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Diploma 14: Welcome to the Jungle

Annibale Carracci, Landscape with the Flight into Egypt (1602-04).

‘Every social order tends to produce in different ways and to different ends
the naturalization of its own arbitrariness’.
Ann Bermingham, Redesigning Nature: John Constable and the Landscape of Enclosure, 1989.

This year Diploma 14 will focus on the project of the ‘void’. Far from being empty, the ‘void’ is
everything that is not occupied by buildings or other forms of built density, and it appears to us as
a ‘natural’ reservoir. This void can exist inside or outside the city, and it is often a contested territory
where the tendency to enclose space for the sake of profit meets the resistance of the citizens’
desire to use it freely. The urban ‘void’ is therefore a site of struggle, between processes of
exploitation and reappropriation, and perhaps the most direct testimony of the enclosure of
resources that marked the beginning of capitalism.
Our project looks to address this condition by defining strategies of de-commodification that can
be made visible and tangible through specific architectural and landscape interventions. In order
to advance this idea we use the concept of the park as our starting point. As one of urban
modernism’s most problematic figures, the park has been used to naturalise the conflictual history
of urban territories. And within the modern city, it has, often controversially, played the role of the
‘jungle’: a piece of wilderness enclosed by the artificiality of the city. Yet the jungle is an ambivalent
allegory because the more it celebrates a primordial return to nature, the more it casts a shadow on
the city as an (un) governable place in which order and disorder are no longer opposing forces but,
rather, two faces of the same coin. Indeed, the image of the park as pastoral retreat is often used
to hide the violence of dispossession that has produced the contemporary city. The question of
the studio will therefore be how to use the park not as an idealisation of nature and rurality, but as
a territorial system that allows the reappropriation of resources and makes legible the forces and
conflicts that produce our own urban condition.
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I. ‘Void’ and Primitive Accumulation

Claude Lorrain, Landscape with Ascanius Shooting the Stag of Sylvia (1682).

In order to understand the formation of the capitalist city and its relationship with
‘nature’ it is necessary to go back to a phenomenon that Karl Marx in Das Kapital referred
to as primitive accumulation. Marx described how the accumulation of capital presupposes
the extraction of surplus value, and how surplus value presupposes a capitalist mode of
production, and, in turn, the latter presupposes a large quantity of workers in the hands
of those who produce commodities; this chain of conditions became, for him, a vicious
circle that obfuscates the very origin of capitalist power. To understand this process –
which is ultimately the construction of capitalist asymmetries – then meant for Marx to
question the possibility to break the vicious circle. In order to find the point of origin of
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capitalism he rediscussed Adam Smith’s concept of previous accumulation. Smith described
previous accumulation as the outcome of the virtuous laboring efforts of one part of
society. For Smith, on the one hand we have a diligent and frugal elite whose hard work
allowed them to invest and accumulate, and thus invest again, and on the other a mass of
lazy people who waste their means living an aimless existence.
In doing so, Smith reflected the bourgeois assumption that the accumulation of capital is
the product of the entrepreneurial initiative of those who take the risk to invest and
generate wealth out of scratch.
Marx demolished this assumption by claiming that, contrary to Smith’s idyllic historical
vision, previous accumulation – or better, as Marx defined it primitive accumulation – is
born out of the violent dispossession of large masses of people. As Marx explained:
In actual history it is notorious that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, briefly force, play the great
part. In the tender annals of Political Economy, the idyllic reigns from time immemorial. (...) As a
matter of fact, the methods of primitive accumulation are anything but idyllic.
According to Marx, the formation of capital depends on the confrontation of two kinds
of possessors: on the one hand the possessors of money and of the means of production
and sustenance and on the other the ‘free laborers’, those who in order to earn their
living sell their labor power in exchange for a wage. It is for this reason that for Marx
capitalistic production implies a fundamental process of separation between the producer
and his/her means of production. Within this process, workers were freed from their ties
to the system of serfdom in which, although obliged of giving for free part of their
wealth produced, they were still in control of their means of sustenance. The workers
entered a condition in which they were no longer in control of their means of sustenance
and thus the only thing they could sell in order to earn their living was themselves: their
labour power.
When we talk about labour power we don’t talk about one aspect of the worker’s
abilities, but of the totality of his/her potential. Marx explains labour power as the
aggregate of those physical and mental capabilities that makes the living personality of
human beings. Labour power is thus the life in potential of the worker: its past, present
and future existence. By separating workers from their means of production, capitalists
achieved the ultimate form of power: to make dependent the life of people to the
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process of capitalistic accumulation. Unlike the idyllic scenario depicted by bourgeois
political economy, this process of separation was extremely violent – written, as Marx
poetically emphasized, “in letters of blood and fire”.
After all, who wants to work for long hours, in exchange for a miserable wage,
performing activities that most of the time are repetitive and devoid of any finality from
the worker’s point of view? Who wants to depend from a master whose goal is to make
profit regardless of what is being produced (it could be wool or paper) and how it is
produced? The early populations that entered the wage system and thus the capitalistic
mode of production were not at all convinced that they were starting a better life. They
knew that by being deprived of their means of sustenance they would become poorer:
they would sleep less, they would eat less and they would have much less time for their
own life. In order to support his thesis on primitive accumulation Marx narrated with a
great deal of detail the vicissitudes of dispossession: people being thrown in the labour
market without land or home; individuals being persecuted by the state, imprisoned,
reduced to slavery or eventually killed because reluctant to find a job. This became the
first bloody class war that capital waged against the workers by depriving them of any
means of independence. This was war primarily aimed to the body of the workers, to
their way of living and reproducing.
In terms of space, the consequence of primitive accumulation was the alienation of
common land and its transformation into what since the 18th century is known as
‘countryside’. Traditionally, this term address land that is not in towns or cities and that is
used for farming or left natural. As such, the countryside evokes a place that is not urban
yet, that is more natural than cities or that is less developed economically and socially.
This traditional understanding of countryside mystifies the very origin and purpose of
such conception of the rural territory. As the term itself reveals, ‘countryside’ addresses
what has to remain aside from cities and yet connected to cities as reservoir of people and
raw materials. Country-side thus refers to the subservient role that rural territories have
to play towards the city as the locus of wealth and power. Yet if we consider that through
‘primitive accumulation’ the origins of capitalism are rural and not urban, what is defined
as countryside is not just the ‘other side’ of cities, but the city’s ‘hidden abode’, a place
of appropriation and exploitation. It is this condition that has produced the ideological
representation of the countryside as an ‘urban void’, a place that is ‘empty’ vis-à-vis the
density of the city.

5
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Since the beginning of its history, the formation of capital is the outcome not just of
accumulation within cities, but also – and especially – of colonization and organization of
the rural territory in order to channel its resources within new forms of profit-making. If
Marx described primitive accumulation as enclosure of common land and enforcement
of wage labour, such a process required not just the fencing of common land but also the
re-organization of logistics and infrastructure through the building of canals, roads,
villages, towns in order to make the territory itself a vast and all-encompassing factory.
The term factory itself reveals the rural origin of the spatial apparatus this term address.
Factory comes from the Latin facere, (to make) and it is the origin the word factorium, which
in Ancient Rome indicated both the olive-oil press, and the activity of those men put in
charge by the landowner to control and manage his rural possessions. Before alluding to
a specific architecture, the idea of factory indicates the way in which the formation of
capital was the product of the re-organization of the rural territories as vast coherent
system whose goal was to ensure that peasants were deprived of their access to natural
resources. Yet this process was not possible without the sublimation of the rural territory
into a ‘void space’, a space lacking urban substance and even inhabitation. Seen in
opposition to the city, the rural territory was envisioned no longer as a productive space,
but as empty space, a place of idyll, wilderness and rustic life. The more peasants were
dispossessed from their land, the more the land appeared as ‘landscape’: an idyllic scenery
for contemplation rather than use.
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II. ‘Landscape’ and Primitive Accumulation

John Constable, The Hay Wain (1812).

Arguably it is exactly the transformation of natural resources from use to contemplation
that established ‘landscape’ as distinct paradigmatic representation of the rural. It is
interesting to note that chronologically the rise of landscape within the tradition of
European painting is parallel to the beginnings of primitive accumulation. It is not a
simple coincidence that the more life in the rural territory was becoming difficult for
peasants, the more celebrated rural landscape became among the elites. It is in such a
milieu that landscape painting flourished as a means to give the rural world a new
symbolic order.
Since Aristotle’s Poetics, the role of images, and especially painted images, was to address
human action. The entire history of European visual arts up to the 16th century is
unthinkable outside its role of narrative device targeted at the recording and explanation
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of the history of mankind. However, already since the late 16th century, landscape
becomes a distinct genre of representation that gradually replaced the narrative purpose
of traditional representation. For this reason art historians have considered the rise of
landscape painting as an implicit and explicit attack on the representational role of
pictures, and thus as a process of secularization of painting itself, within which natural
features such as light, weather and topography take over the rhetorical purpose of human
action. Yet it is precisely the removal of stories and the celebration of ‘nature’ that
becomes the most powerful narrative at stake in landscape paintings. Landscape painting
addresses images of rural territory where the latter is imagined as a mythical place devoid
of the conflicts that have produced it. A potent representation of this idea of landscape is
the oeuvre of Claude Lorrain, one of the most important painters, draughtsmen and
engravers of the Baroque period. Since the 1620s Lorrain made the representation of
landscape the main theme of his career and contributed to establishing the tradition of
landscape as worthy of the reputation of ‘high painting’ until then ascribed to religious,
mythological and historical subjects. Although his paintings can be interpreted as an
effort to elevate the rural world to the dignity of the classical picture, the source of its
ability to depict ‘nature’ came from his constant observation and depiction of real rural
scenes through its sketches. In Claude Lorrain’s work there is a stark difference between
his paintings and his drawings: while in the former he idealized the rural world as a
pastoral idyll, in the latter he depicted in all its realistic appearance the rural environment
not yet tamed by the pastoralism of the classical landscape. Claude Lorrain’s oeuvre is
thus the most emblematic image of how, in the 17th century, elites attempted to
appropriate and institutionalize the rural territory as a pastoral ‘country-side’. This
process of appropriation and reinvention of the rural territory became a major cultural
strategy between the 18th and 19th century, when, in fact, the process of enclosure of the
rural reached its apex.
In her seminal study of the landscape paintings by John Constable, Ann Bermingham
observed that in the 18th century a new mode of cultural representation inspired by
‘naturalization’ was tied to bourgeois society’s need to legitimate their economic power.
According to Bermingham naturalization was instrumental to encode bourgeois power
itself as ‘natural’, an innate ‘natural right’ to political power itself. In this way the
profound social, political and economic changes that affected Great Britain in the early
industrial period were accommodated under the rubric of ‘naturalness’ i.e. the natural
evolution of things rather than the enforcement of a new social regime. As Berminhgam
8
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observed, this process was particularly evident in the transformation of the landscape
through enclosures, a process that – as we have already mentioned – besides changing
dramatically people life also dramatically altered the form of rural landscape itself. While
we admire Constable’s ability to render landscape in all its ‘natural’ power, the same
landscape was economically transformed in the 18th century by the agrarian and industrial
capitalism.
Constable himself was a member of the class that was protagonist of such change. The
son of a wealthy miller, Constable was born in the Stour River valley, a river that was
canalized in the 18th century in order to make it suitable for transportation of agricultural
produce to London. Constable’s father not only owned mills and warehouses, he was
also one of the most prominent landowners of the region. In one his most famous
paintings, which today is celebrated as the quintessential picture of English countryside –
The Hay Wain – Constable depicted his family property including a tenant’s house, the
Willy Lott’s cottage which still exist today and whose sight offer tourists the only
experience of a ‘Constable’s landscape’. The picture is striking for his naturalism and
empirical approach to landscape feature, which give to the scene a sense of both humility
and casualness. Yet what the picture does not reveal is that, in spite of its pastoralism, the
place depicted was just yards away from Flatford Mill, the watermill owned by the
painter’s father and whose workings had a considerable impact on the way this part of
Suffolk was re-organised as a commercial enterprise. What we see with Constable’s Hay
Wain is a pivotal example of how the naturalization of territory as pastoral countryside
was instrumental to hide the consequences of the enclosures and the re-organization of
the territory for the sake of economic profit.
As Bermingham argued, Constable’s paintings of landscape both inscribe and obscure
the naturalization of political economy. As such, Constable’s representation of landscape
as non-urban and ostensibly rustic environments is an ideological fiction comparable to
the one established by the fortune of the picturesque garden. It is interesting to see for
example how Constable’s empirical approach to landscape scenes was similar to the way
Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown designed his gardens. In the same way Constable painted
landscapes in order to convey a sense of direct experience of nature, Brown designed
gardens that were meant to evoke an accidental and contingent experience of ‘nature’.
Yet, like in Constable’s landscapes, the naturalness of Brown’s gardens concealed the
violence of dispossession that had produced them in the first place. The circa 170
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gardens designed by Brown, most of which still survive today and are treasured as part of
the most prestigious heritage of Great Britain and as a seminal example of modern
landscape design, were the results of landowners’ re-organization of the land after
parliamentary bills dispossessed farmers of common land and made the latter a private
property, thus evacuating vast areas of countryside of peasants life. Arguably the entire
tradition of 19th century landscape design can be considered the attempt to put forward
the very experience of landscape as a ‘natural reservoir’ spared from urbanization as a
way to consolidate the privatization of common land. This attitude finds its climax in
operations such as Olmsted’s Central park in New York which were the explicit
embodiment of an attempt to control land for speculative purposes. As Alvaro SevillaBuitrago has argued, 19th century New York still lacked a consolidated regulatory
framework; in the wake of economic restructuring, lower classes produced a public space
in the form of disorderly commons. Streets were full of people dwelling organically by
appropriating buildings and properties in a spontaneous way. As Sevilla-Buitrago
observed, “against this background, Central Park constituted a precocious, experimental
attempt to impose an alternative urban order through the production of a new regime of
publicity, becoming a key reference for a whole generation of urban greening experiences
in the USA and a paragon for later urban reform.”
The figure itself of the park is then born out of the paradoxical encounter between the
rhetoric of naturalness and the actual exploitation of resources that constitutes, still
today, a form of primitive accumulation that never really ended.

10
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III. ‘Park’ and Ongoing Accumulation

Georges Seurat, A Sunday on La Grande Jatte (1884).

The terms ‘park’ and ‘garden’ both derived from Germanic words that indicated enclosed
land; in essence, then, they might seem to indicate quite similar conditions. However,
while the root for park alluded to fences built in order to corral animals, garden is rather
the enclosure constructed to protect an orchard or cultivated area. This rather simple
distinction is somewhat significant in that the content of a garden is meant to be
something highly manmade, something that requires care, attention, and perhaps a
design. On the other hand a park’s boundary encloses a piece of land that is supposedly
still rather ‘natural’. The issue of care, design, and maintenance also seems to allude to a
different scale – the garden is meant to be limited in size, while the park might be very
large. The presence of animals makes the park ultimately a productive (and, originally,
very utilitarian) tool, meant to protect the inside from the outside but also, in some cases,
the tame outside from the wild inside of the enclosure. The word park likely entered the
neo-Latin vocabulary at the end of the Roman Empire and by and large its meaning did
not change much until the 17th century. As Marx described, the previously commonly
held land was forcibly privatized throughout Europe, forbidding peasants from hunting
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in forests and woods that had until then provided much of the variety of their daily diet
and most of the meat they had access to; in some cases, these wooded areas were kept as
private hunting grounds, or parks. In the course of a couple of centuries, the hunting
grounds that found themselves close to urbanized areas were either redeveloped into
pieces of city, or, sometimes, turned into publicly accessible spaces for leisure.
Hyde Park in London is a paradigmatic example of this process: Henry VIII made it his
hunting ground taking land from the Church when he closed Westminster Abbey, but a
hundred years later Charles I opened the park to public access. Similarly, the Parisian
Bois de Boulogne had been for centuries a royal hunting reserve although it was in
disrepair when Napoleon III and Haussmann transformed it into a massive open-air
public space in the mid-19th century. We can find similar occurrences in most large and
mid-sized European cities where parks were construed as generous gifts to the
population – the gift of space, leisure, and ‘nature’. By Haussmann’s time, they had
become tools for the construction of consensus, as well as formidable instruments for
the steering of real estate value. On the background of the aggressive industrialization of
urban centres, parks appeared as a compensatory offer, a venting space shielded from the
pollution and violence of city streets.
Such a space was needed for a variety of reasons; although they could not singlehandedly improve the health of a working class whose living conditions were rapidly
deteriorating, they did represent an alternative to the density of the urban tissue, and
stood for the possibility of snatching a few hours of clean air, if only during the weekend.
Moreover, their pleasant quality ensured the rise in value of neighbouring areas – a
feature that had not escaped architects and speculators already in the 18th century, as
Nash’s Regent’s Park shows, having been designed consciously as a mixture of high-end
residential development and leisure ground. However, the most interesting and
ambiguous virtue of these parks was their role as aspirational social spaces. In 19th
century Europe the lower classes were plagued by alcoholism, a response to their
untenable conditions; outside of the tavern and the church they did not have many
opportunities to spend the little off-time they had in a ‘healthy’ way and this worried the
authorities who were concerned both with the deteriorating performance of workers and
with the risk of political unrest. In this condition, parks were seen as ideal antidote – a
space where the working classes could not only rest and amuse themselves far from
alcohol, but, also, an environment in which different classes could mix, offering workers
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an incentive to improve their condition, that is to say, work harder and invest their
money in the buying of material possessions. As early as the 1840s, the British Select
Committee on the Health of Towns explicitly stated the intention to use parks as a
pedagogical device, or Trojan horse to control the behaviour of the working class.
The presence of greenery, or ‘nature’, was crucial to this goal, as it allowed parks to
remain perhaps the only space in the city that was devoid of explicit religious and
political symbolism. It was not enough for parks to simply be open-air, green spaces:
they had to look natural, in order to provide a clear alternative to the city – formally,
symbolically, and politically. To make a concrete example, until the 1850s the Bois de
Boulogne was criss-crossed by straight paths that occasionally converged in star-shaped
hubs reminiscent of what is today the urban layout of central Paris: long and deep
perspectival views would have dominated the experience of the visitors. However,
Napoleon III, who had spent much of his life in London, disliked the geometric
character of the Bois, and Haussmann ultimately hired Jean-Charles Alphand who
substituted the straight alleys with a tangle of picturesque, curving paths which give to
the park an ostensibly more ‘natural’ feel.
But the large public parks of the mid-19th century were no simple escapist counterpart to
the city: they were also, and more importantly, the bearers of the very rhetoric of nature.
They responded to the same culture that had shaped the landscape painting of Constable;
further to that, in cities in which inhabitants were increasingly disaffected towards
traditional hierarchies, they offered a new narrative. Secular, ‘rational’, and easy to adopt
for all classes, all genders, all religions: nature offered itself as receptacle of values.
However, as we have already seen, this reevaluation of nature was far from being
innocent. As in the case of painting, to ‘naturalize’ the city means to consider it as a
spontaneous – and thus unquestionable – process. It also means to naturalize the power
relationships that shaped the city, and thus to accept them uncritically. In short, the
European and North American parks created in the 19th century were perhaps public
spaces, but never civic spaces. They were eminently depoliticized, even anti-political
spaces in essence, because through their very form, their constructed, studiedly
‘spontaneous’ appearance, they faked a naturalness they were far from possessing. Their
legacy would go on to haunt the 20th century park as well, but today is finally under
question and opens up new perspectives for a possible reinterpretation of the idea of
park.
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IV. ‘Jungle’ and Ongoing Accumulation

Henri Rousseau, Paysage Exotique (1884).

There are no cities, in fact, anymore. It goes on like a forest. (…)
We should think about the ways we have to live in a jungle, and maybe we do well with that.
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1955)

In 1753, Marc-Antoine Laugier encouraged architects and city-makers to “look at the city
as if it were a forest”. In this infamous suggestion we can read the signs of the
‘naturalizing’ and depoliticizing ambition that runs deep in European culture from
Constable to Haussmann. Infinite productive ground, place with no history, ‘void’: the
forest is precisely the figure that represents a countryside ready to be exploited.
Laugier was decades, perhaps centuries ahead of his contemporaries, for at a time when
primitive accumulation through violent dispossession was still ongoing – and not only in
the colonies – he was already turning his glance back to the city and forecasting that
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accumulation would have to continue in increasingly refined ways. Reading the industrial
city as a forest is not a stretch of imagination, as urban centres grow increasingly
formless and repetitive, and urban dwellers are new barbarians of sorts, unmoored from
the traditions of their places of birth.
The presence of city parks, but also greenery, stressed the reading of the urban as an
organic fact, something that grows on its own according to its own inscrutable rules, and
that, as architects, we cannot question but only control by creating judicious gaps in the
shape of parks that are supposed to preserve an original greenery that in fact often never
was.
However, Laugier could not have imagined up to which point in the 20th century his
premonition would come to life; an unprecedentedly fast cycle of destruction and
reconstruction, of wars and economic growth, turned the post-WWII city into what
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe defined as a ‘jungle’. In fact, by talking about the 1950s reality
as a jungle, Mies did not even intend to address the urban per se, but, rather, the
totalizing condition of any territory, anywhere in the world. Wild but exploited,
dangerous but rich, uncontrollable yet productive, Mies’ jungle is at the same time a
spatial and a social condition.
At this point, we might ask ourselves as designers what role can the park have, when the
whole world has become an urbanized jungle. The ambiguous role parks had in the 19th
century has not disappeared; however, the situation has considerably changed as the
agency of architects and urban designers has shifted since the time of Haussmann. On
the one hand, the assertive, formally defined city designs that were still possible until the
early 20th century are not part of an architect’s mandate any longer; on the other hand, if
our field of intervention has seemingly narrowed, or at least weakened, the discipline has
opened up to a larger-scale understanding of territorial dynamics that were seldom
considered until the late 20th century.
In this conjuncture, it seems that while the political ambiguity of the park is still a feature
to be challenged, we do have a chance to rediscover the park as spatial figure. From their
inception, parks had to be designed as sets of relationships, as dynamic stages: they
required a type of thinking that was, already in Haussmann’s time, much more layered
than the then ruling paradigm of Beaux-Arts composition. Interestingly, park design was
not at all informal, aimed as it was at the construction of very specific formal
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arrangements. However, its approach to form had to take into account time, risk, use,
growth, factors that are today crucial to an architect’s work but that hardly figured in the
vocabulary of a 19th century conventional designer.
It seems then that the skills developed by park designers in the last two centuries are
essentially the skills architects and city-makers need today to face the complexity of the
‘jungle’. This had not escaped Mies himself who in fact carefully choreographed his
mature urban projects precisely by focusing on the calibration of voids. The IIT Campus,
Toronto Dominion Centre, and Lakeshore Drive Apartments are a few examples of
interventions in which the buildings achieve their full meaning only in virtue of their
specific positioning and mutual relationship; the empty space between built elements
becomes the locus of the project, ever changing due to inhabitation and atmospheric
conditions.
The ability to read the void as the locus of a project is ultimately the legacy of the
controversial history of the western park, and the challenge we would propose to
Diploma 14 this year.
Mies said that if the post-modern condition resembles a jungle, we might “have to learn
to live in it, and do well by that”; as architects, this will mean to learn to think differently,
to use our spatial and formal knowledge to imagine other ways of shaping territories
through acts of architecture but also through social imagination.
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VI. Project

Richard Diebenkorn, Untitled – Ocean Park Series (1984).

Welcome to the jungle it gets worse here everyday
You learn to live like an animal in the jungle where we play
Guns'n Roses, Welcome to the Jungle (1987)

In the past two years, we have tested the possibility of understanding territory as a
project – both political and architectural. By territory we do not mean necessarily a vast
stretch of land, or a generic large-scale intervention, but, rather, a specific relationship
between land and power. In such a project, architecture cannot be conceived in terms of
simple built space, but, rather, as system of relationships. All that seems conventionally
‘empty’ in the project of territory is, in fact, full of meaning and rich with design
decisions – infrastructure, green areas, terrains vagues but also the very space between
buildings. This year we would like to further focus our research by using the park both as
urban figure and as design methodology.
As urban figure, we will consider the park as an area that can be organized according to
rules, policies, and design decisions that can be different from the region or city around
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it. In practical terms, we will ask the participants to define a region of variable size which
can become the object of a specific logic. A conventional large-scale plan is often
bounded by administrative limits that do not necessarily constitute interesting spatial
features, but the very definition of a park boundary – small or large – is a fundamental
act of architecture. Moreover, working within this boundary of our creation will allow us
to be more experimental; areas are often declared parks precisely as a legal device to
make possible a very different set of regulations inside of the given boundary.
In terms of design methodology, we would like to encourage the studio members to
design what is within this boundary starting from an understanding of the void – and of
the many ways in which the void is filled, temporarily or permanently, visibly or invisibly,
by men, animals, plants, buildings, infrastructure. We will design this space as a park in
the sense that before proposing built forms we will try to imagine a shape and an
anatomy for that which is not filled (yet).
Up to here, we will be still working within the legacy of park architecture. However, we’d
like our projects to also challenge and change what we have seen until now, and we see
the park rather as a legal and spatial product we’ll hijack, pervert, and rethink, rather than
as a mold to fill. Every project will do this differently, in its own way, but there is one
main issue we believe should be questioned. First and foremost, we do think the main
issue with traditional parks is the fake assumption they are ‘unproductive’ places. Parks
are as productive as any other territory, and it is up to us to stage, improve, and make
readable this condition. Agricultural parks, for instance, are experiments that allow the
development of new techniques; in our case, they could become the starting point for the
rethinking of new forms of land ownership. Parks can include spaces for knowledge
industry, but also actual production of goods and manufacturing. Parks can host housing,
services, schools, universities, research centres, touristic sites, health centres.
In short, what we mean by park is the opportunity to rethink radically a territory. The
aim of the proposals will not be to look ‘natural’ or green, nor to replicate the
compensatory fantasy that saw the park as the antagonist of the city. On the contrary, we
look forward to projects that will rethink the relationship between natural and artificial in
creative ways. We think that what we should recuperate from the idea of park is a way of
reading architecture as a process, and the consciousness that the void has a form. The
final result will be unexpected, as all proposals will work with different contexts, set
different densities and choose different elements to design, be they green or built.
18
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VI. Unit

We believe the unit participants should be free to choose the site, type and scale of
intervention, and ultimately the very theme of their project. For this reason at the
beginning of the year we ask each student to choose a context they would like to explore.
By context we obviously mean a physical place, but, beyond that, we also mean a
condition, an issue, a problem or a question. This question should be relevant to the
general issue of primitive accumulation (ie asymmetrical distribution of resources) as we
believe the final aim of our collective unit agenda is to redress this condition, or at least
to raise awareness. The condition you will study likely has a spatial impact on the site of
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your choice, and it is the link between this broader social question and the concrete
architecture of the territory that will become the main backbone of your project.
During the first term the participants will research this context and produce a text;
drawing will also be used as a key means of inquiry, through the production of maps,
typological samples, and illustrative ‘portraits’ of the environments researched.
The scale of the target area is up to the individual and it will depend on the general social
question they want to address, but we suggest for the first term to try and zoom out of
the scale of the city; first of all, looking at the scale of a region will help us understand
topographic and infrastructural dynamics that might not be visible if we concentrate on
an architectural scale, and secondly a broader canvas will give us more freedom and
precision in the definition of the boundaries of our interventions.
At the end of the first term, every student should have identified, within his or her wider
context, a specific site to redefine as park. Again, the scale of this site will vary depending
on the conditions identified during the term so we will slowly identify together the
criteria of selection; by the end of the process the shape, limits and scale of the park
should have emerged from considerations on the existing contexts. At this point we also
ask the students to elaborate a brief for their park, ie if it will have a specific vocation and
what kind of spaces will it contain (agricultural fields, forest areas, residential buildings,
services, infrastructure and so on). Every project will be very different in scale and
content so this is a highly important moment of individual choice – even if no literal
architectural proposal is apparent, the project is all in the definition of the character of
this site.
In term 2, we will give a spatial definition to your proposal, using both built and unbuilt
elements depending on your brief. We believe this type of project should pay attention to
all aspects of our environment, so we look forward to seeing creative ways of working
with trees, plants, topography, water. At the same time the parks can definitely include
more traditional architectural objects such as infrastructure, logistic spaces, and buildings.
In term 3 we will produce a complete portfolio working on the experiential aspects of
the proposals, trying to explore what are the consequences of our choices as far as the
users are concerned. If in term 2 we will mostly use conventional 2-d architectural
drawing (plans and sections) in term 3 we will explore the three-dimensional quality of
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the projects. The representation of the projects has always been a way for Diploma 14 to
reflect on the implications of our design choices, and this year in particular we will pay
specific attention to the topic, devoting seminars to the history and contemporary state
of landscape painting and photography.
Overall, the aim of this experiment will be to look at all things that surround us as
architecture. The simplest acts – the definition of a sidewalk, the placement of a row of
trees, the choice of a building material – are sometimes the most potent architectural acts
that express, through space, a whole take on what it means to be citizens.
The void is then that space of tension between what we design and what we leave to
inhabitation, the space of potential, the space where men meet men but also machines,
animals and plants. In our hopes, the void is the place where we test how much of a
project we need, and what to leave open to the future.
Before the 19th century institutionalized the idea of the park as a non-political, seemingly
‘natural’ space, in London a number of pleasure grounds thrived by mixing technological
innovation and natural elements, leisure and cultural production, entertainment and
political intrigue. Although pleasure grounds were commercial enterprises driven by
profit, they still represented interesting attempts to reimagine an open-air urban space as
radical experiment – perhaps precisely in virtue of their explicit productive character.
From Vauxhall to Cremorne, these spaces were other cities not simply in virtue of their
greenery, but rather as they established themselves as laboratories for hybridity – of
gender, politics, technology, architectural style. They used the void not as rhetoric device
but rather as very concrete opportunity for testing new ways of being, and that is
ultimately what we look forward to seeing the unit explore
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