urban connectivity, should not 
be considered merely as spaces destined to the function 
of connection between nodal places. We must design the 
same corridors as spatial sequences of places, offering op-
portunities for rest and for social interaction. This requires 
attention to the lateral configurations of connecting corri-
dors, following morphological and dimensional choices 
that are not subordinate to the obvious needs in terms of 
axial flow of people in movement. 
The second project variable that I proposed, the trans-
versal section of spaces for flow, is significant precisely 
for connecting spaces. Their definition is sensitive to the 
transversal dimensions as well as to the planimetric forms. 
It has necessary relationships with technical regulations 
and expresses a position regarding the topic of exclusive-
ness versus functional multiplicity of open spaces. In reg-
ulatory terms, provisions that determine degrees of spe-
cialization in accordance to usage priorities are common. 
From the dimensional point of view, regulations in gener-
al provide for minimum standards, such as those concern-
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ing the width of the sections. These are often adopted as 
coherent, independently of the context, and as models of 
morphological homogenization along the axis.
The project can choose solutions determining and com-
paring several alternatives in terms of costs and benefits, 
due to the position it intends to express within the spa-
tial, cultural and regulatory context in which it operates. 
Among the meaningful variables for the projects there are 
obviously those of an economic nature which concern 
the costs of production and management of the works and 
those of a functional type that regard the conditions of effi-
ciency and safety of spaces devoted to people. In the deter-
mining of project choices, other variables are also mean-
ingful and deserve consideration. The fundamental rela-
tionships between soil, water and plants addressed in the 
previous chapters contribute in a decisive manner in turn-
ing accessible spaces into livable places. Two dimensions 
of the project conception assume as well specific mean-
ing in the search for accessibility as a condition of livabili-
ty: the expressive capacity and the functional capacity. The 
first is influenced by the qualities of morphological and di-
mensional coherence of public open spaces. These same 
variables condition in fact also the capacity to fulfill a vari-
ety of usage needs. Places with specific accessibility func-
tions can be active units in the configuration of the urban 
landscape, also through the other environmental and so-
cial functions they perform. I have already mentioned how 
the functional density and the dimensions of open spaces 
which characterize European cities constitute crucial fac-
tors for the determination of the project and of its transfor-
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mations. If, on the one hand, the dimensions established 
by regulations concern the minimum admissible, on the 
other the finiteness and minuteness of the section of the ur-
ban corridors require that the project probes the possible 
alternatives while considering all the significant variables. 
By preventing the need for the separation of flows of move-
ment of people from becoming dominant or inescapable, 
we can keep the effects of spatial specialization below evi-
dently incongruous thresholds. In general terms, I believe 
that the decrease in the available section has to be associ-
ated to a progressive reduction of functional specialization 
and of the relative spatial separations, until reaching its ef-
facement in spaces intentionally destined to be shared. 
Also in general terms, the containment of obstacles and 
obstructions, due to the diffusion of artifacts and objects, 
signs and signals, favors unity, multi-functionality and co-
herence at the scale of the image of urban collective space. 
Finally, when the dimensions of spaces allows it, their mor-
phological diversification can result in a significant factor 
of place identification.
The morphological variation of the margins of pavements 
and therefore also that concerning the dimension of the 
flow sections can contribute efficiently to induce slow-
ing-down and rest. The coexistence of these conditions 
with movement modifies the perception of space, weak-
ening that of infrastructural channel, which is otherwise 
dominant.
Project research addresses as well the third variable that 
conditions physical accessibility: the inclination of surfac-
es. This influences the configuration of places with altim-
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etric disparities greater than a half meter. Axial and trans-
versal planimetric dimensions, on the other hand, require 
specific considerations. For example, for a distance of fif-
ty meters, a slope in the pavement slightly greater than 
two percent permits overcoming a disparity of a meter, 
including the necessary horizontal planes interposed to 
those which are inclined. The movement along that sec-
tion of space will occur in that case in conditions of mo-
tor well-being and complete accessibility. If, however, the 
same disparity was to be overcome in twenty meters, the 
average minimum inclination necessary would increase 
above five per cent, limiting the conditions of motor com-
fort and accessibility. With only ten meters, the disparity 
would be overcome only with the help of steps and elec-
tro-mechanical devices, since the minimum resulting in-
clination would be greater than ten per cent. The proj-
ect must therefore address specific expressions of the gen-
eral issue of overcoming altimetric disparities. Morpho-
metric research must in fact be used to assess if and how 
planimetric and altimetric structural binds are compati-
ble with the realization of a pathway with inclined planes 
that can connect the levels in question. The reference to 
the term ‘path’ is significant for the structural conception 
of a place that is adequate for movement. The design of a 
series of ramps in the absence of this concept can in fact 
generate a set of artifacts with the correct functional re-
quirements, composed however in space following an in-
frastructural, rather than a structural approach. The first 
proposal expresses a greater degree of functional integra-
tion than the second, for equal specifically expected mo-
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tor performances. The second expresses a greater special-
ization of the spaces that carry out the same connection 
functions as the previous one. 
An additional project variable influences the efficiency of 
the responses. Rotated on average slightly less than a right 
angle relative to the line of maximum inclination between 
the misaligned planes to be connected, paths with ramps 
require great attention to the spatial experience that the 
place can offer during movement. These, in fact, connect 
the levels slowly, following a path that is longer and less di-
rect than that of the steps. The disparity to be overcome and 
the available spatial extension are structural binds that must 
be interpreted together with those regarding the perfor-
mance of an axial inclination that is less than five per cent. 
The less the planimetric extension available, to an equal al-
timetric variation to overcome, the greater the need for the 
path to follow an alternate direction within the same spatial 
sector. It will therefore be important for the place to offer 
a perceptive reason for the repeated landscape, generating 
the type of well-being that is more related to an architectur-
al structure than to an infrastructural device.
I believe that the concept just addressed is generally val-
id. For accessibility to amplify its potential for inclusion, 
it is necessary for the project to conceive places, not on-
ly spaces providing certain functions. There is a need for 
squares of all types and sizes, and for gardens, linear, cen-
tral, small or large, that embrace the movement of people 
in the urban landscape, that offer the opportunity to be 
enjoyed in and of themselves, in addition to providing the 
function of connecting other places.
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Also regarding the planes of movement of people, I con-
sider two other morphometric arguments relevant: the 
provisions concerning axial inclinations and require-
ments regarding transversal inclinations. These are appar-
ently technical details to be addressed in terms of the cor-
rect geometric and technological solutions. These vari-
ables do not have significant visual influences, and yet 
they condition the well-being of the people that use the 
spaces and therefore also their overall quality.
Technical regulations provide indications regarding the 
maximum axial inclinations admissible so that the planes 
of movement of people confer accessibility to places. 
These are minimum quantitative standards which in-
fluence quality. Quality, however, is not obtained mere-
ly through the respect of the minimum admissible. The 
project in this respect has the purpose of seeking the max-
imum comfort that the place can express. In order to do 
so it is necessary to work toward an overall compositive 
balance in which limiting the inclination below certain 
maximum admissible levels is related to the resulting 
lengths of the pathways for the overcoming of the altim-
etric disparities. In general terms, whenever the space al-
lows it, a path with a slope between two and three per cent 
is comfortable. Overcoming the threshold of five per cent 
should not be considered for paths without mechanical 
devices, which are usually not adequate for public open 
spaces, except in specific cases in places which are highly 
frequented and well taken care of.
The observation of reality shows how in the case of open 
spaces it is necessary to consider also the transversal in-
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clinations of pathways. These are generally present for 
providing superficial discharge of rainwater, but often al-
so for connecting to the street level, as for example in the 
case of crossings, driveways, and sidewalk ends. The hu-
man organism is sensitive to the slope of the planes on 
which it rests or moves. The search for physical balance 
in the presence of lateral inclinations with respect to the 
direction of the movement or rest generates disturbance. 
Transversal slopes are often very pronounced and variable 
also over a few meters. It is evident how in these cases it is 
necessary to avoid the cause. Coordinating through ho-
mogeneous sections the altimetric levels of access to the 
appurtenances that face the public corridor, it is possible 
to envisage pathways that are coplanar or raised relative to 
the street. Coplanarity requires the project to pay careful 
attention to the demarcation of the roads for motor vehi-
cle use with respect to other public spaces. Rows of trees, 
for example, help in obtaining an efficient axial architec-
tural distinction of the spatial channels, with a good de-
gree of permeability, both concerning visual relationships 
and the crossing of pedestrian and bicycle corridors by ve-
hicles moving between the road and the appurtenanc-
es lateral to it. The position of paths raised a step above 
the street level is typical of sidewalks. The dysfunctional 
effects of the usual connection between the two heights 
with pavements with crossed and pronounced inclination 
are more common in narrow sidewalks, along streets with 
appurtenances at different levels. In the case of transver-
sal sections of pathways with dimensions that are equal to 
or greater than two metres, their pavings can be made at 
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the same level, supported by adequate devices for the dis-
charge of water. For transversal motor vehicle accessibili-
ty to adjacent appurtenances it is in fact possible to intro-
duce trapezoidal kerbs with a one over three inclination 
along the side of the street, without generating significant 
interference with the axial movements of people.
As for street crossings, in these cases wide bumps are ad-
visable at the level of the pathways which they connect 
on both sides of the road. As for drainage of rainwater, the 
transversal inclinations of pavements are generally slight, 
under two per cent. The disturbance of these slopes on 
movement surfaces may not be perceived by users who do 
not have motor limits or problems. However, even when 
using a pram or a shopping cart it is necessary to be con-
stantly correcting their trajectory which otherwise tends 
to follow a downward shifting curve. The disturbance may 
be greater when using a manual wheel-chair. It is neces-
sary to intervene in the morphometric definition of the 
transversal sections of pathways and on drainage and pav-
ing technologies. In order to contain lateral inclinations, 
a functional segmentation of the surfaces can be carried 
out with the use of drains in those cases in which the paths 
present pronounced transversal dimensions, at least a few 
meters wide. However, technological solutions with high 
drainage capacity and velocity can be used. In any case, 
the aim is that of containing the transversal inclination for 
the discharge of rainwater to the minimum, through effi-
cient devices designed for collaborating with it or else for 
eliminating its need.
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i see the earth and 
its life processes 
as a model for the 
creative process, 
where not one but 
many forces interact 
with each other with 
results emergent — not 
imposed.

 Lawrence Halprin, 1969
 (in Metta & Di Donato, 2014)



6. addressing complexity by working on 
the living

Interpreting urban habitats by working on the living was 
not a feature of the modern tradition, from its origins in the 
Renaissance to the developments which took place in the 
17th and 18th centuries. Neither was it during the two first 
centuries of the contemporary era, although the second 
half of the 20th century witnessed a significant increase in 
knowledge and a transformation of consciousness.
Cities, which are previous to the modern era and origi-
nated as protected political, social and economic strong-
holds, were imbued by the culture of the alleged domin-
ion of man over nature and ended by becoming an expres-
sion of it, both fragile and influential.
With the increase in their size and structural and function-
al complexity, cities became not only comfortable, effi-
cient and safe, but also uncomfortable, vulnerable and dan-
gerous. Their limited capacity for resilience does not con-
dition only their recovery after disturbances and traumas. 
During these sort of phenomena, the capacity for absorbing 
and compensating their intensity and duration is in fact sig-
nificant. The widespread lack of these properties limits the 
possibility for effectively protecting urban systems from en-
ervations which can generate deep alterations.
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The progressive increase of the technological complexity 
of cities has contributed in some respects to making them 
more rigid, limiting their capacity to react. From issues 
concerning the internal and external hygro-thermal com-
fort of buildings and the related micro-climatic regulation 
needs, to those regarding mobility of people and things, 
or the networks of energy, material and information input 
and output flow, everything is increasingly infrastructured, 
mechanised and partially automatised, also through the 
progressive application of artificial intelligence.
Between the 18th and 20th centuries, and in particularly 
with the wars and socio-economic transformations of the 
Short Twentieth Century, the processes of transformation 
of European urban landscapes have influenced identities, 
acting widely and intensely on their material configura-
tions and therefore on the recognizability of their images. 
This took place as a consequence of the consumption of 
land, the degradation of spaces, the gentrification of central 
areas and the ghettoisation of the outskirts. It happened al-
so through the homogenization of languages and the trivi-
alization of places. Without possibilities for appeal, reality 
shows as a minority everything that managed to resist these 
phenomena. However noble, these are exceptions which 
confirm the rule of yielding to prevailing processes.
What are the capacities revealed by humans? Not those 
concerning the dominion over nature, nor those regard-
ing a technological liberation from it. Humans have rath-
er demonstrated a capacity for deeply altering the natu-
ral relationships and dynamics which in ancient cultures, 
not long ago in the history of the world, were a preroga-
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tive of nature itself and of the divinities inspired by it. We 
have adopted aleatory ways of conceiving our distinction 
from nature, to the point of generating an improper ab-
straction. We have certainly shown capacity for imagina-
tion, knowledge and invention, main levers in the evolu-
tion of our species and in the development of civilizations 
over the past millenia. These are still the forces that we 
must exert, although in more intelligent and less muscu-
lar terms. To envisage ourselves as beings and communi-
ties which are natural in addition to cultural can allow us 
to go down new development paths, precisely while we 
are involved with artificial intelligence. I do not believe 
both paths are necessarily contradictory.
Diana Balmori’s proposal (2010) to put the city in nature 
therefore constitutes a request to interpret the complexi-
ty of urban habitats through the living, in order to make 
them less vulnerable, more resilient and performant.
Working on the living means establishing the conditions 
for its various forms to collaborate efficiently in the direc-
tions considered useful to set goals.
Working on the living means indirectly bringing plants in-
to action so that they can carry out a series of functions in 
settlements with direct effects on the quality of life of both 
humans and animals. 
Working on the living means also inducing actions which 
are useful for human beings, through a process of cultur-
al growth as well as through direct educational experienc-
es that the transformation of the places they inhabit can 
generate.
Working on the living therefore means to continue to re-
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search into the potentials of what Ian L. McHarg pro-
posed in Design with Nature (1969); namely to continue 
to critically explore trends and variations, to practice its 
possible applications, develop options for reducing costs 
and increasing benefits in environmental, social and also 
economic terms.
Working on the living means considering the fundamen-
tal collaborations with the wide range of the inert; to do 
so through the observation of both and especially of their 
fundamental relationships within landscapes.
Working on the living demands that the temporal dimen-
sions of any morphological and material composition be 
considered. It is in fact through time that life manifests 
itself in space. Physiological changes in its cycles influ-
ence the relationships that every organism establishes and 
the possible associations it contributes to compose. The 
recurring changes in seasonal cycles permit the iteration 
of vital processes.
Working on the living therefore also means considering 
that human beings have a double sensibility toward the 
changes in time, which in turn influences their behavior. 
They register the direct influence on them of the passing 
of time and elaborate on it by modulating their own be-
havior. Furthermore, humans, like animals, perceive the 
transformation of the space that surrounds them, cycli-
cal changes in short time spans throughout the year and 
transformations that take place over longer spans that they 
perceive during their lives. Also in these cases they assim-
ilate the influences received, stratifying their sense within 
their own cognitive evolution and behavioral adaptation. 
First with tradition and then with history, philosophy and 



171addressing complexity by working on the living



172 gabriele paolinelli

science, humans have consigned the direct experiences 
of individuals and of their communities to the heritage of 
mankind, increasing its potential.
In the light of these considerations, it emerges how land-
scapes are spatio-temporal mediators of the relationships 
between humans and their habitats. Landscapes are ex-
pressions of reality which link their complexity to space, 
expressing it in terms of environmental, economic, social 
and cultural diversity. Urban habitats are relevant expres-
sions of the world. To imagine their transformations trig-
gers a complex series of processes that can be sustained by 
assuming landscapes as their common reference points, 
as representatives of life’s relationships.

This work on the living, which is the landscape architect’s 
own, involves considering the notion of time that passes 
in the evolution of the project, and with it not just that of 
use but, on the contrary, the notion of maturing. This is 
why we consider this time as our ally: it plays a part in the 
approach to the project in order to put in place founda-
tions allowing a life after that of the work in progress and its 
delivery. This attitude participates in a sedimentary move-
ment where the designer doesn’t look to create a “work” 
but to play a part in an ongoing process, where what he 
contributes is sometimes in opposition to what has gone 
before, and which will continue beyond the time he is 
there. Through this attitude we consider ourselves the mo-
mentary actors of the palimpsest of the city and the coun-
tryside, from one toward the other and why not the oth-
er way round? Through this opening of our eyes and this 
quest for knowledge […] we tackle all the scales of the 
project with the same attitude of encouraging the expres-
sion of the territory without nostalgia, in a temporality that 
will allow for others. To open up the field of possibilities 
(Bruel, 2010, p. 5).
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To work on the living, to integrate the city in nature, are cul-
tural stances and scientific, technical and political goals 
that are crucial in the search for sustainability. Today it 
has in urban habitats a fundamental challenge that has ac-
quired importance together with other prior issues that are 
still relevant and unsolved. Problems related to the meth-
ods for the supply of resources which benefit some parts of 
the population of the planet at the expense of others have in 
fact not been solved, and the same is true concerning the is-
sue of the consumption of non-renewable resources, at the 
expense in this case of future generations. Neither have the 
critical effects of industrial production on the planet’s eco-
systems been solved over the past three centuries. Others 
have been added, instead, related to urban growth and the 
increasing mobility of people and things. To the spatial dif-
fusion and demographic growth of settlements must now 
be added the cultural, social and economic diffusion of ur-
ban models beyond the boundaries of cities. In Europe, ag-
ricultural landscapes connotated with urban social and eco-
nomic structures are evidently more widespread than those 
which are truly rural. These landscapes require long-term 
ideas, strategies and actions. It is necessary to work toward 
active and evolutionary methods for preserving their mate-
rial and intangible heritage. Furthermore, it is strategical-
ly necessary to seek social and economic innovation op-
portunities for the rehabilitation of rural areas in terms of 
new relationships between producing and dwelling. Yet at 
the same time we must pay attention to urban dynamics, 
committing energy to imagination, research, as well as to 
developing ideas and crystallizing actions. It is necessary 
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to address complexity also in terms of seeking the human 
well-being that can be obtained from living sustainable ur-
ban landscapes. It is indicative that the Aalborg Charter on 
urban sustainability (1994) was updated in 2004 with the ti-
tle Inspiring Futures. Interpreting contemporariness means 
virtuously governing the existing, as well as imagining and 
progressively building the near future; it means being active 
players who are aware of the traditions of the present-day and 
future generations. Cities leading the way to a better future 
is the title of a large dossier on the State of European Cities 
(E.C., U.N., 2016). In this as in other documents concern-
ing urban sustainability, landscapes are not generally men-
tioned, they do not take on an explicit meaning and are not 
ascribed a strategic role. This is in line with the stance of the 
European Commission; the same cannot be said for that of 
the European Council, which is expressed in the European 
Landscape Convention (EC, 2000). The role of landscape 
in human development established by the Council should 
be endorsed. The ‘integration’ of the landscape (EC, 2000, 
5d) is to be pursued in a systematic and concrete manner 
in order to make sustainable all policies, plans and projects 
that influence it, conditioning the quality of life (Paolinelli, 
2015c). It is not important, however, nor negative in itself, 
that the landscape is not attributed meanings and aims in 
the establishment of EU policies and strategies for sustain-
ability. In function of actual level of awareness and will, it 
is possible to grasp the deep meaning of the landscape as a 
relational resultant, a dynamic spatio-temporal palimpsest, 
synthesis of the relationships between humans and environ-
ments in the search for answers to their needs in terms of 



176 gabriele paolinelli



177addressing complexity by working on the living



178 gabriele paolinelli

imagining and organizing their own habitats. The explic-
it and specific reference to the category of the landscape in 
relation to a topic or to a series of topics may seem as more 
concrete, but would probably be more limiting. In Italy, for 
example, an important institutional and regulatory tradi-
tion isolates the landscape within a system of rules and com-
petencies expressly devoted to it, as if it were an entity with 
a life of its own and not the result of a series or relationships 
between several factors and processes.
Different, and far more appropriate, although difficult to 
obtain, is the landscape conception of the policies, plans 
and projects which determine the processes and actions 
that transform landscapes.
Considering the landscapes themselves as guiding ref-
erences for the conception of their transformations and 
therefore for the formation of habitats is quite simply 
a logical option. Landscapes in fact express reactions to 
the phenomena that affect them and therefore the con-
ception of the project can use their properties as resourc-
es that can be activated for its own specific purposes, to 
the extent that these aims are coherent with the structures 
and functions of the landscapes themselves. These are 
opportunities which can contribute to the satisfaction of 
social and economic needs through the development of 
deep links with the features of the identity of each context. 
The answers that emerge have the fundamental property 
of falling under the specific levels of natural and cultural 
freedom that landscapes indicate for the sustainability of 
actions and transformations. This influences the adapta-
tive capacity of their ecological and sociological systems.
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High-quality landscapes are generally connotated by a 
wide range of functional capacities. The project can rec-
ognize and safeguard them, also due to the opportunity to 
capitalize on them. It can do so by paying close interpreta-
tive attention to the risks of morpho-functional specialisa-
tion of spaces, in which it is easy to incur for the various rea-
sons that I have considered. The landscape project of urban 
transformations is usually called to collaborate in the search 
for answers to a variety of collective needs. Many functions 
of spaces confer to their urban formations environmental 
and social properties with significant and observable eco-
nomic effects: the depuration of the air and of surface wa-
ters, the protection and supply of water-bearing strata, the 
acoustic safeguarding of open spaces, the hydraulic pro-
tection of settlements, infrastructures and productive ac-
tivities, the hydrological and hydraulic efficiency, but also 
the micro-climatic regulation of exterior and interior spac-
es, as well as the scenic identification of places and the vi-
sual mediation or spatial separation of conflicting uses. We 
learn how to know and use these qualities by observing effi-
cient landscapes. These cannot be borrowed from them by 
designing excessively mechanistic compositions in which 
spatial separation responds to reasons of functional special-
ization. The search for sustainability in urban landscapes 
through the planning of their transformations does not re-
quire separate methods but rather their integration, it does 
not contemplate expressiveness as an aesthetic addition, 
but includes it as a necessary requirement. The expression 
which includes the living confers to places and landscapes 
a deep quality of beauty.
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Urban Beauty! (2013) is the title Anna Lambertini has 
chosen in order to transmit the meaning of a research in 
which she has identified, described and composed a se-
ries of contemporary projects of landscape architecture. 
The book allows the reader to follow a variety of paths, 
oriented by a common denominator. We can perceive, 
through the concrete nature of things imagined, designed 
and made, how powerful innovation is, as well as how 
practicable it actually is.
The project can make the beauty inherent in sustain-
ability emerge and can stimulate the understanding of its 
meaning. In this respect I wish to retake the position of 
Elizabeth K. Meyer (2008), especially certain particularly 
significant passages.

Sustainable landscape design flourishes when fixed cat-
egories are transgressed and their limits and overlaps ex-
plored. […] Sustainable landscape design must do more 
than function or perform ecologically; it must perform so-
cially and culturally. […] Nature is not out there but in 
here, interwoven in the human urban condition. Hydrolo-
gy, ecology and human life are intertwined. 
[…] Ecological mimicry is a component of sustainable land-
scape design, but the mimicry of natural processes is more 
important than the mimicry of natural forms. […] Natu-
ral-looking landscapes may not be sustainable in the long 
term, as they are often overlooked in metropolitan areas. 
[…] The recognition of art is fundamental to, and a pre-
condition of, landscape design. This is not a new idea […]. 
[…] Sustainable landscape design should be form-full, 
evident and palpable, so that it draws the attention of an 
urban audience distracted by daily concerns of work and 
family, or the over-stimulation of the digital world. 
[…] The experience of hypernature-designed landscapes 
that reveal and regenerate natural processes/structures 
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through the amplification and exaggeration of experience, 
and that artistically exploit the medium of nature – is restor-
ative. A beautiful landscape works on our psyche, affording 
the chance to ponder on a world outside ourselves. Through 
this experience, we are decentered, restored, renewed and 
reconnected to the biophysical world. The haptic, somatic 
experience of beauty can inculcate environmental values. 
[…] The experience of beauty, a process between the senses 
and reason, an unfolding of awareness, is restorative. By ex-
tension, the aesthetic experience of constructed hyper-na-
ture is transformative, not simply in the nineteenth-centu-
ry terms or practices known to Olmsted. Rather, aesthetic 
experience can result in the appreciation of new forms of 
beauty that […] reveal previously unrealized relationships 
between human and non-human life processes. 
[…] Beautiful sustainable landscape design involves the de-
sign of experiences as much as the design of form and the de-
sign of ecosystems. These experiences are vehicles for con-
necting with, and caring for, the world around us. Through 
the experience of different types of beauty we come to no-
tice, to care, to deliberate about our place in the world. 
[…] There will be as many forms of sustainability as there 
are places/cities/regions. These beauties will not emulate 
their physical context but act as a magnifying glass, increas-
ing our ability to see and appreciate the context. 
[…] The intrinsic beauty of landscape resides in its change 
over time. Landscape architecture’s medium shares ma-
ny characteristics with architecture, dance and sculpture. 
Our medium is material and tactile; it is spatial. But more 
than its related fields, the landscape medium is temporal. 
Not only do we move through landscape, the landscape 
moves, changes, grows, declines. […] Since sustainable 
landscapes reveal, enable, repair and regenerate ecologi-
cal processes, they are temporal and dynamic. Sustainable 
beauty arrests time, delays time, intensifies time; it opens 
up daily experience to what Michael Van Valkenburgh 
calls “psychological intimate immensity,” the wonder of 
urban social and natural ecologies made palpable through 
the landscape medium […] (Meyer 2008, 15-19).
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Black gold is a product of deep processes of life on Earth; 
its discovery shook and dislocated the history of humanity. 
The changing manifestation and flowing of life expresses 
a fundamental beauty, recognized through a solid base of 
common sense. The distance between these two precious 
resources for humanity taken as an example, one materi-
al, the other intangible, provides an indication as to how 
vast and unexplored the “treasure chest” of life can be. To 
continue probing into it with ideas could reveal its hidden 
parts and, even more so, some of its unknown applications.
The capacity of adaptation and reaction of the living can 
be investigated through collaborative efforts aimed at valo-
rising it in order to provide answers to human needs while 
safeguarding it. That which generates life, in the long term, 
is more powerful than that which destroys and kills. Proof 
of this can be had through the observation of the second-
ary ecological successions of the places and landscapes that 
have suffered deep alterations to their structures and func-
tions. In the absence of one factor of disturbance reactions 
follow which generate a variety of opportunities for the suc-
cessions that involve organisms that are more demanding 
than those that are remediatory, ruderal or pioneer, until 
reaching sociological processes which witness the return of 
humans, in different guises and with new needs. In order 
to aim research and projects toward the living and to cap-
italize resources requires believing and investing in time 
which, however, is ultimately more powerful than short-
term perspectives and interventions which do not rely on it.
Urban habitats will therefore be better, fitter and more 
beautiful, if we can manage to more effectively use the re-
sources of life in their evolution.
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landscape is not a 
big garden, just as 
a city is not a big 
architecture. not 
only the scale but the 
nature of the problem 
differs.

Jusuck Koh, 2013



therefore (open questions)

The definition and testing of solutions sensitive to scale, 
to systemic structures and to the complexity of urban hab-
itats has possibilities of being effective, some of which have 
been proven, and others that can be perceived intuitively. 
Sectorial and fragmented approaches and processes, more 
comfortable and directly operative, are not the same thing. 
Sectors and fragments can induce criticalities in the com-
plex questions regarding collective spaces. Sectors induce 
self-referential behaviors and separate decisions and ac-
tions, generating procedural inefficiency and spatial inco-
herence. Fragments worsen them, generating deficiencies 
in terms of accessibility and psycho-physical well-being.
Exploring the word integration in the concreteness of the 
project, we can imagine and develop actions which con-
verge on two main categories of objectives: the multiplici-
ty of the functional capacities of open spaces and their fig-
urative and expressive identities. It is a powerful approach, 
as can be observed in numerous authors and works, but 
first of all in the landscapes themselves which feature 
good qualities. Their figurative and expressive capacities 
do not depend on added connotations, on ephemeral im-
ages, but on their structural and functional features and 
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on the dynamics they express. Figurative capacities in-
fluence recognisability and therefore part of the identity 
of landscapes. Expressive capacities influence emotions 
and thus part of their attractiveness. Through the multi-
ple functions of their structures, life continuously evolves 
and transmits fundamental messages. We have many op-
portunities to learn from landscapes. We can still attempt 
to work with nature, to see it and to use it as an ally, rath-
er than to consider it a priori as an opposing party. So we 
can rethink of ourselves as part of nature, rather than alien 
to it. We can think more and foremost of our actions, rath-
er than only later to its reactions. As cultural animals, we 
are a peculiar part of nature. Culture is something we pro-
duce while in first person thinking and acting.
Looking at the relationships between nature and cul-
ture in the evolution of habitats, landscapes are sources 
of knowledge and inspiration, but also the recipients of 
imagination and actions.
Landscapes are rather more than their images in views 
and panoramas, they are in fact agents and reagents of 
which we are both actors and spectators. The problems 
are therefore not to be posed in terms of the conflicts be-
tween conservation and transformation, but in those crit-
ical concerning the quality and quantity of the actions re-
lated to these profiles.
The project is the tool for the definition of sustainable in-
terventions, for crystallizing values, solving problems and 
seizing opportunities. It is always worth considering that

[…] no regulation, no rule, no bind can guarantee a cor-
rect evolution […] of the landscape (Guccione 2017, p. 7).
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We need to be able to cultivate with determination cultur-
al, as well as scientific and technical awareness, in order 
to understand landscapes and to develop our capacities 
apprehending and experimenting with whatever is recog-
nized as useful in them. The efficiency and effectiveness 
of landscapes in fact show possible directions for the evo-
lution of approaches and processes also concerning the 
transformation of urban habitats, in the various configura-
tions they have taken on.
Sharp thoughts and gazes should be directed toward re-
ality and the possible triviality of its interpretations. The 
transformation that is not imposed for being uncommon 
or original is not necessarily trivial. What is trivial is any-
thing that diminishes the identity of a place, consuming 
its resources and ignoring its deep structures. What is trivi-
al is the repetition in time and space of this type of actions 
which, in addition to their effects on places, can induce a 
crisis of identity in the landscape that they belong to.
In cases of degradation it is possible to seek with the sen-
sitive eyes of creativity, to glimpse the beauty of life that 
goes on and to identify paths to possible regenerations. 
In degradation we can read the tension of a place toward 
its future, in function of its present and its past. In banali-
ty, instead, are found poverty of meaning, weakness of ex-
pression, functional fragility and inability to adapt.
Banality can manifest itself also in efficient contexts, in 
which everything is in order, regular, preserved, in oth-
er words looked-after. Banality can coexist with opulence, 
with the excess and waste of available economic and envi-
ronmental resources.
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The project has great direct responsibility when it lacks 
the necessary sobriety for interpreting sustainability and 
the figurative and expressive force for revealing the signif-
icant traits of its beauty.
Banality expresses, even in the absence of degradation, 
an ugliness that deeply penetrates the perception of plac-
es and landscapes and can become standardized in the 
culture of people and communities as a condition of exis-
tence. Banality is unsustainable; it is so in complex terms, 
combining all the types of crucial variables, from ecology 
to economics, and from ethics to aesthetics.
Banal can thus also be a synonym of standardized, ho-
mogenized, inexpressive or ecologically simplified and 
fragile, economically weak and unattractive, ethically in-
adequate and questionable, aesthetically poor and awk-
ward, even when surrounded by abundance.
Considering what can corrupt the transformation of plac-
es and the landscapes they belong to induces to recognize 
the opposition to banality as a fundamental goal to which 
energy must be devoted in order to orient the project in 
different directions.

If the landscape is relation – between nature, culture, so-
ciety and the individual –, relation between different fields 
of though and knowledge regarding space, the landscape 
project is the intervention on the evolution of this space: 
space of differences, therefore, of ‘thresholds’ and never 
simple sum of parts. If the landscape is an image written on 
the soil of a society and of a culture, it is a language with its 
own grammar and its own logic – space of encounters, jux-
taposition, superposition, interpretation, place of conflicts 
and compromises – the landscape project is the dialogue 
between this language and that of the interventions it re-
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acts with. Landscape as open field: geography of hybrid an-
swers, local and global, plural and specific, capable of be-
ing one and many at the same time, of the place and of ma-
ny places together. An ‘other’ field of meaning between the 
city and the territory, between the urban and the rural (Co-
lafranceschi, 2007, p. 13).

During the 20th century there were many examples of 
architectural and landscape banality, which expressed a 
marked critical inertia and consolidated a fundamental 
inability for change.
I think that it is necessary to make a dent into apparent-
ly unalterable convictions and practices, focusing crit-
ical attention on the possible primary factors for the ba-
nalisation of places and landscapes. One of these which 
I have repeatedly referred to is the specialization of the 
functions of open spaces. A concomitant cause, the secto-
rialisation of competencies, probably constitutes in itself a 
second primary factor, which in turn has an endogenous 
concomitant cause in the specialization of knowledge, a 
direct factor involving the apparent procedural simplifica-
tion which has an indirect effect on places and landscapes 
in terms of structural and functional trivialization. Final-
ly, also technological standardization and the homogeni-
zation of the architectural language of spatial transforma-
tion have an effect on trivialization, well beyond the lo-
cal, or even national boundaries. In so far as we recognize 
these factors as plausible, we also need to analyze their 
concreteness, to understand their possible combined ef-
fects, in order to devise a way to address them. 
Far from addressing the subject in a comprehensive man-
ner, in this book I have discussed some specific comple-
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mentary topics. I present here some general points which 
link them, referring back to the introduction with the aim 
of highlighting their overall relevance.
The specialization of the functions of spaces has recent 
origins, which in my opinion it is reasonable also to link 
to the elements that influenced the zonal conception of 
rationalist urban planning, around which an entire peri-
od of 20th century spatial planning was structured and de-
veloped. As the limits to that approach to the transforma-
tion of urban landscapes and to the urban transformations 
of rural landscapes became apparent, functional special-
ization entered into other fields of thought and practic-
es of spatial configuration, driven by several technologi-
cal and economic factors. We could consider some rele-
vant examples: the transition of agriculture toward indus-
trial monocultures, with the substitution of the socio-eco-
nomic structures that had produced the previous rural 
landscapes; the introduction of a new type of street space, 
which takes on the name of infrastructure, consistent 
with the meaning of being among, but also with the need 
of a lexical distinction due to the distance from the arche-
type of the street as poly-functional collective place; the 
separation of productive activities from urban nuclei and 
from the residential fabric in general, even those related 
to crafts, which are not harmful, and some commercial 
or administrative; the inexorable reduction of space allo-
cated for surface waters, progressively forced to follow ca-
nal-shaped corridors; the consequent obstinacy in build-
ing separate spaces for hydraulic compensation of floods 
and spates, with approaches which in fact exclude hydrol-
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ogy as a complex of variables fundamental for the sustain-
ability of transformation and management models.
The sectorialisation of competencies is an indirect fac-
tor of spatial trivialization, yet this does not make it a sec-
ondary cause. In fact it induces a marked fragmentation 
in procedural and decisional terms, which in turn often 
generates a fragmentation in its application, defects in 
coordination and consequently also regarding the coher-
ence of the interventions. Coming back to the subject of 
waterways, in Italy it is well known how the technical-ad-
ministrative separation of competencies in a certain 
place often involves a basin authority, a land drainage au-
thority, a public works office, and even a specific legisla-
tive body. Even if the question involved only the coor-
dination of the thoughts, decisions and actions of sever-
al institutions, the mere fact of enunciating them would 
give us an idea of its complexity. Yet things are even more 
complex, since these institutions have an instrumental 
stance concerning the general objectives of risk protec-
tion and the well-being of people and their communi-
ties. In addition to these entities, other stakeholders par-
ticipate, such as municipal, provincial and regional ad-
ministrations, who have their own approaches and bud-
gets, and who are usually incapable of synergy concern-
ing common objectives and actions. This marked frag-
mentation translates into the landscapes, which regis-
ter it through their own sensitivity as spatio-temporal pa-
limpsests. Waterways are thus emblems of the fragility of 
the paradoxical condition of belonging to everyone and, 
for the same reason, to no one.
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The separation of competencies could have been incen-
tivated by a questionable interpretation of the meaning 
and utility of the specialization of scientific and techni-
cal knowledge. The arrival of mechanistic scientific mod-
els induced a dominance of analytic approaches, which 
inevitably presented problems in those cases where deci-
sion-making requirements were not competently coordi-
nated with appropriate capacities of diagnostic synthesis.
The planning and design of the transformation of spaces 
was clearly affected by this. It is obvious that specialization 
is useful in terms of acquiring in-depth knowledge, and 
that consequently it contributes to understanding the true 
complexity of places and landscapes. It is however also ev-
ident that the same approach is decidedly faulty in those 
cases where the thematic line of the analysis is accompa-
nied by an equally thematic line of the diagnosis and even 
more so of the planning and design.
Quite different, instead, is the case in which the useful-
ness of specialization is effectively taken advantage of in 
terms of the depth of sectorial knowledge, converging in 
cogent diagnostics that manage the transition from the 
separation of the analysis to the synthesis of the plan and 
the project. In the field of landscape studies, the potential 
usefulness of a shared vision that gathers together scien-
tific and technical disciplines, allowing those of an ana-
lytic-diagnostic nature to better enter into a dialogue with 
those that are synthetic-projectual. Among the many pos-
sible examples, it is worth mentioning the role of hydrog-
raphy as related to geography, of hydrology as related to 
ecology, and finally of geology, sociology, history and oth-
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er synthetic fields as related to urban planning, architec-
ture and landscape architecture and to the interpretative 
dimensions characteristic of planning and design.
Let me finally consider the last two hypotheses concern-
ing the standardization of spatial transformations and the 
homogenization of their architectural languages.
The establishment of more or less unified technical regu-
lations and the industrialization of technologies have in-
duced homogenization, as has happened in the new con-
struction and renovation of buildings, as well as in the 
case of open spaces, and therefore also for landscapes, 
which include both. The loss of landscape rootedness in 
habitat transformations which until the 19th century re-
sulted from a strong technological dependency from local 
resources is partly inevitable, due to the conditions that 
industrial production generates concerning construction 
costs, as well as to the improvements in terms of perfor-
mance induced by technological development.
A double link connects the standardization of regula-
tions and technology with the homogenization of the 
spatial languages of transformations. At times the regu-
latory component expresses morphometric or even chro-
matic binds. The implementation of projects with re-
spect to regulations permits as well carrying out careful 
assessments and critical interpretations, which in time 
can bring about useful evolutions of the same precepts 
they have had to follow. The technological interpreta-
tion of the compositions is available, to a great extent, 
in the culture of the project. No regulatory or econom-
ic bind is so pressing to induce the complete inevitabili-
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ty of homogenized and homogenizing spatial languages 
and compositions.
In the light of these factors that influence the quality of 
places and landscapes, we could try to direct the process-
es involved in different directions, toward the combina-
tion of knowledge, competencies and functions, seeking 
the identification of spaces as places and landscapes. This 
protects from banality and contributes to the imagination 
and realization of sustainable transformations. The com-
plementary ethical dimensions of ecology and economy 
can generate contemporary aesthetic expressions which 
humanity is perhaps discovering in those crucibles of 
thought and work that still, after millenia, cities represent. 
I believe we must continue to call them that way, in their 
various forms, welcoming mutations and semantic varia-
tions, rather than substituting the term with others that do 
not represent the vital nexus between the material and in-
tangible realities which throughout history have identi-
fied cities. 
Ombrosa no longer exists. Not in the ancient city, either 
Greek or Roman. Not in the Mediaeval city nor in that 
of the Renaissance, or of the 17th or 18th centuries. Om-
brosa did not exist either in the urban innovations of the 
19th and 20th centuries. Until the first half of this last cen-
tury, however, cities were aggregate formations, more or 
less extended, yet always finite, within clear limits and 
contained dimensions. They included a county as direct 
landscape appurtenance, both scenic, economic and eco-
logical ante litteram.
Things are different today and the demographic and so-
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cio-economic trends of the Planet do not show any rever-
sal in the widespread urbanization of its landscapes. The 
need for Ombrosa as a habitat is human, no more, no less. 
It should not be confused with aspirations to luxury and to 
exclusiveness. It should rather be interpreted also when 
it is a latent form, not expressed in the explicit terms of its 
full awareness.
A network of increasingly dense and performant infra-
structures connects the urban constellation that formed 
and develops on Earth. The digital network eliminates 
distances in terms of the sharing of information. Human 
habitats change in scale, although the spaces of the Plan-
et have the same finite dimensions as they did when man-
kind appeared on it. 
Ombrosa may yet exist; as everything that has not been, it 
is necessary to imagine and experience it; without ambi-
tions that fuel the risk of ‘utopias of escape’. We can cre-
ate it by working on transforming the existent through in-
terventions which produce tangible effects, with a rela-
tive decision-making and implementing autonomy at the 
scale of the City. It is this type of process that from the lo-
cal can dare to scale in the direction of the global. It is at 
this level and type of process that landscape design can 
provide a contribution, together with the other compe-
tent disciplines.
In order to move forward along a path that leads to this 
it is necessary to share a few things in an open-minded 
and concrete manner. This book concludes by recalling 
them. I could not do otherwise, or do more, since they are 
open questions.
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Man is not free of nature’s demands, but becomes more 
dependent upon nature. Natural resources are where they 
are — not where we wish them to be. Those who plan for 
the future must understand natural resources and process-
es. These are the basis of life and the prerequisite for plan-
ning the good life (LAF, 1966).

Across borders and beyond walls, from city centers to the 
last wilderness, humanity’s common ground is the land-
scape itself. Food, water, oxygen – everything that sustains 
us comes from and returns to the landscape. What we do to 
our landscapes we ultimately do to ourselves (LAF, 2016).

The landscape is an important part of the quality of life for 
people everywhere: in urban areas and in the countryside, 
in degraded areas as well as in areas of high quality, in areas 
recognized as being of outstanding beauty as well as every-
day areas (EC, 2000).

“Landscape planning” means strong forward-looking ac-
tion to enhance, restore or create landscapes (EC, 2000).
Integrate landscape into […] regional and town planning 
policies and in […] cultural, environmental, agricultural, 
social and economic policies, as well as in any other pol-
icies with possible direct or indirect impact on landscape 
(EC, 2000).

We vow to create places that serve the higher purpose of so-
cial and ecological justice for all peoples and all species. 
We vow to create places that nourish our deepest needs for 
communion with the natural world and with one another. 
We vow to serve the health and well-being of all communi-
ties (LAF, 2016).
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a civilisation 
evolves by 
interpreting the 
contemporary. 
abstraction 
from the present 
depresses 
creativity, but 
the gazes beyond 
the deceptive 
appearances of 
actuality nourish 
it. creativity 
needs the inactual.
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