Urban Landscape

Interstitial Spaces
ABSTRACT. As any evolution analysis of the urban life clearly shows, the city has undergone numerous transformations, both from a conceptual and an ideological point of view and, concomitantly, in morphologic terms determined by different cultural and social contexts. This fact does not constitute by itself a negative factor: it is simply a distinct reality, determined by the rhythms of technological, economic, social and demographic, change.  The extensive growth of the urbanization led to new interrogations on the diversity of the urban interstitial/void spaces, mainly because of their apparent inability to appropriate a recognisable typology or their lack of an attributed name. In the last decades, the open space, usually said "green", has played still, an accessory paper in the construction of the urban space. The indifference before its qualitative definition tends to reduce these spaces just to one more index. Together with high and persistent deficits of environmental infrastructures, new experiences of understanding the urban condition of the interstitial void spaces and of the landscape quality importance, appear. It matters, then, to pass to the appropriate and intentional reconstruction of these spaces as vital condition for its defence, by a positive way, guaranteed by its understanding and usufruct.
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1. Contemporary Cities

In spite of the society continue to associate the idea of the city to its traditional image, there is more than two centuries that the city overflowed of their walls running for a dispersion of indefinite limits. Nor the city is defined as an individualized centre, nor corresponds to a harmonious and coherent group of elements.  

Clearly determined for the evolution of industrial organization models, happened since the XVIII century, the urban landscape is, today, an amalgam of spaces, whose different configurations shows the temporary accumulation of different urban histories. Unavoidably, the contemporary metropolis, in its endless process of centrifugal expansion, is going to leave the obsolete product of the failed urban model, which no longer corresponds to the production and consumption needs.    

In the diffuse urbanization, the “urban dust” disperses without apparent sense, breaking the old dichotomies between the city and country-side, between urban and rural (Domingues, 2006).  

When it is spoken about the territory of the diffuse "rural urbanization” it is still noticed the mental picture of the old dichotomy rural/urban or city/countryside. However, the countryside and the cities have changed, and the speech seems to fall in outdated paradigms. In the intention of "limiting" the urban perimeter of surroundings for opposition to the non urban, it is noticed the permanence of the metaphor of the city as a defined body, as a formally continuous system, outstanding of its involving and perfectly identified in its cutting. The old metaphors of the continuous and formally defined urban fabric, often ends in a type of horror of the emptiness, which it is necessary to fill out.

The continuous construction of spaces has made the city a landscape constructed of multiple and complex forms where the boundaries are no longer precise. It has become almost impossible to make an accurate or absolute determination of social and spatial configurations. The unpredictability of the formal, social and spatial made the evolution of the city, as well as the difficulties of clearly defining its spatial forms, traditional continuum – city, periphery, countryside – has led to a search for descriptive concepts and vocabulary. The enrichment of the lexicon, using terms from metropolis and city-region to metacity, from compact city to dispersed city, from generic to exopolis, reflects the instability that informs the need to describe the mutability of the new city as well as the spatial and temporal extension of its morphology (Taborda cited in Guedes, 2006).
In the speech on the urban form, the empty space almost always forwards for the non built landscape, which in the model of the city as an "image" constitutes the system of spaces of public use, constituted by typologies more or less defined: streets, avenues, squares, gardens, and so on. In the exploded and fragmented city, this formal and mental outlines, loses its definition. The new plans of the arterial road infrastructure, projected with rules that assist to the traffic automobile, to the speed, to the safety, to the previous definition of hierarchies, metric and profiles, draw corridors and barriers. They produce ruptures of scale and use that breaks the conditional urban relationship among the built fabric and the street. The path disappear, the continuities and the fluidity of the mobility of people are broken. The perception of the city seen as a whole gets lost.
The contemporary city space exhibits a temporally and socially fragmented space that is not necessarily made by spontaneous or arbitrary processes. The city has been transformed almost into an exclusive object of economical and political speculation. This speculation created a prevailing type that does not relate anymore with the specifics of a culture or geography. The expansion of the city is uninterrupted. Its speed depends on the changeability of land values, the immediacy of local urban needs and politics, and disputed interests within the reality of a city that has become socially, spatially and temporally discontinuous and fragmented. The dysfunction and disjunction of the city’s matrix, in terms of its physical, ecological and social structure, has created vulnerable and interstitial open, built and discontinuous spaces. These existing spaces can today be recognized and integrated as a real potential to forward the development of the city.
2. Urban Landscape

As any analysis of the contemporary city shows, in the last decades something had been born that wasn’t the city that we were use to, and which some people didn’t hesitate to define as “non-city” or “urban chaos”, a general disorder inside which it was impossible to comprehend anything except certain fragments of order randomly juxtaposed in the territory. Some of these fragments had been built by the planners themselves, others by speculators, while others still were the result of intervention originating on a regional, national or even multinational scale.

From the historical city point of view, somebody though that it was necessary to restore order; what was happening was unacceptable; it was necessary to intervene, re-qualify, to impose “quality”. At this point it was also noticed that – once again there beside the historical city, in the periphery – there were large empty spaces that were not being utilized, that could lend themselves to large-scale operations of territorial surgery. Because their large scale, they were called “urban voids, interstitial spaces, spaces of emptiness”.

Designers would have to work on these areas and bring new portions of order into the chaos of the periphery: to reconnect and re-compose the fragments, to “saturate” and “suture” the voids with new forms of order, often extracted from the “quality” of the historical city. Even today many architects approach the chaos of the periphery with these intentions and these operative modes. With the downfall of these positivist certainties, the debate on the contemporary city developed other categories of interpretation. Attempts were made to look at what effectively happening and ask why. A first step was to understand that this system of disintegration extended far beyond the limits of what had been thought of as the city, forming a true territorial system, “the diffuse city”. A system of low-density suburban settlement that extends outward, forming discontinuous fabrics, sprawling over large territorial areas. Observing this new territory that had sprouted up everywhere, in various local versions, it became increasingly evident that apart from the new objects of anonymous building development there was also a presence that, after having long been a mere backdrop, was increasingly the protagonist of the urban landscape. This presence was the “void”, “empty” or “open” space.
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3. Interstitial Urban Spaces Character

"Terrains Vagues" is the French expression to denominate the urban voids. These words forwards generically for the non built space (also for soil and constructions that have become obsolete) and, above all, for its vague character, nor defined or codified. It seems that is the denomination that better it’s adjusted to the  indefinite character, or defined in multiple ways, of these landscapes sometimes had as "remainders", the "urban amnesias”  that are cited in the speech of F. Careri (Careri, 2002) that are not only waiting to be filled with things, but living spaces to be filled with meanings. The reading from the emptiness that it is proposed to us by F. Careri's “transurbance” is related with Françoise Choay's “espacements” (Choay, 2003) coinciding in the scale, space, and time ruptures that characterize the contemporary urban condition. 
The urban voids are enunciated as residual spaces of the traditional or historical city, with its defined perimeter, or marginal spaces of the diffuse city, constituted by the metropolitan surroundings (Rodeia, 2007).

The first case includes urban areas whose evidence of emptiness is due of some kind of absence mainly when confronted with the socio-urban matrix of the city of which it is part. They are areas that, for some reason, have stopped having purpose or own life. They exist residual - latent or expectant - in their urban inconsequence. The second case, more complex and diverse, includes metropolitan areas whose evidence of emptiness is due not so much of some kind of absence, but to some kind of persistence or conflict caused by urban expansion. They are, among other, areas that, for some reason, have maintained a landscape remnant, in which it is still possible to recognize the ancestral landscape sense, or they are areas that, for any other reason, didn't have been yet invaded, but in which it is no longer possible to recognize such sense. They are, also, anonymous or fragmented areas either because they were physically urbanized but not built, or because they have imploded under the impacts of new infrastructures and/or large equipments. They are marginal - resistant or devastated - in their metropolitan inconsequence.

Domingues (Domingues, 2006), refers that the importance of the diversity of scales and uses (or abandon) turns the environmental subject still more complex: the change of the urbanization scale and its fragmented character, together with the growing presence of the road infrastructure, demand a large diversity of politics, that in terms of territory are intensive and extensive. The diffuse city, losing the coherence of the design of the System of Public Spaces characteristic of the continuous city, extends for landscape-territories where the "voids" start to play a preponderant part in the new urban image. Beyond the environmental infra-structuring (nets and systems of sanitation and of administration), lack "to give sense" to those non built spaces and relate them with the existing and classified landscaped, patrimonial and environmental values defence,  and with the qualification of vulgarized spaces (margins of roads, lands with informal uses, expectant areas, scraps left by the bad quality of the urbanizations), that in its group and diversity have a potential as high as the problems and dysfunctions that contain.
4. Interstitial Urban Spaces Potential

The history of the city demonstrates that the urban voids has been, almost always, space of experimentation and recreation of its new one, in which its resilience becomes space of difference, limits the permanence and establishes the priority and continuity of the processes of its reconstruction.

The urban interstices, located in the “between” of natural tensions: social, economical, spatial and temporal politic, are seen as problematic, mainly because of their lack of functionality, their apparent inability to appropriate a recognisable typology and their lack of an attributed name, especially in the peripheries. 

Nevertheless it is in these spaces of urban articulation that one might contemplate the future of our cities. They constitute a complex system of public spaces that can be crossed without any need for borders. They represent the last place where it is possible to get lost within the city, the last place where we can feel beyond surveillance and control, in dilated extraneous space, spontaneous parks that are neither the environmentalist’s re-creation of a false rustic nature nor the consumer-oriented exploitation of free time. They are the only possible places for the decompression. Interstitial voids constitute public space that lives and is transformed so rapidly that it eludes the planning schedules of any administration.
Plunging into the system of voids and starting to explore its capillary inlets, we can see that what we have been accustomed to calling “empty” isn’t really so empty after all; instead, it contains a range of different identities:  places where the inhabitants of the peripheries go to grow vegetables without a permit, to walk the dog, have a picnic, and look for shortcuts leading from one urban structure to another. These are the places where their children go in search of free spaces for socializing. In other words, beyond the settlement systems, the outlines, the streets and the houses, there is an enormous quantity of empty spaces that form the background against which the city defines itself. 

They are different from those open spaces traditionally thought of as public spaces – squares, boulevards, gardens, parks- and they form an enormous portion of undeveloped territory that is utilized and experienced in an infinite number of ways, and in some cases turns out to be absolutely impenetrable. The voids are a fundamental part of the urban system, spaces that inhabit the city, moving on every time the powers that be try to impose a new order. They are realities that have grown up outside and against the project of modernity, which is still incapable of recognizing their value and, therefore, of entering them. They are places that best represent our civilization in its unconscious, multiple becoming. 
Also Solà-Morales (Solà-Morales, 2002) refer the real potential of these spaces in his speech: …It is also an available area, full of expectations, strong in urban memory, with original potential: the space of possibility, of future. This leads us to the idea of the memory of some of these places, sometimes of great importance in collective imaginary, making us to face them much beyond a mere pragmatic vision. There value resides not only in their availability as territories for physical or infrastructural transformation or their strategic location in the city but also, in the successive facts there occurred. Sometimes, the memory of these places makes them unrepeatable. Hence the fascination they provoke and, consequently, their power.
The possibility of the city reconstruction, the one of cultural, social, economical and political order, and the one of natural order, could has its genesis in the urban voids. They should be an actual expression of the “continuum” of the landscape. Here all the concerns – whether programmatic or topographical – give rise to projects of diverse geometries, making it essential to be an infrastructure connecting them. From a methodological point of view, an ecological component might function as that infrastructure (Portas, 2003). The re-qualification of these spaces could, in a way, become a project for the reinvention of the interstices that have emerged as fragments, independent of immediately adjacent spaces, based on strategies that, with the integration of ecological and built infrastructures, assure the continuity of the landscape systems.    
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5. A New Design Approach – Ecologic and Landscape Structure

The evidence of the importance of the interstitial spaces in the city and the necessity of the urban re-qualification of the peripheries led to a reflection on the part of landscape designers and authors of the most diverse formations. However, we should refer, as a theoretical support, the authors that consider these spaces as a work material, detaining a great potential and value for the creation of new, aesthetically and ecologically viable spaces. The authors who reflect on the adjusted instruments to act on these spaces as an urban resource, since they are "malleable", flexible spaces, whose adaptability and capacity of transformation and articulation, with the diverse systems that constitute the city and its design are a reality not allowed by the rigidity of the fabric built. In the last years it has been carried out some studies on the importance of the landscape in the urban space, and of the ecological systems and aesthetic questions associated to it. The names of Telles (1994), Secchi (2000), Magalhães (2001), Ascher (2002), Hall (2002), Portas (2002), Sola-Morales (2002), Careri (2003), Galofaro (2003), Byrne (2005), Gregotti (2005), Corner (2006), Domingues (2006), Girot (2006), Cilliers (2007) amongst others, constitute a reference in this field of expertise. They defend the importance of a vision of the landscape systems that contribute for the resolution of the problems in these interstitial voids. According to Galofaro (Galofaro, 2003) landscape becomes a construction material and, at the same time, a place where the natural and the artificial give rise to a new materiality through an “unfocusing” of the operative instruments. Landscape is no more a synonym of the environment, but the perceptible aspect of that relationship. Thus it relies on a collective form of subjectivity. To suppose that every society possesses an awareness of landscape is simple to ascribe our own sensibility to other cultures. In this sense landscape is no longer a passive entity, but something active, in continuous change, indicating new extensions and reinventions of the territory. 
Many designers have begun to look at the landscape not only as a setting in which to intervene, inserting an indefinite variety of objects, but as a tool trough which to design and manipulate complex material. The landscape is transformed into something different, a place sensitive to different transformations, which records the movements and events that cross it. This is landscape as active surface, structuring the conditions for new relationships and interactions among the things it supports. In this new conception landscape is no longer based on a naturalistic image, but suggests a continuous structure upon which to operate trough the management of different activities, events and movements. The surface becomes a system that establishes relations among the activities that take place on it. It is not a space between buildings or a platform on which to organize a construction process, but a veritable field of energy, a dynamic, sensitive membrane.

Also some landscape architects have been leaning over these subjects, moving forward with landscape designs for these areas, giving them a real appropriation of the space and a decisive function in the ecological structure of the city. According to them, landscape has now assumed a tactical role in new urban projects. In this sense, interstitial urban spaces are an ongoing medium of exchange, a medium that is embedded and has evolved within the imaginative and material practices of different societies at different times. The relation created between landscape and architecture is one of change. Not only does architecture seek a new spatial quality in pursuit of a different relationship with nature, but landscape architects also try to absorb urban design within a new practice of “landscape urbanism”. In this area the work of Nunes (Forlanini Park), Tschumi (Downsview Park Toronto), West 8 (Expo-02/ Landscape versus media) and Corner (Fresh Kills), amongst others is emblematic. Their works support a diversity of uses and interpretation over time. For instance, the proposal of Corner to the Lisbon Architecture Triennale: TOPO-Life – Building a new eco civic infrastructure on Lisbon’s topography is a new landscape figure that is a reflection of local topography, ecological systems and social/civic adjacencies while linking the two riverfronts. This new figure is a productive, infrastructural working landscape an eco machine for air, water, recycling, agriculture and energy. At the same time is a figure of leisure – providing space for sports, recreation and civic amenities. This new project adjusts to local edge conditions presently characterized by isolated residential pockets, traffic infrastructures and residual spaces. Geuze prefers emptiness to over programming and argues that urban dwellers are more able to create the absence which for him becomes a necessary condition in order for the space of the city to acquire a force capable of self-regeneration, of communication, precisely like that of art, and to seduce sufficiently to be reproduced and re-generated both in the usual places, such as urban spaces, and in unusual ones, for an artificial space totally immersed in nature. Geuze believes that in designing for indeterminate futures, new urban consumers may create and find own meaning in the environments they use. Inside the new urban and rural landscapes nature and city enter into dialogue, exchanging elements that contaminate and isolate fragments of the landscape. The work of West 8 directly explores these landscapes, managing to transform them into points of contact between different landscapes, true borderlines that slowly modify themselves through an optimistic reconnaissance of the contemporary city, seen as place of interchange and growth. The landscape architecture is not a complex composition of opposing elements, it expresses simplicity and clarity, and attempts to take the light of everyday world and transform it, without loosing clarity. In this process landscape architecture becomes the art of composing spaces, capturing natural elements, integrating them with empty spaces and protecting them from the chaotic movement of urban environmental characteristics.

Today the need to give identity to new territories goes along with the desire to restore a primeval nature to the city, and many landscape architects are working precisely to give the forgotten parts of the city natural characteristics that can be utilized by future generations. This common concern among theoretical and designers, leads to the idea that this built and ecological discontinuity, caused by the presence of interstitial voids in the urban fabric,  can be re-considered with a new design method.
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6. Conclusion – Landscape as a Model

Contemporary cities reality presents a somewhat chaotic periphery, in constant transformation, without urban quality, result of a diffuse, induced growth for the consumption society. that demands more and better habitation, more industry, more services, more and better accesses, an increasing growth of public parking garages, and therefore of parking spaces.
This urban expansion is characterized by a low density that is a stronger soil consumer and a disturber of more or less fragile ecological balances, thus the tension between the urbanization processes and the balanced administration of the natural resources is getting more accentuated. Such an expansion systematically brings in the destruction of the landscape and of its constitutive systems.

The extensive growth of the urbanization led to new interrogations on the diversity of the urban open space, regulated by planning instruments and town planning administration, or left in a certain indecision of the use rules (Portas, 2003). Also the emergence of designs that try to fill out the urban voids with built programs, in accordance with an anachronistic vision of the city, ignoring its true potential and value (Secchi 2003), as well as the privatization of the public space (Gregotti, cited in Byrne, 2006), have contributed to the present reality. 

In the last decades, the open space, usually said "green", has played still, an accessory paper in the construction of the urban space. The indifference before its qualitative definition, that tends to reduce these spaces just to one more index, either by the planning technicians, or by economical interest, has been determinative for this situation. Together with high and persistent deficits of environmental infrastructures, new experiences of understanding the urban condition of the interstitial spaces and of the landscape quality importance, appear. It matters, then, to pass to the appropriate and intentional reconstruction of these spaces as vital condition for its defence, by a positive way, guaranteed by its understanding and usufruct.

As was the case with its historic centres in the 1980s, contemporary cities now need a strategy of intervention for its peripheries, allowing the cities to be linked to its surrounding landscape, integrating ecological and built structures, and ensuring that fragmentation and discontinuity should not be thought of as merely negative factors.

The strategy should consist on the intervention on the voids, facing them as potential spaces of urban cohesion, fundamental and complementary to the built space and its articulations with the surroundings, namely, ecologically, aesthetically, culturally, technologically, and socially. On these spaces it should be implanted a continuous structuring fabric (João Nunes, 2003), that ought to encapsulate a systemic overview of the landscape, long implicit in landscape architecture: from the first systems governing public parks designed by Olmsted in the nineteenth century, to the concept of “continuum naturale” put forth by Prof. Caldeira Cabral in the mid-twentieth century and underpinning the all those projects that include concepts of a green corridor, of ecologic or green structures… all of them essential, since they allow the occurrence of ecological processes that are fundamental to the growth and sustainable development of the city (Magalhães, 2001). 

These interstices should form physical links with the surroundings, and should be integrated in the public space system. As a public open space, for instance, they could constitute walking or cycling routes, but they could also be landscaped spaces with cultural, technological and social functions, amenable to hosting social events, shows, exhibitions and sporting or educational activities alongside the ongoing ecological processes.

When we move into the intervention area we will be especially interested in the interpretations that contain the urban voids design as the opportunity of construction spaces that could be granted a functionality that is strictly complementary to the built space, and also that it remains clearly demarcated from the rural and agricultural surroundings, finding contiguities between the macro ecological system (municipal or supra-municipal ecological structure) and the urban space. 
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Figure 1 - Évora (NE) – New urban expansion.
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Figure 2 – Évora - West Zone.
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Figure 3 – Duindoornstad, Coast of Holland.
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Figure 4 – J. Nunes. Forlanini Park, Milan.

Source: www.proap.pt/site/L_por/index.html

