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INCIPIT

Starting from the emergency provoked
by the Sars-Cov2 that affected the whole
world, the book brings the contributions
of researchers and artists from all over
the world discussing the theme of the
“unexpected”, its implication and inter-
action with the everyday life.

The book presents a series of essays di-
vided into three parts: Living unexpect-
edly, Missing interactions and Different
sociality.

These three categories bring together
authors who have had a reading of the
unexpected emergency that occurred,
pointing out different perspective upon
dynamics and relation caused by this
situation, underlining how the isolation
period has affected both the domestic
and the urban sphere.

Moreover, through drawings, photo-
montages and photographs, several au-
thors gave a visual interpretation of the
changed lives, spaces and routines.

All these contributions don't want to an-
swer to the enormous problems brought
by the pandemic. Rather they synthesize
an interpretation of the shifting con-
dition that occurred, showing both the
great reactive capacity and the fragility
of the no longer present reality.
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01. The Desert, Fabrizio Ferraro, 2020, Roma, courtesy of the author.
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Desert City - Shelter City

Possible scenarios in the unidentified
space of cities suspended by
unexpected events

Andrea Califano Post Graduate in Architectural and Landscape Heritage at luav, PhD Candidate in Restoration (Sapienza
Univeristy of Rome, 2020-23).
Mickeal Milocco Borlini PhD in Architecture - Theory and Design (Sapienza Univeristy of Rome, 2018); currently Research
Fellow at University of Udine.

Keywords: City desert, City shelter, Refuge, Unexpected scenarios

Abstract

The contemporary city is a reality full of contradictions. It is a multiple and changeable artificial space
that shows opposite conditions, Unexpected occasions. Starting from the idea of the city as a place of life,
this essay intends to reflect on the condition of crisis that our urban organisms are going through, high-
lighting its limits and potential. The recent Covid-19 pandemic has helped to re-emerge latent problems
and re-consider new ones: with greater awareness, it is perhaps possible to transform our historical mo-
ment into an opportunity to identify the limits of planning and incorrect habits and, finally, find new
ideas for the city of the future.
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Introduction

“As a remedy to life in society I would suggest the big city. Nowadays, it is the only desert within our means”
(Camus, 1978, p 176); today the city appears as the only desert in which contemporary people
may — according to Camus - live or survive (fig. o1). The ambivalent feeling that assails the
French writer refers to the centripetal and centrifugal aspects of the contemporary metropolis
studied by urban planners, geographers, historians, philosophers, and anthropologists. It is
the contradiction that the contemporary city lives; a place of encounter and at the same time
of escape, a deterritorializing territory’ guilty of the incompleteness of sociality itself. From the
home of humankind, the twentieth-century city quickly transforms itself into a metropolis, “it
dismembers, struck by the excesses that urbanization and industrialization impose and takes on the forms
suggested by the disturbing figures of the forest and the labyrinth” (Giordano, 2013, p. 55).

Rosario Assunto identifies the era that the city is experiencing in the syndrome of “dry pus-
tules” (1983, p. 16); thus, it is as if the fight against inequality in the modern world has led to
a leveling and annihilation of the differences that make the skyscrapers of Gallipoli equal to
those of Hong Kong or, even more, that makes the two cities an expression of the same ho-
mogeneous culture. In addition, we may consider that “the reduction of places to pure and simple
space has been reached, which in turn corresponds to the reduction of language to pure and simple sign”
(Assunto, 1983, p. 16).

Nowadays the contemporary city appears — in an emergency context — deprived, or dispos-
sessed, of everything that should make it welcoming such as a dilated space of the house and
place of social interactions; these lacks are the artificial deserts that we have unconsciously cre-
ated.

In this context and historical period, digitization has represented the final act of a path that
has led physical space to experience a moment of profound crisis, in which the presence has
lost its substance and where we are at the same time in the same space leading to experience
intimacy and social relations in separate rooms (Tondelli, 1989).

Despite the ongoing crisis, the city continues to be a refuge, a symbol of civilization, an em-
blem of progress and technical-technological innovation, a creative forge ready to solve even
the problems created by the society itself. Precisely the recent global pandemic, which reduced
to anonymous spaces the interaction and living locis as the squares, and streets, has shown at the
same time the limits of a generalized desire to return to live the urban space.

During the Covid-19 epidemic, technology represented the element of contact with the outside world,
and along with the denied urban space, it recalled and pointed out the inadequacy of urban areas
in a time of crisis and emergency. Therefore, we find ourselves in a controversial dynamic of oppo-
sites that represents a basis for thinking on the possible ways of experiencing the city of the future.

Identified Cities

In this essay, we investigate how the city is represented in time, considering it as a set of ob-
jects and people, and then focusing on the Covid Era.

The subject has illustrious precedents as in the Universal Encyclopedia of Art (Astengo, 1966) in
which the main definitions about the city are collected, highlighting as well as the evolution of
role and meaning that has been attributed to it over time and it finally reaches the impossibil-
ity of giving a final definition of an organism — as result of social, historical, anthropological
and economic dynamics — in continuous transformation. The city, a complex organism, is,
as expressed above, in constant contradiction with itself, and contains multitudes (Whitman,
1892, part 51), therefore it is a living machine which is in continuous transformation, in symbi-
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02. The Shelter, Fabrizio Ferraro, 2020, Roma, courtesy of the author.
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osis with its inhabitants, in a perpetual motion; depending on the services and evolutions it
offers it can locate, relocate, displace, and desertify itself.

This complexity can be found in the etymology of the word “city”: according to Massimo Cac-
ciari (2004) the city is not identifiable in a univocally defined urban or social construct, a city
in fact refers to words such as the Greek pdlis or the Latin civitas. While the first indicates the
place where a lineage lives and therefore a place of strong roots of a family, the Roman civitas is
made up of the cives, a group of citizens who have gathered to give life to the city. The Roman
civilization places as a prerequisite for its cities the association of people under common laws
beyond an ethnic or religious determination. The Greek world was characterized by eternal
conflicts between polis aimed at preserving the individual identities, and the perfect dimen-
sion that surrounds the agora. The Roman civilization — on the contrary - lived through its
entire reign trying to unify the known world by crossing the borders to acquire a global di-
mension: it could be the first form of globalization.

Unidentified cities

The contemporary city contains aspects derived from both the urban and cultural models de-
scribed above; although the connection to the Roman civitas in terms of size, conformation,
and structure is clear, it is equally true that the idea of the city of each inhabitant refers to the
safe and defined dimension sought by the Greek polis. The same dreamlike dimension that L.
Mumford (1961, p. 15) identifies in the city-village relationship: according to the urban plan-
ner the city borrows its values from the village, aspiring to a form capable of welcoming and
forming relationships, seeking her maternal and community meaning. The lost dimension of
the contemporary city is precisely this: the urbanized territory now shapeless and devoid of
de-lirious margins? has lost the ability to create places full of that comfort, as G. Ponti recalls?,
and is no longer able to make its inhabitants feel at home.

The abandonment of historic centers, the phenomena of gentrification, depopulation, and
the proliferation (sprawl) of marginal areas - such as urban suburbs - are the manifestation
of the disease of the contemporary city: an organism increasingly dedicated to the laws of the
market (La Cecla, 2008) and characterized by the absence of social exchanges, transformed
into a space of individualism and isolation (fig. 02) rather than a place for inclusion and shar-
ing.

Some brief notes for a better understanding of this last subject - vast and of national interest -
can be found, for example, both in the vision of the Community of A. Olivetti and in the recent
verses of the landscape scientist and poet F. Arminio (2020): “If Italy regenerates its countries, it
will also benefit the cities, which are too congested”. In this regard, it would be appropriate to recov-
er that vision of new territory as a whole system made of man and earth, the habitat of human
life, a larger and more naturalized space than the metropolis, capable of re-establishing a net-
work between major and minor abandoned centers.

Therefore, the limits, accumulated, forgotten, and omitted of the metropolis driven by the
excess of technology, are today out of control. As Baumann (2014, p. 89) recalls, from the socio-
logical point of view we are witnessing, once again, a visceral ambivalence; on the one hand
the desire to repopulate the deserted places, on the other, as the author states, the total closure
of the individual from the unexpected, the uncertainty of the real.

Unexpected deserts
The gathering space in the contemporary city, which transcends the idea of the “square” and
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often finds its soul in shopping centers, deserts itself in an ambivalent, ambiguous, and some-
times alienating way.

During the evolution of the Covid-19 pandemic, the collective place has unexpectedly become
a space of isolation and at the same time, a space to escape from; unexpected is the fact that
the city itself, from a place where one moves in for a better living, as an emblem of modernity
and possibility, has become a place to escape from, due to the virus.

It is also unexpected that the public space, a place created to be fully lived, is now empty in
assonance with its loss (temporary and/or permanent) of sense, meaning, and identity; an
urban place without people is an empty box, an unused object; La Cecla (2008) states that
cities have in common a “collective unconscious” and the open public space is the place where
the senses of belonging are acting, and where identities conflict; we may consider it (the public
space) as a tool to intervene in the city and reverse the trend of urban desertification. There-
fore it is important to value the street as a space, a meeting place, and a passage, to enhance
connections, and interactions holding the right to meet and be present in the community. The
street and the square are exteriors areas to live in, to be taken care of, a place that the contempo-
rary designer must think and rethink as a comfortable space, a resource for the community, and
a home for citizens. Art often manages to anticipate the needs of the city and in this regard, we
can mention the experiments of U. La Pietra (1970) who thought of the street as an extension
of the internal space:

I remember that in my country, as in many southern countries, many individuals and collective
daily domestic practices were carried out on the street. The street was a space conceived as a natural
expansion of the private space, as a space favorable to meeting and dialogue between citizens. [...]
The house in the street or the street in the house: here is a design practice to be developed (La Pietra,
1970, p. 174).

The spontaneous actions of the inhabitants often unconsciously hold this need and desire for
re-appropriation of urban space, showing the discomfort created by careless planning, and
often creating temporary solutions rich in imagination and meaning. Simple gestures are al-
most always enough: a flower, a seat, an old sofa left outside, a few cans of paint, restore life to
the open spaces of the city; those are the same attention given to an old room in a house that
has no longer been taken care of.

Spontaneous or combined actions such as the Imaginary square in Prato, Restart in LAquila, or
the numerous examples of street art created on the shutters of Mazara del Vallo which, com-
bined with the majolicas designed by the municipal administration, have managed to tell the
two souls of the city. Hanging curtains, unexpected vases, hand-painted ceramics remind the
city anecdotes and epithets, thus showing the casbah and the entirety of the town of Mazara;
these tactical interventions transform a simple walk in a deserted historic center unique: the great
value of these interventions lies not in the use of precious materials, famous artists or archi-
tects, but in the response to the needs of citizens and users (fig. 03). This is the keystone that
planning tools and projects must recover by thinking about the post-traumatic urban space.
Nowadays the idea of stopping, of aggregation has been lost and has been transformed into
a concept linked only to the laws of the market (La Cecla, 2008); on the other hand, recalling
Baumann's words, technology, which had a negative pre-covid role, was able to re-act as a
bridge and filter during a health emergency, for a virtual and real return to the urban space
that will remain contingent for some time. Therefore, we are witnessing the vendetta of the pub-
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03. The City, Fabrizio Ferraro, 2020, Roma, courtesy of the author.
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lic space that aims to create, through the planning of the city of the future, new unexpected
spaces and, accordingly, it was also shown by the technology that this space had denied.
However technology, combined with the lack of a physical place, has generated the desire/
obsession to experience urban spaces more; during the pandemic and the various changes of
freedom of movement (yellow, orange, and red zones), some spaces have evolved and adapted
with the needs of the population, others did not; on the latter, it is necessary to work in concert
with professionals, administrations, and stakeholders.

Conclusion - Suspended shelters

Even in these conditions - due not only to the emergency state of the pandemic - spaces have
become inadequate for the needs of a caged population; public space is missing; habits, rou-
tines, repetitions of our social and community lives have been faulted, identities have tempo-
rarily desertified, all united by a single denominator: Time.

Human time does not rotate in a civcle but moves fast in a straight line. This is why man cannot be
happy because happiness is a desire for repetition (Kundera, 1989).

The timeless landscape, therefore, becomes suspended; suspended between the potentialities
that can be carried out in it by citizens and, at the same time, suspended by the negation of
the same. The unexpected situation brought upon us by the pandemic has certainly decreed
an introspection not only of the citizen but also of all the architectural theory and practice that
has found itself having to face new possible urbanities, new questions, and possible solutions
to which only the time may bring the necessary wisdom for a choice suitable for this or future
situations; starting from natural disasters to those created by man that destabilize the deli-
cate but complex human and urban system, we are looking - hopefully - to prefer a shelter city
to a deserted town.

Notes

1. One of the nerve centers of the contemporary metropolis seems to be precisely that of not being able to produce
more territories , or places , spaces that, even if created by a transformation or a trauma-transformation event,
can contain that spirit of the place proper to the city. With regard to these issues, see Deleuze and Guattari’s
Thousand Plans , M. Augé’s theory of non-place and the concept of the Spirit of the place expressed by N. Schulz.

2. Delirium derives from the Latin and is the composition of lyre, limit or border, with the particle de, which indi-
cates distancing.

3. In the first issue of the editorial of Domus Gid Ponti replaces the term comfort, an essential requirement of the
modern home, with the term comfort, an intimate and welcoming requirement to be sought and created in
the Italian home, that sense of connection with nature surrounding that benefits the spirit. It was therefore
intended to extend this relationship between inhabitant and inhabited to the city, a place of shared life that
relates to nature and territory and which should equally be the seat of the body and spirit of the community.
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