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Motorway Architecture and Landscape
Retrospectives and Perspectives between Critique and Design

Andrea Gritti, Elena Fontanella, Claudia Zanda
Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani, Politecnico di Milano

Since 1924, when the Milano-Laghi motorway was opened to traffic, to
nowadays, the construction of motorway networks have gone through
three non-linear phases: pioneering, expansive and consolidative.

The latter, characterised by the need to ensure adequate safety and
technological efficiency parameters for motorways on a global scale,

has highlighted two competing phenomena. Firstly, the progressive
weakening of the design impulses that characterised the pioneering and
expansive phase. Secondly the accumulation of an increasingly large
heritage of architectural and engineering works as well as motorway
landscapes, deserving to be enhanced through preservation and not only
maintenance. The milestone of the first one hundred years of motorway
history, therefore corresponds to a shift in the design paradigms of these
complex territorial architectures. Contemporary design cultures must,
therefore, adopt a different posture from the one assumed during the
XX century to face the numerous challenges engendered by energy

and ecological transitions: from the decarbonisation of transport to the
regulation of the imbalances induced by routes in the crossed territories.
The conference aims to explore motorways both in retrospective and
perspective terms. Looking towards the past, motorways appear as
emblems of modernity, able to characterize territories and landscapes
and, with alternating fortunes, to face the shocks produced by recurring
economic, political and social crises. At the same time, looking towards
the future, motorways emerge as a frontier place where it is possible to
test new design strategies, both to counter the effects of climate change
and to seize the opportunities offered by the expansion of new digital
technologies in integrated systems for the mobility of people and goods.
By assuming this twofold point of view, the Conference is adressed to
researchers that, since the beginning of the 21st century, have studied
the relationship between motorways and their contexts, proposing a
series of questions.

What are the design experimentations that characterised the first
century of motorway history from the points of view of architecture
and engineering and their scales of intervention? Which of these
projects, later realised, is worthy of preservation today, or which of
them are object of maintenance cycles that changed their meaning or to
removals that have erased their presence?

Where and how has the relationship between motorway infrastructure



and the crossed territories changed among decades? Why do motorway
landscapes emerge at different latitudes that are sometimes generic and
sometimes specific?

How should the design of motorway infrastructure change to
counteract nowadays the effects of climate change and strengthen
processes of ecological and energy transition? When and how could
designers collaborate with transport systems providers to reduce
motorway ecological footprint?

Motorway Architecture and Landscapes conference is therefore an
opportunity to reflect on history, places, theories and practices of
architectural, urban and landscape design, by starting to study the
interiors and surroundings of the motorway: the elements that make
them resonate with their contexts, whether physical or cultural, real or
virtual.

1/

In Retrospective
Stories

Legacies
Heritage



84 What can be done with freeways after the automobile age? (© Kevin Lynch)

Kevin Lynch and Michael Southworth, Wasting Away, 1990, fig. 84.
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Monumental Motorways

Eric Alonzo
OCS/AUSser, Ecole d’Architecture de la Ville & des Territoires Paris-Est,
Université Gustave Eiffel

Motorways, symbols of twentieth-century modernity, are nowadays

the object of heritage approaches. They can even claim the status of
“monument”, as Alois Riegl characterized the “modern cult” in 1903
(Riegl 1982, 176-7). As products of the advent of automobile, and

its subsequent mass-production, they clearly possess an historical

value. More than a century old, the Milan-Varese motorway was built
between 1923 and 1924, while the prototypes built in the United States
and Germany are even older (Long Island Motor Parkway was delivered
in 1909, and the Avus in 1921), the first motorways have also acquired
an age-value. Moreover, by virtue of their form and materiality, they
also have an art-value; especially since some of them were designed by
architects and landscape designers as works endowed with a deliberate
aesthetic dimension. However, this process of making a natural object
part of heritage comes up against the continuous intensification of their
use, forcing them to be constantly modified to adapt to new technical,
safety or environmental standards. These gradual but profound
evolutions have the effect of attenuating both their age-value by erasing
the marks of time, and their art-value by progressively altering the
original design.

The decarbonization of mobility agenda is now opening up new
prospects: that of a probable reduction in the rate of motorization

in Europe, or even the end of the individual car, at least as we

know it nowadays. But the disappearance of the vehicle that gave

rise to motorways does not necessarily mean the disappearance of
motorways. This is the hypothesis envisaged by Kevin Lynch in his
posthumous book Wasting Away (Lynch and Southworth 1990). Their
abandonment, or more certainly their change of use, is even likely to
amplify their monumental dimension, increasing their value in terms
of history, age and art; in the same way as the partly ruined ancient
infrastructures sublimated by Piranesi in the 18th century.

Riegl, Alois. 1982. “The Modern Cult of Monuments: its Essence and its Development”
(1903). Oppositions, no. 25 (Fall): 21-51.

Lynch, Kevin and Michael Southworth. 1990. Wasting Away. San Francisco: Sierra Club
Books.
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Motorways: a Fragile Legacy

Walter Angonese
Accademia di architettura di Mendrisio

The glorious days of motorway infrastructure development should really
be over, today society has other infrastructural needs to prioritise. No
question, mobility remains one of the primary issues, but there needs to
be a greater balance between the different mobility typologies, regardless
of the progress made in the field of Co2 free vehicle emissions.

In Europe, we can look back on wonderful examples of motorways,
examples where architects still played a significant role in the co-design
of such infrastructures (for example Rino Tami for the Gotthard
motorway), where architecture, landscape architecture in connection
with infrastructures still had a greater significance and nothing was just
thrown over the spanner. Probably “temps perdu’!

The task now is to optimally conserve and maintain these unique
examples that the 20th century has given us. This requires a stronger
cultural approach to this fascinating topic of infrastructures in general
and motorway infrastructures in particular.

This detail from the 1964 fresco cycle by Karl Plattner in the Schonberg
motorway chapel on the Europabriicke of the A13, just before
Innsbruck, impressively illustrates the special tectonic quality of many
of these motorway structures. From now on, maximum attention
should be paid to them, in the hope that at some point (in Italy), those
who are actually responsible for the protection of our cultural assets will
also become aware of them.

Belli, Gabriella, Peter Weirmair, and Karl Plattner. 1996. Capolavori, Bolzano: Tappeiner
Editore.

Karl Plattner, Schénberg motorway chapel A13 - Europabriicke. Frampton, Kenneth, and Riccardo Bergossi. 2008. Rino Tami. Opera completa. Mendrisio:
Detail from the fresco cycle, 1964. Mendrisio Academy Press.
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From the Motorway to the Territory:
the Cadorago Ring Road Project

Measures, Large and Small, to Reconnect Landscape
Textures and Contexts

Michele Ugolini
Dipartimento di Architettura e Studi Urbani, Politecnico di Milano

A new linear infrastructure, motorway or road, creates a caesura in
unitary territories separating their landscape and environment. It
interrupts pre-existing, often historic, vehicular routes, cycle-pedestrian
paths, and agro-farm areas and paths. It breaks ecological continuity,
water systems and field textures resulting from centuries-old patterns of
soil usage. The aim of the proposed case study is to reflect on the design
of a road as an opportunity to reconnect the elements of the landscape,
interpreting it as an integrated and salient part of the landscape itself.
Connecting to the territory in which the motorway is located requires
and generates a system of road connections. The Cadorago ring road
project connects the Lomazzo north exit of the A9 motorway (Milano
Laghi) with the towns of Lomazzo and Fino Mornasco. It represents a
variant to the existing road that centrally crosses Cadorago to relieve
the heavy impact of urban-crossing traffic in terms of pollution,

noise and danger. The design of a new infrastructure is, primarily,

the transformation of a portion of the landscape, both natural and
human-made. It is essential to avoid the creation of a merely specialized
project which, though technically well-established and normatively
correct, fails to consider the road as an integral part of the landscape
and environmental context in which it is installed. The many values
involved presuppose a multidisciplinary and multi-scale approach.

The design of a road in its long dimension is specified on a small scale
to adapt to its contexts through a variable and complex system of
sections. Each section has its own specific morphological and functional
elements: guardrails, bridges, underpasses, anti-noise barriers, earth
movement and plant mitigation. It requires a constant design reference
between small and large scale, a sort of elastic line between the road-
edge and the dimensions of the landscape. The study was carried out by
a group of researchers from the Department of Architecture and Urban
o N Studies of Politecnico di Milano involved analytically and design-wise
- during the road design phases.

Secchi, Bernardo. 1989. “Lo spessore della strada”, in Casabella no. 553-54: 38-41. Milan:

K i FElecta.
: g /'/ Gregotti, Vittorio. 1989. “La strada: tracciato e manufatto” in Casabella no. 553-54: 2-5.
: i Milan: Electa.
Plan and sections of the road project showing the surrounding environmental Appleyard, Donald, Kevin Lynch, John Myer. 1964. The View From the Road. Cambridge:

arrangements Mit Press.
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