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AN HISTORICAL AND MORPHOLOGICAL
INTRODUCTION TO THE WALL OF PIACENZA

Juan Carlos Dall’Asta, Pasquale Mei

Bastion Farnesian

The walls of Piacenza with its ramparts that surrounded the city were built by Farnese
(sixteenth century) to defend the city represents today one of the greatest examples of
military architecture of the Italian Renaissance, in which architects Antonio Sangallo (ju-
nior) and Sanmicheli took part in the design team.

Following the demolition of various interventions that took place at the turn of the nine-
teenth century and the twentieth century there are only four out of six kilometers border-
ing the city. Of the eleven original bulwarks, only two no longer exist (Fodesta and St.
Lazzaro), making Piacenza one of the few walled cities in the Emilia region.

The city of Piacenza, founded by the Romans in 218 BC, has always occupied a strategic
role within the Po Valley. City roads and major intersections are a result of its geographi-
cal position on the border between the North-West regions: Lombardy, Piedmont, Liguria
and Tuscany. First among the cities of Emilia-Romagna, it has always been an important
node: it is bordered by the Po, first used as a waterway and therefore the route of trade
and attacks. It has been at crossroads between the ancient roads that linked the North to
the South and West to the East, namely the Via Francigena and the Via Emilia.

Also, essential was its military role and logistics, as a defensive outpost: therefore these
walls were always reinforced, rebuilt and restored and even today it is quite possible to
see the perimeter walls of the Farnese that draws a trough around the consolidated city.
Bordering town and Nodal city, crossing river and temporary deposit of goods, this is the
modern role of Piacenza: the city of logistics, not military anymore but commercial.

interpretative diagram of Piacenza
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An historical and morphological introduction to the wall of Piacenza

The architectural interpretation of walls as a common thread reveals the shape of the
city, highlighting the processes of transformation in the relationship between interior
and exterior, but also can be taken as a metaphor of the border-opening and closing to
another reality.

The interpretation of the wall system as a limit, threshold or interval is important to high-
light this relationship of an opposition, which long time ago was built between the city
as urbs closed by walls and the country, is now impossible, as the relationship between
the inside and the outside, results in the explosion of the shape of the city beyond its
city limits. The loss of limens, which opens the limit, has important consequences for the
identity of the individual and the status of the inhabitants of a city that has lost its con-
notation of civitas.

ACTUAL CONDITION

The walls delineate the urban limit and we have the city as the interval between the outer
border of the Farnesian city and the first border of the twentieth century city. From a
morphological point of view, therefore, we can interpret this limit according to different
scales of observation: the figure of the territorial scale, the different areas of the system
constituting the overall design to the urban scale, the elements of the different spatial
categories at an architectural scale.

Territorial scale: background and figure

The interval recognizable through the system of walls constitutes again a complete figure
recognizable in which the threshold defines the consolidated city identified for traces re-
ciprocating the relationship with the interior and exterior. The figure, at north, is related
in a tangential way to the system of infrastructure (railway, highway, engineering and
technology) and nature (fluvial landscape of the Po), while at south the features remain
and the spatial geometry of the Roman centuriatio which continues to form the structure
and the agricultural use of the Po Valley.

Urban scale: continuity and discontinuity

At an intermediate scale, the physical presence of the wall in the south-eastern and
north-western portion is clear, while, contrary, in south-western area with the ramparts
of the old fortified town and north-eastern portion with the band of rail infrastructure,

map of Piacenza area (approx. XVIII century)









the system of walls compromise the knocking down and remaining traces constitute a
discontinuous sequence of pieces and archaeological fragments.

Architectural scale: components and sequences

At the local scale, the discontinuity of the internal tissues and external difficulties related
to each other in a continuous and homogeneous system clearly emerges. It can also be
identified with the presence of a punctual settlement of notable buildings of great quality
that constitute a reference system (churches, convents, palaces, hospitals, etc.) in which
many are not of minor importance, some pieces of agricultural land preserved in the ex-
isting morphological system.

From this condition, the system of wall appears to us today from a morphological point
of view, an extended threshold, a limit that reconfigures in its spatial and formal identity,
both as a unitary system, that as a system specifically related to the parts with which its
configured.

From a typological point of view, the loss of identity followed from the knocking down
of the system of walls, today requires a re-identification of equal allocation of function
and significance. The actual state of abandonment and partial demolition of the walls
requires, for the recovery of its degree of artificiality, a new definition of spatial mean-
ing as a specific technical resource that can change the new confrontation between open
space and the persistent nature. The walls, today, however, play a new role for specific
infrastructure capable of putting an appropriate hierarchy between the different possible
connections in the area.

OBJECTIVES
From this observation, the project should target to redefine the system of wall at different
scales of intervention.

At the larger scale, the ring defined by the former system of wall must identify itself as a
large urban system, a linear park connected to the articulation of open spaces identified
on the outside and inside the city, and that weaves new relationships with larger systems
existing today at the territorial context of Piacenza (river system, agricultural system,

map of Piacenza city (approx. XVIII century)
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An historical and morphological introduction to the wall of Piacenza

infrastructure system.)

The linear park will be defined as a new urban device of six kilometers long urban path
with a continuous bike path in its entire length measured by a rhythmic succession of
threshold spaces (for most of the part coincide with the ancient bulwarks) capable of
becoming the new places of accessibility that can allow the interchange between the dif-
ferent levels of mobility.

In this sense, each urban gateway will also need the underground parking with a capacity
of 100-200 parking spaces and bike-share points (pavilion for switching from/bicycle).

map of Piacenza (approx. XV century)




At the intermediate scale, from the morphological point of view, each single segment
should be re-identified as an important new relational space between the inside and the
outside of the city through the creation of transverse connections. These connections
are specifically defined to link the remarkable places, emerging points and residual open
spaces of the city, involving different internal undeveloped areas and not always with an
urban identity, such as parks, gardens, squares, etc.

From a typological point of view, each segment must meet specific requirements dictated
by local conditions predefining the typological meaning of the complex capable to put to

interpretative diagram of the contemporary urban situation
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An historical and morphological introduction to the wall of Piacenza

system the existing buildings, abandoned fragments and degraded residual areas.

In this way, each segment will be able to, on one hand, identify itself as part of a complex
system, and on the other, to identify itself as a highly specific place from the viewpoint
of its functional use.

At the local scale, we must act on all the constituting parts of the system in order to re-
store meaning and sense to the individual urban fragments, belonging to the places they

are built, places that are unbuiltor open spaces as spaces of relationship.

The project must be expressed through different types of actions, ranging from unstruc-
tured parts of the urban transformation, regeneration of urban fabrics, up to the reuse

diagrams in sequence: urban development




of existing parts.

In summary, the program of redevelopment of the ring wall is proposed to:

- redevelopthe park into a linear system that can connect the open spaces of the inner
city;

- definea system of slow mobility consisting of a new bike path, bike-share points, and
interchange point between different levels of mobility (underground parking);

- recovermeaning and significance of existing urban fragments along the walls under a
new system of congruent functions.From this condition, the system of wall system as it
appears to us today, from a morphological point of view, an extended limit by reconfigur-
ing its spatial identity, in its unity and its singular parts.
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