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ABSTRACT

The square is today often considered as a
place of collective life and socializing; this
interpretation is actually quite recent, given
that historically the square had very specific
functions (mostly commercial, civic, or
political) rarely linked to leisure and recreation.
From a spatial point of view, especially in
the Mediterranean context, the square has
historically been a sunny place, an urban void
that serves (functionally and symbolically) as
a necessary counterpoint to give prominence
and visibility to the important architectures
that overlook it (or rather, mutually define it).
In the past century, modern architecture has
paid little attention to collective open space —
focusing predominantly on residential issues
and, subsequently, on public buildings - at
least until around 1950, when some research
began to focus on the concept of the park-
square and on new urban paradigms.

Today, the development goals promote
the improvement and sustainability of urban
settlements, providing universal access to
green and public spaces; following these
guidelines, even the recent European
Parliament law on “restoring nature” imposes
the goal of a minimum of 10% tree cover in
every city. Also, in line with these initiatives,
some innovative projects show a trend
towards converting open urban spaces
into gardens, transforming the square
into a vegetated space where permeable
ground replaces mineral pavement. These
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shaded areas, in addition to introducing and
preserving a portion of nature and biodiversity
within the city, promote socialization and the
well-being of residents. This is a new type
of urban open space, in which architectural
design essentially consists of vegetative
elements, creating a new hybrid landscape
between nature and artifice.

KEYWORDS

City; design; urban; nature; vegetation

1. CITIES, SQUARES AND NATURE

Urban open space, particularly that defined by
architecture and monuments, often forms the
most representative image of contemporary
cities in collective memory. This assumption
is easily verifiable when considering both small
and large European cities (with their ancient
squares) as well as those in the New World
and Eastern metropolises, as well as the great
voids that serve as civic and religious centers
in Islamic cities. It's not merely a matter of
iconicity but of the actual representativeness
of the space. As Costantino Dardi noted in his
praise of the square — referring particularly to
the historical Italian one — he argued that:

if we want to identify a place [.] or
pinpoint a space, in the complex passages
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of individual memory and collective
imagination, where those events and
values coexist, achieving the highest
density and concentration, it is the square.
(Dardi 1992, 35)

From a spatial perspective, in an in-depth
study on the topic Dina Nencini states that the
square is a “sunny, measured, and bounded
place” (2012, 25), while from a morphological
viewpoint, it represents a primary expression of
a specific urban fabric, a necessary rarefaction
in which the city recognizes itself and which
lies at the center of the very idea of forma urbis
(Purini 2012, 8). Its functional role, however,
is ambiguous, having undergone profound
changes in use throughout history. The ancient
square typically had very specific uses (some of
which persist), some serving as a counterpoint
to the representative architectures facing
them, or being linked to commerce - the
market square — to politics and religion. Many
squares are still remembered today as theaters
of violent events, uprisings, executions, and
revolutions (many continue to be).

When attempting to trace the role of
public space in ancient myths, one encounters
narratives of cities arising in absolute
and admirable union with nature, where -
before even the squares — open spaces are
characterized by lush greenery. Jericho, often
considered the oldest city in the world, founded
about eleven thousand years ago, developed
around a garden-oasis, while Babylon, which
existed about four thousand years ago, is
remembered for its hanging gardens, with
plants and trees grown on terraced structures.
Significantly, the story of Athens’ foundation
(contested between Athena and Poseidon)
tells of the city being built around an olive tree
planted in the center by the goddess of wisdom
and war, who gifted it to the citizens. The olive
tree, a symbol of peace, prosperity, and fertility,
also provided oil, food, and wood and was
so precious that Athenian laws prohibited its
destruction except for religious or military
purposes. Similarly, the relationship with nature

and agricultural economy is central to the myth
of Rome's birth, founded with the furrow of a
plow drawn by Romulus around the future city,
outlining the first contours of its walls.

Passing from myth to history, in the
polis of ancient Greece, the multifunctional
heart of public life was the mineral plane of
the Agora, from which Roman cities derived
the large open space of the Forum. In the
medieval period, the square was situated
near castles or cathedrals, later acquiring a
precise and growing scenographic intention
from the Renaissance onwards, often enriched
with statues and fountains. In the eighteenth
century, reflections on urban open space
began to include the possible presence of
nature, pathways, and shade. In his Treatise
on Beauty, the French philosopher Denis
Diderot, reflecting on the project for the Place
de la Concorde in Paris, criticized the lack of
imagination of the architects who created it
by clearing the forest that stood there; instead,
Diderot envisioned the possibility of a square-
forest, with a natural character evoking the
city’s origin, happily opposing the clarity of the
urban layout. Around the same time, Marc-
Antoine Laugier (considered by many the first
architectural philosopher) used the image of
the forest — or rather, the park — as a model for
the city, corresponding to it with variously wide
rectilinear axes, in an idea of artificial nature, a
manifestation of reason (Nencini 2012, 27-29).

Over time, the space of the square
increasingly became the emblem and
fulerum of the city, while public life, trade,
and commerce moved along the streets, and
social activity and leisure found a place more
in parks and gardens. An important milestone
is the mid-nineteenth-century realization of
New York's Central Park by Frederick Law
Olmsted, who later implemented the concept
of the Park system, a network of natural
spaces capable of shaping the entire city,
affecting mobility and the urban microclimate.
In  Europe, grappling with the crisis of
urbanization, the idea of the Garden City (1898)
by English urban planner Sir Ebenezer Howard
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emerged, combining the best of urban and
rural life, seeking a balanced environment
where people could live, work, and enjoy
the surrounding nature. Howard’s model
also foresaw a high degree of management
sustainability, with careful planning of
residential, industrial, and agricultural areas to
achieve self-sufficiency and avoid the chaotic
growth that had occurred in existing cities
(Howard 1946).

Moving into the twentieth century, the
main studies of the Modern Movement, while
focusing on new urban models, primarily
addressed housing issues (Romano 2015),
neglectingthe open space issuesandtheurban
role of the square (De Marco 2023). One of the
exceptions is probably City Planning According
to Artistic Principles (Der Stadtebau, 1904)
by Camillo Sitte, proposing an open space
model enclosed by porticoed buildings, where
nature appears as the context for the city’s
construction (Sitte 2007). However, according
to Franco Purini, the general disregard of
modernity towards the topic is already evident
from the Athens Charter (published in 1938
but drafted at the 1933 CIAM), which does not
include the square among the fundamental
principles of the contemporary city; consider
the new large cities founded in the twentieth
century (Le Corbusier's Chandigarh, Kahn's
Dhaka, Niemeyer's Brasilia), where open
spaces, given their size and conception, which
assimilates them to gigantic still lifes made
of different architectural objects masterfully
arranged on a plane, are more to be considered
‘esplanades rather than actual squares”
(Purini 2012, 9). Beyond these experiences, in
twentieth-century architectural research, open
spaces are essentially conceived as mineral
plateau, while the theme of the relationship
with nature becomes internal to architecture
(which comes to include terraces and gardens,
private and collective open-air spaces), leaving
urban space to the almost unchallenged
domain of the automobile, causing “the city in
the park to become the city in the parking lot”
(Rowe & Koetter 1981, 67).
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This brief examination of cities, squares,
and nature serves to show that, as always,
the evolution of the urban agglomerate acts
simultaneously on multiple levels (cultural,
social, environmental, morphological),
accompanying and manifesting itself in
the transformation of its architecture and
open spaces — especially the square. This
place, usually understood as an urban void,
is available to take on new meaning, being
today perceived as a realm dedicated to
sociality, meeting, dialogue, leisure, and well-
being — immaterial concepts that it is the
task of architecture to translate into forms,
materializing a renewed civic culture (Faroldi
2020).

2. CONTEMPORARY NEED FOR PUBLIC
SPACE

2.1. The evidence of numbers and the action
of regulations

The opportunity to rethink the square aligns
with the current urgency for action on public
space, a necessity immediately apparent
when considering statistics on the distribution
of the world’s population. Half of the global
population lives in urbanized environments
(80% in Europe, 83,7% in the USA), and the
trend toward urbanization is expected to
continue, with projections indicating that
within a few years, 70% of the population will
live in urban contexts and, by 2050, more than
6 billion people will reside in cities (McCarthy
2010). It is therefore certain that cities (and
urban living) will need to change radically,
and to achieve a truly healthy environment for
human life, it is essential that their planning
and design prioritize the health and well-being
of the inhabitants. This necessitates a return
to Nature and the relationship humans weave
with it. It is now well-known how human
well-being is intimately connected to the
environment in which one lives, or, in other
words, to the overall balance of the urban
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ecosystem. Nature has multiple and complex
effects on human health (Braubach 2017;
Ferrini & Fini, 2017), which environmental
psychologist Terry Hartig (2014) summarizes
in four interconnected actions: improving
air quality, encouraging physical activity
and sports, reducing stress levels, and
strengthening social cohesion. Additionally,
many studies confirm the positive effect of
urban green spaces on mitigating the urban
heat island effect and reducing risks during
heatwaves (Villanueva 2015), while other
research suggests that contact with natural
microbial flora can improve immune system
function (Kuo 2015).

In this regard, the urgency to reconsider
the presenceof natural spacesincitiesbecame
even more explicit following Covid-19: after
total lockdowns and the impossibility of any
outdoor activities, the population rediscovered
and massively frequented urban parks; in
many cases, cities had to acknowledge the
lack or poor quality of their green facilities,
often inaccessible, especially in areas where
the most vulnerable social groups reside.
Equitable access to green spaces is indeed
one of the main objectives of international
conventions and declarations: the WHO's
“Health 2020" strategy (WHO 2020) calls for
the creation of resilient local environments,
while the “Parma Declaration on Environment
and Health” (WHO 2010) - adopted by the
member states of the European Region and
the WHO itself — commits to creating healthy
and accessible environments for every child's
life. Furthermore, among the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) for 2030, goal
number 11 aims to improve the inclusivity
and sustainability of urban settlements and
proposes to “provide universal access to safe,
inclusive, and accessible green and public
spaces” (Ferrini & Gori 2021).

Moreover, after months of deadlock,
the European Parliament finally confirmed
(17.06.2024) the Nature Restoration Law
proposed by the European Commission
in 2022. The regulation aims to align

the European Union with international
commitments made under the Kunming-
Montreal Agreement on biodiversity. For the
first time, it not only regulates the protection
of natural areas but also aims to restore
those already degraded through a three-stage
roadmap: 30% of each ecosystem must be
subject to restoration measures by 2030,
60% by 2040, and 90% by 2050. From now
on, member state governments must develop
national restoration plans and periodically
report to the European Commission on how
they intend to achieve the targets.

2.2. The crisis of models and the revision of
principles

The current debate on the relationship
between built space and nature predominantly
and specifically addresses the presence
of vegetation at the urban scale and the
exterior dimension of buildings. If, as hoped,
studies and theories for the protection and
implementation of so-called urban forests
lead to improving the supply of collective
green spaces on the ground (Pearlmutter
2017), at the architectural scale, especially
with reference to domestic space, the
presence of vegetation is often evaluated
solely from the perspective of thermal-
hygrometric comfort and its use in energy
strategies. In both realms - urban and
architectural — it should be emphasized that
merely labeling something as green is not
sufficient to define a condition of naturalness
or a horizon of sustainability in architectural
projects. The risk, already observed, is that the
green trend reduces greenery to a superficial
value or, worse yet, that trees are reduced to
ornamental devices without any realimpact on
spatial characteristics and the quality of living
(De Marco 2022). Moreover, sustainability
and vegetation cannot be reduced to
quantitative economic parameters, as it is
a qualitative, complex (physical, chemical,
social, economic), and inter-scalar issue
(architecture, city, landscape, geography).
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In this context, some fashionable,
high-profile  buildings (now widespread
worldwide) are recognized for their merit
in highlighting the issue of vegetation in
cities. However, far from shedding light on
the subject, these experiences do not seem
capable of providing a model extendable
to the entire city (probably they do not
even attempt to), due to the high costs
of implementation and maintenance, but
above all because they do not develop a
profound and organic vision for reorganizing
architecture, urban planning, and society.
It is probably unrealistic to expect these
solutions to come from private initiatives.
These market-driven projects, motivated by
potential benefits rather than the common
good, have led to the current greenwashing
in architecture (Pallasmaa 2010, 34-35),
often hiding behind green facades and
vegetated balconies a complete lack of
research to improve living spaces, without
developing a true systematic vision.

Telmo Pievani, a philosopher of
science and evolutionist, recently published
an article titled “Man is a Beaver Out of
Control" alluding to the environmental
modification capability shared — in very
different measures — by humans and
other animals (Pievani 2024). The text
addresses several issues (ecological niches,
anthropogenic mass, evolutionary traps)
of crucial importance for contemporary
times, asserting that, although it is certainly
important to investin technological research,
this alone cannot provide adequate answers
without a reconsideration of consumption
systems. Thus, a broad horizon of scientific
research is called upon, which also includes
urban sciences, architecture, and the design
of our daily living spaces. Moreover, Pievani
continues, any proposal for a romantic return
to a pristine nature, which never existed in
evolutionary terms, is implausible. Current
living and consumption models must be
reconsidered, whose limitations — according
to another philosopher, Umberto Galimberti
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— are rooted in the advent of Technique,

which values efficiency and productivity:
The perception of nature has changed,
no longer thought of as man’s home.
If everything becomes usable, man no
longer has a home. (Galimberti 2017)

For Galimberti, it is necessary to
counteract current models through creativity,
understood as divergent thinking capable
of overturning the terms of the problem by
aiming for beauty. The greatest obstacle,
then, seems to be implementing a divergence
from the current urban living condition,
which involves high economic interests
through various actors. This certainly
requires the commitment of architects and
urban planners, but also the awareness
of society and, above all, the courageous
action of politics, with a broad and holistic
strategy that sets radical long-term goals
centered on collective well-being and the
planet. This strategy should lead to an urban
paradigm shift which, according to Stefano
Mancuso, should aim at transitioning from
an urban model based on animal biology
(with unique functional organs and parts
distributed heterogeneously) to one inspired
by plant biology (which diffuses rather
than concentrates). Mancuso's Fitopolis
imagines the elimination of specialized
areas — “constitutionally weak” as wherever
biodiversity is reduced, there is a risk of an
unstable environment (Mancuso 2023, 134)
- which today affects even entire cities.

Specialist species are advantaged as
long as their niche remains stable,
but when the environment is subject
to changes, generalist species are far
more capable of surviving. What we
need to face the coming years with more
security are plant-like cities, generalist,
built according to a decentralized and
diffused organization. (Mancuso 2023,
136)
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In line with this, in a recent editorial for
Domus, architect Norman Foster proposes to
reconsider and intervene on the compact city
because “the greater the density, the better it
is for the environment” (2024, 2). He seems to
be picking up on a discourse already initiated
(but unfortunately not explored) by another
British architect, the late Richard Rogers, in
his manifesto book “Cities for a Small Planet”
(1997):transforming the current dense city into
a compact city, concentrating a multitude of
functions in relatively contained areas. In such
a condition, one should design a public space
that is open-minded (multifunctional and with
a variety of uses) capable of transforming
into a place of life, sociality, and exchange.
It is precisely following this direction that
the next section briefly collects and analyzes
some contemporary realizations. These are
chosen for their action on the consolidated
city — albeit with different urban conditions
and themes — and for the quality of design
solutions that aim to transform the square into
a garden, altering the established paradigm of
urban open space.

3. SQUARES AS GARDENS

Focussed to the new needs of contemporary
public space and following current
environmental  directives, some cities
have long been implementing policies and
planning aimed at transforming existing
structures to focus on the care and well-being
of inhabitants (Toppetti & Ferretti 2020).
Among these cities, Barcelona stands out,
having consistently carried out interesting
architectural interventions on an urban scale.
The 08014 Arquitectura studio is the author
of two particularly relevant projects: the
transformation of Passeig Comte d'Egara
and Rocafort Garden Square, both in 2023.
In the first case, the transformation
aims to extend the city's pedestrian area,
focusing on reducing traffic, improving
connectivity with gardens, and creating

social spaces for the neighborhood. The
redesigned space is divided into two zones:
one prioritizes  pedestrian  circulation,
while the other transitions between the
street and the garden with flower beds and
benches. These elements break the linearity
of the road and form small social areas
on a domestic scale for activities such as
chatting, resting, and playing. The project
blurs the boundary between the street
and the garden, creating a unified public
space that extends to the northern facade
of Passeig. The project predominantly
uses ceramic elements, recalling the city’s
industrial past, and includes the recovery of
heritage elements, such as an old fountain
and stone benches, as well as granite
cobblestone pavements found beneath the
asphalt. The public space is renaturalized
with trees and vegetation, using species
with reddish foliage; permeable surfaces are
expanded to 25%, contributing to the natural
water cycle and aquifer levels.

Rocafort Garden Square, on the other
hand, is part of the Green Axes Program,
which aims to pedestrianize and renaturalize
one-third of the streets in the Eixample
district, transforming twenty-one streets into
green axes and twenty-one intersections
into squares over ten years. The intersection
of Consell de Cent and Rocafort streets
has been converted into a shaded, fully
accessible space rich in biodiversity. The
renaturalization begins with the removal of
asphalt, replaced by permeable soil planted
with various plant species. Six granite-paved
paths intersect the area, converging in a
central space and defining large flower beds
that form a sort of vegetative boundary,
emphasizing the contrast between the
naturalized center and the urbanized
perimeter. The agronomic approach involves
the selection and positioning of over thirty
plant species based on water and sunlight
needs, carbon absorption, biodiversity
improvement, color variety, and flowering
times. (fig. 1)
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Figure 1. Rocafort square-garden, before and after the realization of the project. (080714 ARQUITECTURA 2023)

In the areas surrounding the Born
Market, the Vora Arquitectura studio (2019)
developed an extensive ground project,
forming a single platform that extends the
materiality of the Market while showing
the trace of ancient medieval streets. The
trees compose the space, being aligned
along the streets around the market, while
they are arranged in “patches” in the access
areas to the residences, where a dense
tree cover evokes a domestic atmosphere.
Flower beds and urban furniture are
systematically grouped to create areas for
resting and chatting. In response to the lack
of playgrounds in the city center, on the side
of the Franga Station, traditional games are
etched into the ground with black basalt
pebbles; on the side of Princesa street, the
floor plane deforms into a stone topography,
inviting pedestrians to play and interact
imaginatively without specific rules.

A similar initiative has been undertaken
since 2015 in the city of Lisbon, with the
“Uma Cidade em cada Bairro” (A City in Each
Neighborhood) program. In this context, the
project of the new Fonte Nova Square by
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the José Adrido Arquitetos (2017) concerns
a 3,5-hectare wooded area that had been
used as a parking lot since the 1960s. The
ground project reduces the parking area
by 50% in favor of soft mobility, with a
bike path connected to the urban network,
paving only some areas and restoring
permeable soil. The intervention preserved
all existing tipuana tipu trees, creating a
garden populated by recreational islands,
each hosting different activities, such as
kiosks, terraces, a fountain, a dog park, a
playground, and garden areas.

The  conversion of  Skanderbeg
Square in Tirana, Albania, was conceived
by 51N4E and artist Anri Sala, who won
an international architecture competition
(2008-19). The project transforms the large
basin (fragmented by vehicular roads), a
symbol of the old communist government,
into a wide pedestrian area, defining itself as
a void in the chaotic urban environment. The
garden square is designed as a flat pyramid
(paved with a wide variety of local stones)
surrounded by a densely planted green belt,
which serves as a barrier and transitional
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antechamber between the consolidated
city and the open space. An underground
parking lot helps to decongest the area from
cars, while the green belt incorporates old
and new fragments, contrasting with the
monumentality of communist architecture.
Local plant species were chosen for their
resilience to climate change, promoting urban
biodiversity and controlling the microclimate.
The green belt includes 12 gardens, each
connected to public or private institutions
around the square, promoting recreational
and educational functions. (fig. 2)

Finally, paying attention to strategies
overseas, in the city of Medellin, architect

Figure 2. Skanderbeg Square, Tirana. (Filip Dujardin 2079)

Edgar Mazo (Connatural studio) undertook
the transformation of an entire block into the
new Prado Park (2020). Located in a densely
built area, the project resolves the slope of
the block with pedestrian paths at ground
level and elevated, maintaining the walls of
a series of ruins on the edges. Material from
some demolitions is reused in the ground
arrangement, while all trees are preserved,
with 95 new trees planted, along with 135
plants and 2,600 square meters of smaller
species to mitigate CO2 emissions and
reduce the heat island effect, thus enhancing
evapotranspiration. (fig. 3, 4)
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4. SHADING COMMUNITY

The significant development that began
at the end of the 19th century has led to a
progressive alteration of terrestrial ecosystem
balances. Human habitation patterns and
forms have inevitably influenced almost every
corner of the planet; the city, understood as
the predominant habitat of the human species
with its production and consumption models,
has grown by consuming itself and other
environmental resources. To remedy these
damages, drastic global initiatives (which are
slow to materialize) driven by the collective
consciousness of society are necessary.

Figure 3. The ruins kept on the edge Prado Park,
Medellin. (Isaac Ramirez 2020)

Figure 4. Prado Park, before and after the realization of
the project. (Connatural 2020)
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A few years ago, landscape architect
Gilles Clément suggested using the word
“environment” as a more appropriate term for
the contemporary interpretation of “nature”:
while “nature” certainly has a broader sense
and the status of an autonomous organism,
the word “environment” should instead remind
us of the relationship that humans build with
nature itself and, even more, the unity that
humans form with it (Clément 2015). This
definition implies a desirable paradigm shift
and thus a new perspective on our way of
living.

The ways of understanding and designing
architecture and urban space represent
only one aspect of a culture that needs to
be collectively renewed on many complex
fronts. However, as the case studies collected
here show, it is from the city that a renewed
environmental ethic, a community of humans
and nature, may emerge. “A hundred billion
trees around our cities” is Stefano Mancuso's
proposaltoliftthe planet out of the climate crisis
(2024). It is certainly not about simply filling the
voids or occupying free space with vegetation;
rather, it is about positively welcoming other
(ancient but new) inhabitants of the city: trees
and plants, which will contribute together
with humans to the definition of an urban
ecosystem that can be more deeply inspired by
the natural one. The space of the square thus
becomes a space for dialogue and community,
where citizens recognize themselves (thanks
to specific spatial and material choices),
recreating a community in the shade of a tree.
An apparently simple act like planting a tree can
therefore trigger much deeper transformations,
in the physical places of the city as well as
in the minds of its inhabitants. Recalling the
ancient ideal of the garden (De Marco 2023),
the space of the square can and must continue
to evolve, once again becoming an emblem
of the city, giving visibility to the possibility of
a harmonious life, a sustainable ecosystem,
promoting socialization and healthy living, the
well-being of humans and the planet.
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