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Caspar David Friedrich
Wander Above a Sea of Fog
1817

1.2
landscape and human scale
by lorenzo bini

[...] At the higher end of the circular valley a
river fell off the cliffs into a great cauldron of
vapor and thunder below; after this it slid along
the base of the cliffs until it found a gap at the
other end of the valley, where it hurried
discretely through with no rapids, no cascades
— a great thick black rope of water moving
swiftly downhill between the polished flanks of
the canyon.

Beyond the gap the land opened out and
became smiling; a village nestled on the side
hill just outside. [...]

Paul Bowles, The Circular Valley [1]



Landscape is not simple

A project dealing with the description and the

planning of the territory seems to demand an attempt to
define an intriguing term: landscape.

It is widely known that in the late 16th century, dutch
painters used the word landschap to denote a ‘picture
of natural survey’ and this origin implies the interaction
between an observer (man) and an object (nature). It
might be in this interaction that the ‘mystery’ is
contained if every attempt to depict landscape

(in visual art as in literature) is pervaded,

according to Franco Farinelli, by a ‘mist’, or ‘fog’, that
‘both Goethe and Humboldt agreed on’ [2].

In one way or another, Landscape always seems to
arise the crucial topic of our interpretation of things, it
always implies the presence of a human being in front
of a wide clear view (or panorama) with a number of
features and defined boundaries. These views are not
(or not anymore) necessarily formed around concepts
of untouched nature or which locate the observer
outside of the picture, the landscape itself.

For many people, the dense mesh of city buildings is
their landscape and their art may reflect this.

For others, human intervention in the natural world may
be seen as the ideal environment and “visual pleasure”
may be brought about by views of cleared tracts of land
juxtaposed with threatening wilderness [3].

More than that, today we are familiar with a series of
metaphorical expressions like cultural landscape,
political landscape or social landscape overcoming the
original idea of a physical relation to ‘the land’,

‘the earth’s surface’. But even circumscribing the
problem in a strictly disciplinal environment there’s
always an aura of complexity when, for instance,
Frederick Steiner states that ‘Landscape is related to
land use’, but it is also ‘more than a picturesque view;
it is the sum of the parts that can be seen, the layers
and intersections of time and culture that comprise a
place, a natural and cultural palimpsest’ [4].
Landscape is not simple. And if its mystery used to

lay under the phylosophical issue of the ‘perception of
things’, it is even more puzzling today for our manifest
inability to understand, represent and manipulate the
complexity of things.

Never stop planning

Probably, it all started in the eighth millennium BC in
the delta of the Tigris and Euphrates.

First a bleak featureless landscape was turned into a
rich green oasis simply patterned according to the
science of agriculture.

Then the first designed garden rose from the
contemplation of the miraculous effects of irrigation.

It was perhaps in that particular moment, with the
action of designing a 20 meters high ‘artificial hill’ (The
Ziggurat of Ur) on a flat and apparently infinite territory,
that the practice of ‘planning’ originated and became
manifest. Since then, every intervention on the territory
is the result of a process that reduce the complexity of
the world to a series of coordinates or categories.
Things haven’t really changed after our positivist belief
in the usefulness of science started to collapse at the
dawn of the 20th century with Albert Einstein’s theory of
relativity. Although we became progressively conscious
of the weakness of our ‘mental constructions’ in basi-
cally every single discipline, we never really gave up
planning. According to John Friedman ‘planning links
knowledge to action’ [5] and it might be this attitude of
achieving things that drives our continuous attempt to
manipulate things despite all the failures,

despite all the crisis.



Reading the territory

There is an ironic assonance between the words
territory and terror which Franco Farinelli [2] is pointing
at not without reasons, and it takes a certain amount of
ubris to get started when facing the landscape as the
macro-context of a project.

The architect is always proposing an interpretation of
reality, and to develop a vision he starts searching for
coordinates, relations, structures, conditions ‘on field'.
It is like walking on a fuzzy terrain, utilizing every time
‘experimental’ tools... it is a gamble.

Despite the absence of a clear, functioning method,
the territory is approached as a ‘physical entity, sum

of signs, geometries, traces’ [6] and these aspects
become references to the activity of ‘planning’.

By ‘reading a territory’ we try to explain the meaning of
things just as well as, when reading a text, the
significance of words is never fixed, never unique, but
always open to interpretation.

Reading landscape with the purpose of giving an
interpretation implies a continuous activity of writing
(or sketching) in the attempt to make things clear, to
posess and conquer things.

The geographical, abstract and (already) reduced
survey of a territory is ‘delaminated’ into a series of
diagramatic layers, information are verified on site and
eventually updated, reality is, once more, compressed
and crystallized into a naive (even if extremely
complex) pattern.

It is precisely through this untiring activity of ‘separating
and merging’ that the project is laid out, it is on this
terrain that we might exceed that ‘terrifying impasse’
and start planning.

Don’t forget to put poetry...

The term ‘territory’ implies an idea of vastness that can
only be ‘seized’ through the brutal (but necessary)
reduction to a ‘geographical map’.

The scale of the landscape is on the contrary
associable with the human scale; it has always to do
with a view, and the extension of this view is
determinated by the perception of the eye.

When the project enters the scope proper of the
landscape the interference of the elements becomes
more direct and emotional. In a meeting with students
in 1957 Le Corbusier pointed at ‘the sky’ and ‘the site’
as two of the major theses on architecture [7].
Although distant, mysterious and overwhelming, those
physical elements allow the architect to operate within
a much more reliable construction of cause and effects.
It is on this level that the project become, to say it with
Giuseppe Dematteis, ‘implicit’ [8].

In this environment it is possible to understand and
express the effects of natural light on walls and
volumes, the lines that were drew on paper can be
traced on the earth, the orientation of a window, the
direction of a path, the pattern of a planted field can be
explained to ourselves and experienced by others. It is
not a scientific terrain the one we are moving on, and
no project that confronts with nature can be conceived
without intuition, neither it can be carried on without
poetry...

The problem of ‘understanding the world’ which is,
according to Karl Popper, ‘of interest for every human
being’ and which is laying under the word ‘landscape’
making it so intriguing, is still very far from being
solved, but once we are back at the familiar scale that
‘keeps the link’ between our body and nature we can
eventually proceed with our construction with more
confidence.

Luigi Snozzi — The site; nature and man’s work, Abitare 206, july-august 1982

Landscape, from Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, www.wikipedia.org
Giuseppe Dematteis — Progetto implicito, Franco Angeli

Frederick Steiner - The Living Landscape
John Friedman — The Place of Planning, Auburn University

Paul Bowles, Collected Stories, Black Sparrow Press
Gaia Redaelli — Paesaggi Invisibili, clup

Franco Farinelli - Geografia, Einaudi



A green linear system

This 1st year design lab was conceived as an
ambitious ‘design-experience’ joining the scale of the
territory with the one of landscape and then
architecture.

The wider general interest, which set this study course
in continuity with others carried on during previous
years, is the will to ‘act upon the existing’.

Despite the vastness of this year’s overall context, the
real aim has been once again to set the focus on
‘human activities’ and ‘gestures’ which are the ‘triggers’
to investigate and discuss architectural design issues.
Since the work of the architect is here conceived as the
organisation (transformation) of the space that ‘hosts’
those activities, the barriers or categories between
‘interior’ and ‘outdoor’ are not considered very relevant.
Nevertheless the specific exercise of the Martesana
Canal in Milan offered a further possibility to start from
a ‘distant perspective’ and requested a further effort to
find ‘a way to handle’ things on a urban,

or even regional, scale.

We have therefore proposed a series of simplified

(and perhaps naive) steps to approach the territory with
more confidence, we established guidelines to ‘restrict
the field’, we suggested and accepted approximate and
sketchy interpretations, but we tried to communicate
and to test with the participant students a practical
operative method.

The basic principle was the delamination of a number
of suggested layers into a series of diagrams that could
depict the most relevant characteristics of the project
areas. This exercise implied an understanding of the
existing elements as well as a constant effort to
establish an autonomous, original way to represent
them. The phase of reading (and re-writing) the territory
has been deliberately compressed and simplified with
the aim of ‘leading’ the students to the scale of
architecture.

The activities of laying out the existing infrastructures,
drawing the movement of the rivers, handling the
orography of the territory, marking the density, the size
and the location of urban centres, gave rise to the first
thoughts and intuitions.

This fundamental work of interpretation and
representation unvailed the themes and the places
which could be the focus of specific projects, the places
which we could ‘act upon’.

Having marked a number of critical ‘spots’, portion of
the land were defined and organised into ‘structures
without volume’.

The basic ground movements or adjustments and the
insertions of ephemeral ‘open’ architectural structures
(like roofs, terraces, paths or perrons) were the only
available tools to act upon the landscape.

Being the very first design lab for the participants, the
problem of organising an architectural structure into the
landscape has been again reduced to few basic (but
crucial) issues: a catalog of several existing projects
has been edited and made available for the students
‘insertions’ into the different sites. By avoiding the
problem of ‘designing from scratch’ the focus has been
voluntarily moved upon the orientation, the view, the
exposition to natural light, the dimensional comparison
between the inserted buildings and the surrounding
natural elements...

The manipulation of architectural matter within an
existing environment (or landscape) was the ultimate
goal of this design lab but this activity had to be
continuously motivated, substained and justified by
envisioning, claiming and depicting the ‘human
activities’.

There is infact no architecture, we believe, whitout the
happening of man’s gestures.



1.3

in walkabout city
by marco navarra

pictures by salvatore gozzo
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3_building a linear system



the teaching team provided a series of
elements (or hintings) to guide and
simplify the students in their first
approach to designing and planning
within a natural environment.

these list of ‘tools’, although incomplete
and not systematic, is intended to
stimulate and support students proposals
and to provide a very basic vocabulary
that they might make practical use of
during the design phase.

3.1
tools



garden

enclosed introverted place for
contemplation, enjoyment

and recreation.

usually ornamental ground where a
variety of plants, flowers and
vegetables is cultivated and combined
with other natural elements as

stones, waterand wood in very
differernt combinations and typologies.
requires a high level of maintenance.

nursery

enclosed area where young plants and
trees are grown for sale or

planting elsewhere.

the pattern is usually very rational and
the managment, either private or
public, has a specific commercial
purpose.

requires a high level of maintenance.

row

linear screen of trees with ornamental
(marking and making more prominent
perspective views, signing axes

and paths) or protective function
(visual barrier or sound buffer).
requires a low level of maintenance.

hedge

fence or boundary formed by closely
growing shrubs or bushes can be
composed in ornamental way
(labyrinth) or simply layed out to mark
the borders of a terrain and

provide visual barrier.

requires medium level of
maintenance.

wood

area of land, usually smaller than a
forest, that is covered with

growing trees.

it is usually planted with the aim of
‘producing wood’ and it quickly
develop into an uniform environment
with a pleasant atmosphere that
naturally becomes public amenity.
requires a very low level of
maintenance.

wilderness

uncultivated, uninhabitated and
inhospitable area invaded by
spontaneous vegetation.

although it is usually an abandoned
and unplanned region, the work of
some contemporary landscape
architects has introduced wilderness
as a specific planning tool.

requires no maintenance.

wetlands

land consisting of marshes

or swamps.

it is a humid and inhospitable
environment that has the potentials
of climatic balance and can therefore
become a strategic planning element
requires no maintenance.

vegetation



water

hard surfaces

as activity...

elemets like canals, lakes, basins,
pools or docks with a recreational
or sportive public function

as decoration...

reflective water surfaces, formal
water frames or ponds with an
aesthetic and ornamental purpose.

as service...

fountains, wells, canals, shower
installations can be used for
irrigation, general supply of
water or refreshment.

as culture...

the martesana canal, the docks and
little creeks are elements to be
preserved as public heritage.

as attraction...

fountains, installations, cascades,
or any sort of water feature with a
playful and surprising aim to
gather and attract people.

parkings

large areas should be planned to
host cars, motorbicycles and bicycles
employing different materials
(concrete, turf, asfalt, gravel).
different uses of these surfaces
through the 24 hours should be
envisioned as well.

urban squares

public spaces with a strong relation
(physical and psychological) with the
urban fabric are supposed to become
gathering places, meeting points or
areas for events and social occasions.

skateparks

special areas designed for skating
provided of ramps, stairs, handrails,
banks or completely dug in the
ground (skate bowls) can be either
made of concrete, iron or wood.

playgrounds

enclosed surfaces for sports

like basketball, volleyball, soccer, ten-
nis... is it possible to employ concrete,
asfalt, tartan or wood.



roads

organisation and upgrading

of the existing network of roads
for the circulation of cars

within the park system.

bridges

designing new bridges for
pedestrians or cars across
the canal or rehabilitation
of the existing ones.

tunnels

planning subterranean
passages to provide safe
communication for pedestrian
and bicycles or to isolate cars
from natural areas.

bicycle paths

organisation and upgrading

of the existing network of paths
for bicycles, rollerblades,
scooters and skateboards.

paths

planning a series of paths with
different materials, morphology
and environment for pedestrian
walks through the different
portions of the park.

railways

a small sustainable scenographic
train could be also imagined as a
transport mean for kids, elders or
disabled people to cruise the
complete stretch of the park.

pathways



small architectural structures

towers

light hollow structures equipped
with inner stairs with the
function of providing a higher
point of view toward the
surrounding landscape.

toilets

small pavillions scattered along
the pathways and inserted in
the park structure.

amphitheaters and perrons
elements dug into the ground
with the purpose of providing
people a place to gather, rest or
attend public events.

roofs

bowers, sheds, gazeboes, or
any other light structure
without volume to provide a
place for relaxation or a
comfortable walk.

kiosks

mono-functional structures
with reduced size and with the
purpose of providing a
commercial (newspapers,
snacks, drinks..) or cultural
(information about the park,
maps, guided toors) service to
the inhabitants of the park.

pavillions

small buildings that can have
very different and more
cross-sectional functions: cul-
ture, art, horticulture,
gastronomy, etc..).

the functions can be actually
planned or invented; the
pavillions should be
recognizable and carefully
inserted in the landscape.
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the course provides a catalog of

realized projects.

each student is asked to understand,
research, discuss, analyze and re-draw

at least 5 of these (or other) projects.

this exercise successively enables to

insert these architectural structures

into the given project areas.

this operation of transferring a building

into a different context bypass the ‘problenm’
of ‘designing from scratch’ and move the
discussion on other issues such proportions,
orientation, re-use and relation with the
landscape.. issues that are crucial in the
formative process of this study course

4.2
100% catalog



carl vigo hglmebakk_brick uthus

archea ass. and c+s ass._ticket office



vmx_bicycle parking



teun koolhaas_polderblik house

snohetta_fishing museum

c. gambardella_pavillion

abalas and herreros_gordillo



gigon + guyer_seeing pavillion

dezso ekler_installation

jensen & skodvin_pause areas

sean godsell_kow house



herzog & de meuron_frélich house

p. markli_museum

Bl

jean prouvé_maison tropicale

frediani gasser_service building
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