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276 Introduction
To read public space
Pasquale Mei

To read public space’s transformations is 
for sure one of  the most interesting and 
deep perspectives to focus European cities’ 
contemporary development. 
We don’t need to quote intellectuals, critics or 
notable architects – and there many of  them, 
from Aurelio Galfetti to Marc Augè, from 
Zygmunt Bauman to Michelle Desvigne – to 
remember that in the public space itself  we can 
find the most significant character of  Western 
cities and towns.
This consideration is valid from an historical 
point of  view, and during the conference 
an historian as Maria Vittoria Capitanucci 
recovered the point. But it’s even more valid 
in our present time where the architectural 
quality of  public space can be interpreted as a 
factor (and maybe one of  the most important) 
of  our welfare state. The welfare state that the 
crisis we’re involved in is necessarily calling into 
question.
In our culture there is an innate capability to 
think, to project, to build and to live common 
sites. They’re not the space between different 
buildings and not even background of  the built-
up, but the paramount element of  our urbanity. 
But to stop and to hesitate in this consciousness, 
maybe with a proud approach, is a mistake. 
It’s a big mistake to think that the 21st century 
public space is the public space theorized, in a 

masterly manner, by Camillo Sitte.
We’re living an era – and not just in our 
disciplinary field – where hybridization seems to 
be the most efficient interpretative key. Trying 
to apply hybridization to issues of  public space 
project it’s quite clear that the concept of  public 
space has stretched itself, and it’s till stretching 
and stretching.
Public space is innervating – from a conceptual 
point of  view but also in a physical way – 
buildings and boxes planned for other, and 
different, functions. It’s not just something we 
can read in magazines and journals. It’s an 
experience everybody is living daily. Let’s think 
what is Stazione Centrale in Milano. It was, until 
some years ago, just an infrastructural, huge, 
site. Today we can say it’s a real public space 
where you can go also without a train to get, 
but to meet a friend or to buy a new T-shirt or 
to look for the last book published by Feltrinelli.
This condition is described in the title chosen, in 
a smart way, for the conference. That’s because, 
talking about public space, the question of  uses 
and functions is getting topical. Applying a 
social point of  view, or maybe socio-economical 
or socio-political, the point is becoming clearer: 
our European societies are involved, since some 
decades, in an intense and string process of  
internal transformations. Just in our country, 
every year “new” Italians (migrants, arriving in 
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Italy) are 500 thousands. They’re mainly urban 
citizens, coming from different and countless 
cultures, mostly not European.
Which is their idea of  public space? It’s not a 
trivial matter, it’s something we’re called to work 
about discussing the typology of  public space 
inside our cities in our contemporary era. In 
Milano there is another case-study that can be 
described as exemplar: it’s what happened (and 
happens every day and every night, with an 
incredibly strong flows of  people) in Piazza Gae 
Aulenti, close to Unicredit tower, in Garibaldi 
area: a revolutionary reference able to describe 
what is today a public space, and what can 

be. Something fascinating and appealing, also 
without “traditional” urban values.
But besides urbanity, there is another topical 
question, summarized in the second part of  
conference’s title.
The case-study Francisco Arques chose to 
discuss about public space lays on a different 
scale level, the territorial one. And it’s helping 
us to understand how (separating progressively 
by Sitte’s background) the concept of  
contemporary public space broke the traditional 
limits and fences, sprawling in the landscape.
In this line, public space can be seen and read as 
an “artificial landscape”.
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