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“In the mid-20th century, those thinking about cities believed that they 
were clearly organized, simply ordered, and thus predictable, capable 
of being designed and planned in such a way that the quality of life of 
their residents could be directly improved by manipulating their physical 
form. This was a view that was widely held throughout architecture, 
indeed throughout the social sciences. It was founded on the belief that 
the social world, and its representation in physical artefacts such as cities 
was coherent and understandable in the same way that the physical 
world had been understood since the Enlightenment... 
Conscious and deliberate attempts at social engineering, as in the kind 
of architecture and urban planning which has dominated Western 
societies for the last 50 years and now the developing world, was the 
result. As we approach the millennium, all this seems naive. 
The rational scientific program has been split asunder in the last 20 
years. Our understanding of systems in the small does not add up in any 
measure to our understanding in the large... 
The whole is more than the sum of the parts and [...] dreams of a final 
theory are a chimera. Systems everywhere are simply too complex to be 
reduced to the tenets of conventional science.”

Michael BATTY: “The Fractal City,” in Architectural Design no. 9/10 vol. 67, 1999.

I. Geourban Mutations

The past 30 years have brought about a radical transformation 
in the development – and understanding – of cities and 
territories. 
The rapid advances in conditions of mobility and exchange 
have demonstrated, more and more explicitly, the dynamic 
nature of urban systems and their new “geo-urban” dimension. 
Complexity, diversity, discontinuity, irregularity and – in any 
case – global and local interaction among phenomena, 
processes, structures and configurations, are some of the new 
parameters for definition in use during the first decade of this 
century, demonstrating the ineffectiveness of most urban 
planning models based on delineation, carried over directly 
from past situations: models that are more linear and 

3.1. Manolo LAGUILLO, photography: Barcelona-Vallès, 1990. (Quaderns nº 187, 1990).
“Built archipelagos”, “interstitial open spaces” and “arterial supports”: 
sequences in the territory.

Metropolis > Metapolis, A Vibrating territory

 3 TERRITORIES 
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apparently stable because they are excessively deterministic.
“The city” is doubtless one of the subjects that inspired the most 
debate during the second half of the 20th century, which has 
only confirmed the scope of the transformations that have 
occurred over the course of just a few decades, during which 
the urban process has undergone a spectacular, as well as 
unexpected, scalar leap – both conceptually and in its 
dimensions – as a result of its own rapid entropic mutation.
This mutation illustrates the progressive emergences of a 
process of multiple exchanges, among forces and energies, 
occurring under conditions that are ever more complex, vague 
and fundamentally dynamic. 
The ultimate goal of many of the new analyses, essays and 
approaches that have recently been dedicated to exploring this 
new fragmented, heterogeneous and apparently unstructured – 
mutating – reality of new urban developments, is not only to 
record its plural manifestations (increasingly multi-faceted and 
diverse organisms that are potentially more rich and – also – 
more threatening) or to describe the apparent chaos and intense 
growth of its multiple manifestations from a simple angle of 
fascination. Instead, they attempt to come to terms with and 
make use of the structural and infrastructural processes that 
have defined these developments (which are often disquieting, 
because they are irregular) and dissipated them.
This confusion when faced with scenarios that we no longer 
clearly understand, constitutes a fairly recent phenomenon: until 
not so long ago (for most of the final third of the last century), the 
city – the very concept of “city” – was identified, in the prevailing 
vision, as a virtual “object” – an enclosure, an enclave – 
separate, recognizable, precise; a “space” with an 
unquestionable “identity” or, at least, an identity that was defined 
enough that, given the models present in the disciplinary sphere, 

The city, a single body that can be taken in as a whole: an enclosure sealed off against the 
expanses outside its walls 
3.2. Edo city map, 1870: The consecutive neighborhoods create a spiral around the Imperial 
Palace where hierarchized areas can be identified (in Arch + nº 123, 1995).
3.3. Frankfurt am Main: Successive expansions of the historic city and the connected 
enlargements (In Aldo ROSSI: The Architecture of the City, ed. The MIT Press, Boston 1984).
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it was invariably associated with the notions of “form” and 
“place”, as secular meanings: the same ones that Aldo Rossi 
underscored in his well-known and influential work The 
Architecture of the City:

“Our description of the city will be concerned primarily with its form...
Moreover, a description of form takes into account all of the empirical 
facts we have already alluded to and can be quantified through rigorous 
observation. This is in part what we mean by urban morphology: a 
description of the forms of an urban artifact.” 1

A causal, rather than random, form; genuine, original; essential 
and specific, closely linked to the ideas of “context” and 
“permanence” and which ultimately appeared as the ideal 
materialization of a whole series of “inherited” experiences, 
derived from the morphological and typological traditions – and 
procedural customs – characteristic of a particular culture, area: 
in short, a milieu.  
A form generated – like the traditional logic it upheld – from the 
standpoint of continuity: a continuity in building, but also a 
grammatical continuity.
The city – or at least a certain ideal of the city – had to be the 
result of a coherent evolution of that “genuine morphology”, 
occurring in a specific location, promoting a reading based on 
the detailed analysis of pre-existing conditions, a meticulous 
description of a prior reality from which to deduce parameters, 
guidelines, types: in short, compositional elements derived from 
repetition, custom and habit. As such, we could describe a 
certain “typo-morphological” logic that (re)routed the modern 
functional “object-type” toward the formal “icon-type”, more 
similar to the classical conception of form.
Whereas this mysticism of a sanctified “city architecture” 
constituted the favorite refuge for the revisionist dogmas that 
were in such fashion at the end of the 20th century – put forward 
as a reaction to the anathemized semantic and spatial rupture 
represented by modernity – it also ensured the success of a 
vision that took recovering memory as its motto (taking lessons 

from history): attention to context as a basic argument, the 
control of form as a process and the value of the “center” as an 
essential reference point.
This concentration on questions of typology, morphology, 
delineation and focusing on what is repeated and repetitive 
(understood as a collective expression) only demonstrated a 
faith in the apparent recovery of a longed-for harmony that was 
generally approached from the standpoint of strict 
compositional control.
This was the instrumental foundation for urban planning that was 
laid out – composed – based on the certainty of proven codes: 
autobiographical “notes and annotations” alluding to the 
meticulous definition of form and the rhetorical use of detail, in 
which the figurative – i.e., formal – character of planning took on 
particular importance. 

3.4 A reading of Cerdà’s Eixample as a typological mechanism.
(In Aldo ROSSI: The Architecture of the City, ed. The MIT Press, Boston 1984).
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II. <Res> Planning

Indeed, in the common ideology of a large portion of revisionist, 
official – and, if you will, “postmodern” – urban planning at the 
end of the seventies and most of the eighties/nineties, the 
longing for a “reconstructed urban space” was the shared 
objective for quite some time. 
This tendency was sanctified by a certain disciplinary culture 
that was still actively belligerent and which based its main 
source of inspiration on the urban models upheld by tradition.2 
Those models were primarily built up around the idea of 
continuity and its immediate derivative, the idea of “repetition” 
(typological, constructive, grammatical repetition, the repetition 
of outlines, images, uses) inherited from an “ideal” period 
characterized by slow and gradual movement, which harkened 
back to three old myths: 
– faith in “delineation” as a tool for ordering (the street as the 
main event);3

– maintaining a certain “apparent” coherence between type and 
construction (technique as a procedural tradition); and
– an interest in “typological” aspects as the translation of a 
certain “common archetype” with the potential to “give back” 
pieces of continuity – civic type-episodes –to the city, a 
continuity that was still longed for and recreated in 
certain places. 
It was a comforting discourse that placed value on the most 
sentimental, emotional, and evocative aspects of form, using 
figurations supported by the appealing logics of a sophisticated, 
timeless and gently evocative eclecticism.4

During a large part of the past two decades, this was the main 
concern of an “introspective” and “retrospective” kind of urban 
planning, which we have called “<res> planning”.5

3.5. The “rebuilding the city” paradigm as the evocation of an ideal “place” to be recreated. In 
its form, in its layout and in its iconographic expression. 
Montse RIBAS: Design illustrations Del Liceu al Seminari, ed. Clotet-Tusquets, Barcelona 1981.
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Urban planning derived from a “troclassic” covery in the 
discipline: demption, construction, storation, habilitation, covery, 
etc. were nominalizations of a line of action based on repetition, 
i.e., a “versal” – or a version – of processes. In the 
-establishment of an urban space with traditional silhouettes 
whose priority definition is entrusted principally to the old myth 
founded on the certainty of an ordering line as an essential 
instrument of composition and/or pair (i.e., the nostalgic 
evocation of an ordering planning activity approached with a 
clear figurative intention, as an action that tends mainly toward 
the construction of the urban fabric or, in the case of new 
developments in the outskirts, toward its creation).6

These models are derived from a revisionist, old-fashioned idea 
of the urban condition where a picturesque and reminiscent 
historic center coexists with a ring of small-scale arcadias that 
surround it: caricatures of a garden city or neo-enlargements 
that pay direct tribute to a certain pseudo-cultured and/or 
pseudo-vernacular imagery, still confiding in the effectiveness of 
the apparently essential parameters of architectural discourse 
(geometric outlines, axial arrangements, symmetric 
compositions, “solid” constructions). 
Based on this idea, the city appeared – and was perceived – 
as (and through) an apparently coherent sum of compound 
figurations, parts, complete closed-off pieces.7 Elements that 
can be combined via addition/juxtaposition and that are 
“informally” laid out based on the “parcelled up” division/
composition of the whole and its translation through an 
ambiguous “hypomonumental” lexicon.

<Res> urbanism: the restoration of the historic city based on the “enlargement” as a 
mechanism of repetition and re-figuration. Continuity, homogeneity and regularity (not 
exempt from a certain neo-monumental lyricism) are founded on a compositional idea 
of phenomenologically isotropic formal urban control
3.6. Rob KRIER. Urban ideal, 1977 ( in Vittorio MAGNAGO LAMPUGNANI: Architecture of 
the 20th Century in Drawings: Utopia and Reality, ed Rizzoli, New York 1982).
3.7. The CERDÀ Eixample, a bucolic-continuist vision // 3.8. Area for expansion Madrid-Sur.
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This eminently physical and formal definition of the traditional 
city was complemented by the definition of a territory 
understood as a large-scale “extramural” space that is 
formalized, broken up and transformed by a shared memory, in 
accordance with largely physical conditions – orography, 
topography, building traditions, etc. – which are characteristic 
of a specific location. 
It is not strange, then, that in this vision, the quality of the 
interventions tended to be based on a kind of metaphysical 
“communion” with the ancestral identity of the place. 
A place idealized through morphological essences                    
– or constants.8

Likewise, the search for a (pseudo-rural) “primitive harmony” and 
a (timeless) formal coherence made (neo-traditional) spatial 
composition its insignia.9 
Disciplinary routine (as a result of habit, inertia or imposition) 
continued to foster approaches inclined toward the use of tools 
related to those neo-traditional models: mechanisms handed 
down from generation to generation that today have come into 
contact with a reality that no longer operates according to the 
slow and gradual movements – the desire for a timeless 
continuity – they responded to; this new reality is manifested in 
valences, ruptures and dynamic fluctuations that enter into 
constant contradicting with the myth of permanence that 
yearned to constrain everything through a rigid and precise 
determination of form.10

The old time-tested codes, still confident in the “guarantee” 
provided by traditional patterns and the apparent stability and 
permanence of historical outlines, now evidence significant 
deficiencies when it comes to confronting a more complex, rapid 
and incoherent reality, made up of jolts, changes and 
uncertainties bent on contradicting, over and over, any anecdotic 
dream of order and harmony. 
In the current scenario of heterogeneous and disjointed 
conditions, unpredictable and changeable actions, vague and 
unfocused profiles, diverse and segmented images, arrhythmic 

and syncopated sequences, mixtures and hybridizations, 
overlapping and bastardizations – in this “paradoxical and 
artificial” scenario, in short – an action based solely on the 
-establishment (i.e., the “stabilized” establishment of a 
reminiscent aesthetic and formal model) would be hard pressed 
to live up to the demands of these conditions effectively. 
While the visionist discourse was wielded as a protective 
reading faced with the mechanical and progressivist forces of 
production, it also ended up being translated into a desire for 
procedural control and formal stabilization: a skeptical mistrust 
of innovation, but also a semantic confidence in the uniformizing 
rules of an essentially compact and cohesive universe that it is 
ideally harmonious and discursive.
A desire, then, for figuration as opposed to formulation. 

3.9. Die vom City und Verkehrslärm Lage im Grünen. Cartoon by Oswin. (in REICHOW, 
Hans Bernard: Die Autogerechte Stadt, ed. Otto Meier Verlag, Ravensburg, 1959).



8382

Bucolicism, tensions and contradictions in the historical revision of the city. Between 
the recreation of a timeless Berlin filled with classical orders and pediments – where the 
disturbing presence of an overly contemporary communications tower is “softened” – and 
the image of the industrial colonnade of a silo on the outskirts of Milan, emerges the 
dichotomy between the monumentalization of two figurative landscapes – center and 
outskirts – that left its mark on a large part of the debate in the 1980s
3.10. Mario Bellini: Design for the restructuring of central Berlin- Schlossplatz, 1990.
3.11. Gabriele BASILICO: Panicale,1987 (in Trasimeno, percorsi & visioni, ed. Amilcare Pizzi, 
1987).
3.12 and 3.13. Manolo LAGUILLO: Diagonal Sur (in H/C, ed. COAC, Barcelona 1989). 
3.14. Gabriele Basilico: Balay, 1990 (in Quaderns no. 186, 1990).



8584

III. Another Form, Another Place: The Outskirts as Myth

Given the various neo-monumentalizing expressions – 
bombastically “postmodern” or softly “eclectic” – of this defensive 
rear-guard, which took up the evocation of an ideally harmonic 
historic center as its main reference point, the critical reaction 
fostered by certain theoretical stances involved embracing the 
rigorous foundations of a more abstract universe, no longer 
related to historic icons but to the manifestations of a civilization 
emerging directly from modern – technical and material – 
objective production, which was accepted in all its dry, hard 
radicality: a “dirty realism”, reexamined without aesthetic 
prejudices or semantic determinants.11

It is within this framework that we should interpret the interest 
shown in the research that went on in the mid-80s, directed at this 
“new” expressive landscape of the periphery (the “suburbs”, the 
“outskirts”, the “broken” city, its more or less cracked 
outer “crust”.12

The “perimeter” landscape as an alternative scenario: a myth and 
a cliché at the same time.
Faced with the decadent harmony of a recreated history, faced 
with the impossible sentimentalism of the traditional city, the 
outskirts became a “new place” – an alternative one that gave 
preference to the perversion of the notion of context over an 
(individualist, centralist, erudite, deductive) “contextualist 
naturalism”: a “perverse context” present in an abstract and nearly 
interchangeable way in most large cities, and which revealed a 
new epic scale, as opposed to the antique lyric dimension.13

What that implied, obviously, was a translation of interests that 
allowed for the formulation – in contrast to the historic city – of a 
more open and unheard-of landscape: “a landscape without pre-
established conditions.”14 

The modern city and the postmodern outskirts. Epic vision and critical distance
3.15. LE CORBUSIER: Ville pour trois millions d’habitants, 1922. Plan, aerial view and partial view.
3.16. John DAVIES: Llobregat-Bellvitge, Barcelona, 1990 (in Quaderns no. 186, 1990).
3.17. Itaquera Neighborhood, Sao Paolo, Brazil, 1985 (in Quaderns no. 196, 1993).
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The attention directed toward the outskirts appeared, during a 
large part of the 1990s, as the “impossible” dream of a 
“possible” – in that it was “interrupted” – lost modernity: the 
poetic landscape of a failed city, because it was defectively 
“sublimated”, although it was still potentially exploitable and 
allowed for contrasting the evocative model of the historical city 
with the austerity of the abstract intensity of the modern city.15

Schematic urban planning, its productive mechanisms and – 
generally speaking – the poor quality of construction were, in 
most cases, the main characteristics of the “modern city” in 
post-war Europe, making its architectural translation into a 
symbol of fragmented, displaced, imposed growths that were as 
epic as they were autistic, both “self-sufficient” and oblivious to 
their surroundings.
Indeed, whereas the historic city – the traditional urban fabric – 
illustrated the paradigm of evident continuity – the “center” as a 
core reference point – it also implied the evocation of an urban 
quality that was reproduced, controlled, familiar (“essential” 
because it was “genuine”) as the translation of a singular and 
absolute (classic or “retroclassic”) space: a space that was 
essentially homogenizing (harmonious, continuous, compact), 
but above all predictable – prefigurable – through form as outline 
– as an “outline-type” i.e., through an essentially 
“compositional” figuration.
The modern – fragmented – city on the other hand, implied a 
compelling break with this evocative and ritual space in the face 
of a new functional logic, and a greater mechanical rationality 
in production. 
A materialist space, rather than a symbolic one; autonomous, 
discontinuous and variable although still exact – or at least 
precise – in its manifestations. 
A typological space, then, that had substituted the “outline-type” 
with the “object-type” as a productive mechanism, and also the 
strict correlation with the fabric – through continuity – with the 
precise correlation of functional objects: abstract volumes in 
relative positions.16 

A space that was essentially abstract: “evocatively abstract”. 
More strict than ceremonious, more severe than solemn, more 
purist than pure.
The subtle borderline between the outskirts in the 1980s as a 
“cultured landscape” – potentially expectant, semantically 
“alternative” – and the suburbs of the 1960s as a political 
scenario for social indictment – flawed, conflictive, belligerent, 
socially “resistant” – outlined an ambiguous scenario of limits, 
tensions and re-proposals.

In this sense, if the dichotomy between a “center frozen in 
history” and an “expectant periphery” constituted a revitalizing 
leitmotif for turn-of-the-century urban planning, for a time, 
it also ended up limiting the debate to a sort of aesthetic 
confrontation between two figurative landscapes (the lyrical 
and morphological continuity of the historic city and the (in)
tense and objectual freedom of modern growth), reducing the 
perception of – and the approach to – space to a problem of 
forms: old or new forms corresponding to scenarios – interior 
fabrics or perimeter limits – located, in any case, within the 
familiar framework of what was traditionally understood as 
the “city”. 
A recognizable and virtually coherent enclosure. 
Unambiguous. 
But whose former geometries had already begun to fray.
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IV. Dispersions: Discohesions, Disconnections,

Disloca(lisa)tions:

Into “Urban-Territorial” Space

The generalized rise in the parameters of transformation 
associated with mobility and the impact of information and 
communication technologies on territorial occupation, the 
appearance of new “networked territorialities”, the change in 
focus of the city on its outskirts, the demographic and real-estate 
explosions (without a necessary connection between them), the 
resulting suburban, residential, productive or leisure booms, the 
emergence of overgrown “world-cities” and specialized ghettos 
(occurring on all social levels) and, to sum it up, the irregularities 
inherent in the system and the appearance of “geo-urban” forms 
that surpassed the old territorial hierarchies led to mutations on 
a global and local level that had only been anticipated – not 
addressed or expected – by urban sciences that were enclosed 
in the linear imposition/composition of closed-off 
traditional models. 
In parallel, the limited qualitative added value of master plans and 
partial plans that were meticulously detailed and managed, but 
with hardly any capacity for evolution (and relationships), as well 
as the contingent development of transportation and 
communication systems based solely on circumstantial 
connections (which as a result, were insufficiently integrated into 
– and joined with – an authentic strategic organization of the 
city-territory that had been generated “beyond the limits”) not 
only seemed not to have been anticipated, but seemed incapable 
of responding to the demands of dynamic processes, which 
were constantly coming up against a discipline – and a figuration 
– accustomed to the old rules of a static situation.17

The increase in mobility and the ability to access exterior focal points for establishment 
and services contributed to unraveling traditional urban enclosures, shifting them 
toward a new (infra)structural scale and their development into more or less specialized 
archipelagos
3.18. Area for expansion BCN-Vallès-Cerdanyola , 1990.
3.19. Area for expansion Madrid-Sur, 1991.
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At the end of the last century, it was plain to see that the 
geographical limits of what had traditionally been understood 
as the city had given way, quite suddenly, to the new scales 
of a new “urban-territorial” space in constant vibration and 
reconfiguration, where even what had once been understood 
as the outskirts could no longer be understood as a “location” 
(a precise place or landscape: the limits of the city, its 
borders), but rather as a “condition” at the heart of a process 
(the dissolution of urban areas into the territory), in which both 
consolidated and scattered – often contradictory – realities 
tended to coexist, and which alluded to this new entropic and 
ultimately unfinished definition of a new “geo-urbanity”.
The old, more or less defined, limits (and historic enclosures) 
of the closed-off city – with its “flanks” and “rear-guard” – had 
succumbed to the multiple scales of a new kind of “strategic-
territorial” agency, in the same way that the old genuinely 
compositional factors had given way when faced with the 
evidence of an increasingly, multi-faceted, slippery 
and dynamic reality.

Vague areas with semi-residential configurations, extensive 
spaces linked to consumption and leisure, scattered tertiary 
establishments or dislocated suburban fabrics constituted the 
spaces where the new city was developing: a city that was built 
not so much based on the evocative and figurative ambitions of 
the elements that filled it up, but rather from the severity and 
neutrality of the large-scale systems that structured it, based on 
the variation and the a-critical accumulation of those 
independent large-scale operations – and not necessarily 
precise in terms of their relationships –that drove the city’s 
development: large pluri-functional containers, metropolitan 
parking lots, theme parks, large-scale shopping malls or mixed-
used centers conformed tradition-less, bastardized projects 
(which would nonetheless house most of the new “collective 
spaces”) and which demanded new spatial strategies beyond 
the ones offered by the old formally “disciplined” models for 
urban development.18

These dynamics alluded to the disappearance of “history” as an 
argument, but also to the implementation of technique as an 
aseptic tool for mediating the progressive accumulation of the 
formally uncontrollable, apparently random and functionally 
imprecise, processes that defined this new kind of organism, 
infrastructural and contingent at the same time.19

The expansion of Ceigny-Pontoise (1995) illustrates many of the deficits and the 
contradictions of planning based exclusively on isolated “parceling”, lacking in any 
scalar resonance: programmatic zoning on the level of master plans and compositional 
regulations in partial plans
3.20. Ceigy-Pontoise: Urban deficit factors.
1. Parceling of the territory based on management circumstances, with a spattered structure   
 oriented solely by convenience.
2. The understanding of these interventions as small-scale independent arcadia (in terms of form   
 and compositional harmony) leads to a more chaotic and disordered overall structure.
3. A combination of functional modern machinery – serialization, repetition, objectual autonomy  
 – and classical symbolic imagery – outlines, evocation, language – proposes a new model for   
 production/colonization that is technologically effective and structurally (and iconographically)   
 anachronistic.
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V. Infrastructures as “Arteries” (and “Articulations”)

In the mid-80s and early 90s, communication and transportation 
infrastructures (highways, railroads, air traffic corridors) were 
initially defined as the most obvious indications of a new and 
increasingly complex territorial system intended to reformulate 
the old continuous forms of occupation, interconnecting urban 
structures more efficiently with one another and with the 
substructures – and inter-structures – that were associated with 
them and derived from them. 

Systems and subsystems, structures and substructures, with 
forms and capabilities that corresponded to different levels of 
coupling and linkage, translating the rapid process of scalar 
exchange that had taken place over just a few decades.

A scalar leap encouraged by the generalized growth in the 
parameters of exchange and de-localization associated with 
mobility and distance communication,20 which were critical in 
addressing the dispersion experienced by the former territorial 
settlements and the resulting increase in new “networked 
territorialities”.21  
New meshed organizations and networks – emerging in 
scattered webs and multiple and discontinuous, successive and 
simultaneous sections (systems and subsystems) characteristic 
of a new dispersed geography, made up of fragments that were 
connected, interwoven and displaced at the same time.22

For 1,000 years, the form of historic cities had been based on 
the need for compact defense, ease of access and localized 
exchange (fostering the old forms of settlement – cohesive and 
clearly defined – that characterized the image of the city for 
years). With the loss of defensive obligations and the 
development of faster and faster modes of transportation (and 
increasingly efficient communication systems), the old “urban 
wall” – the enclosed city – became rapidly obsolete.23 The development of a new motorized society had critical repercussions on the 

expansive structure of cities, which began developing beyond certain perimeters that 
had suddenly been shattered 
3.21: Manolo LAGUILLO: Barcelona-Vallès, 1990 (in Quaderns nº 187, 1990).
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VI. Ruburbia: From the Container City
to the Container Territory

Each evolution of the city toward greater freedom of exchange 
and movement implied the progressive dissolution of the old, 
compact “containing enclosure for security, proximity and 
relationship” (required by circumstances of defense, access and 
communication, which were restrictive for decades) and the 
resulting “distributive relaxation”. 
While the central mission of cities, understood as the 
concentration of activities and infrastructures, was to promote 
(and augment) processes of exchange and transfer, 
transformation and accumulation of information (as well as 
energy and capital) through fast and effective operations – 
associated, precisely, with the urban system itself, which would 
provide a maximum number of relationships in a minimum amount 
of time – this notion of “functional speed”  is what the motor of 
mobility brought into play by proposing a new, scattered and 
discontinuous, relational optimization among the elements in the 
system; combining different kinds of capabilities in a more 
flexible and irregular way.24  
As such, the city expanded increasingly, both physically and 
virtually at the same time, developing a more open structure, 
multiplied throughout a new, more complex and diversified 
landscape. The old need for an agglomeration to facilitate 
production, exchange, defense and communication was (de)
localized within a larger “territory-matrix” spattered with more or 
less focalized and/or residual areas.25

In any case, this phenomenon was not limited to the growth of 
large metropolises; the process was present in most city centers 
spread throughout the territory: centers that tended to lose their 
former original coherence to become organisms that were 
progressively more open to the gradual dynamics of fusion, 
tension and crossbreeding.
Formerly rural or “neorural” areas became part of the spatial 
compound that housed the daily activities of the new “city-
system”, where traditional transportation networks – roads, 

railroads, planes, etc. – were joined by networks for telematic 
communication, multiplying the relationships within and between 
areas, from the metropolis outward and vice versa.
This process, called ruburbia (rurbanization) by some, generated 
a territory that did not belong to the categories of “city”, but to 
those of a possible – potentially “networked” – “geourbanity” 
that can be coordinated, but is often as scattered and dispersed 
as it is insufficiently linked together.26

Indeed, these dynamics were no longer tied into the old 
autobiographical construction of place (through genius 
loci or a slow adaptation to the context); as opposed 
to the traditional implantation criteria: proximity and 
agglomeration of raw materials, ease of access, symbolic 
or cultural importance of the location, etc., they had to do 
with strategic interests and independent deciding factors 
(criteria associated with opportunity, profitability and/
or expansion) made possible by the current technological 
speed and efficiency of planning, colonization and 
construction processes, as well as an ever-increasing 
accessibility to – and from – means of communication and 
transportation.

Modified structures and old existing connections coexisted with 
new areas colonized by real-estate that was linked to production, 
the tertiary sector, tourism, or residential space, combined with 
new attractors located in strategic enclaves (large-scale 
interchanges or metropolitan mixed-use containers) associated 
with the new rituals of movement, leisure and consumption. This 
created blotches and nodes, clumps and splatters – metastases 
of a growing and expanding metropolis, characterized by new 
relationships of movement and connectivity.
A multi-spiral of mutations was defined in and among them that, 
in turn, generated unexpected situations that distorted the 
expected movement, leading in many cases to spontaneous (and 
even marginal) processes of auto-organization and 
self-regulation.
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Spontaneous outcroppings or clandestine settlements 
constituted structures on the margin of any planned order, but 
also on the fringes of any prior framework of infrastructural 
support: unstructured spaces, displaying no apparent coherence 
with the laws of the system, built as a consequence of the 
demographic boom and the residential deficits that were 
affecting a fifth of the world’s population.27

In the same way, another kind of scenario exerted its influence 
on this new mutating territory, in the form of intrusive spaces: 
abandoned lots left behind after the – more or less sudden – 
dismantling of old production and transportation structures, or 
semi-natural wedges that broke up the coherence and continuity 
of the extensions, interrupting the sequence of their development 
through alteration and deformation: topographical accidents, 
interstitial remnants, land marking edges or gaps, exterior and/or 
interior – the limits between built areas and, an already artificial, 
nature – that led to abrupt “default spaces” between “spaces 
of growth”. 
“Sites and intersites” – “places and interstitial spaces”, which 
can be found in most large-scale metropolises undergoing 
transformation.
Locations for uncertainty: terrains vagues (as Ignasi de Solà 
Morales called them28) but also terrains de friche, or terrains de 
marge, terrains d’accumulation: the spaces of possibility, and of 
expectations too.
In contrast to the nostalgia of the localized city, emerged the 
resounding – and often conflictive – vitality of a complex, 
unfinished organism: a cross-bred and dynamic territory, varied 
and diffuse, made up of experiences that are fragmented, 
arhythmically intertwined, intended to promote situations of 
blending, overlapping and coexisting. This unfinished organism 
is far from the – apparently inalterable – “harmonic cohesion” of 
the “model-city” or the “abstract coherence” of the “counter-
model city” we mentioned earlier.

3.22. Processes of interconnection among infrastructural networks and urban spattering in 
different European regions: the Rijn-Schelde delta, the Milan region, Kent and the Ruhr valley. 
According to MUST S/A Lab (in De Verkenning Van de Hoeksche Waard).
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Territorial plankton. Two visions of the new urban structures
3.23. Steven HOLL: “Edge of a City,” in Pamphlet Architecture no. 13.
3.24.Nils Ole LUND; Dreaming of your own home, collage, 1975.  
3.25. MAX architects: Urban Patchwork (in Reference OMA, ed. NAI Publishers, Rotterdam 1995).
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VII. Patchwork City: Scrap Culture. Sites and Intersites

The traditional forms of the historic city and the modern city ended 
up dissolving into a new, definitively open and heterogeneous, 
“multi-urban” landscape; a process on a worldwide scale, where 
the city left behind its status as an “enclave” – a limited enclosure 
or a landscape, an alternative scenario – and began to manifest 
itself as a combinatory system that is both rich and fragmented at 
the same time:29

Like a patchwork across the territory, the crystalline form of the 
primitive city, exploded into a heterogeneous variety of spatters 
and empty spaces; a patchwork of intertwined realities, of 
conflicts (tensions) and “beauties” (attractions) promoted by the 
very potential of mobility, exchange and movement.

A patchwork30 – or, better yet, a plankton31 – transformed into a 
series of fragments and individual swatches without any apparent 
cohesion or referential figuration, and whose principle of continuity 
was no longer based on the forms of the buildings that constituted 
them, but on the capabilities of the networks that linked them 
together and the interconnectability of the interstitial spaces that 
surrounded them. Indeed, while the traditional city had been 
perpetuated as a result of the materialization of a “full” built fabric, 
where the formal evolution of a specific culture could be 
expressed, the new temporal, procedural and infrastructural 
dimension of the contemporary city-system proclaimed the end of 
any desire for physical, stylistic or technical continuity and the 
appearance of a new kind of organization based on the 
combination of discontinuous sequences of concentration, 
expansion and articulation, connected by meshes of relationships 
called upon to weave the territory together and provide the 
guidelines for the emergence of varied – natural and artificial – 
developments whose coordinated action necessitated the 
exploration of new large-scale approaches.
Throughout this often dis-dense, sequential, arterial and fibrous 
network that we have been describing, occupation, construction 

and agglomeration created clumpy built areas with irregular 
boundaries: urban centers, dispersed outer rings, mono-functional 
parcels or large-scale building complexes created flexible patches 
tied together by sinewy arteries. 
“Patches” and “arteries” blended into “syncopated” developments 
in a territory of strung-together beads; between them interstitial 
spaces emerged: residual land, border spaces or large unbuilt 
reserves, which promoted the growing prominence of “default 
spaces”: interruptions – and virtual “junctions” at the same time – 
with the potential to promote a more unique, flexible and effective 
treatment and exploitation of empty space.32

The harmonious music of a complete, refigured city in a state of 
equilibrium fell away when faced with the evidence of a complex 
arrhythmic score – perhaps with eventual melodic fragments, but 
which was generally characterized by an atonal “un-rhythm” of 
point and counterpoint that made contemporary urban space into 
a definitively open and irregular body.

The most obvious physical materialization of this novel “meta-urban” 
dimension of the new city was a definitively open structure (i.e., not 
“closed off”; incomplete and unfinished) related to a triple 
combination of “dense spaces”, “open spaces” and “arterial 
spaces” – or in more succinct terms, “agglomerative 
concentrations”, “interstitial spaces” and “support frameworks” – in 
other words, “built structures (edifications)”, “meshed (infra)
structures (arterial networks)” and “open (eco)structures 
(landscapes)”; or “volumes”, “lines” and “surfaces”. 
These basic descriptive terms – synthetic compressions of current 
urban situations – are related to a more abstract relationship, as we 
will see further on, between occupations, emptiness dilations and 
connections (full, empty and linked, spaces, interspaces and trans-
spaces) called upon to create multiple and recursive combinations, 
on different scales, between more or less dense “focal points” 
(layers of accumulation), more or less active “land frames” 
(backgrounds of interpenetration), and more or less coordinated 
weaving meshes (networks of articulation).



103102

“In a completely urbanized space there will be small islands set apart, farming reserves, 
national and business parks, tourist parks, and waste disposal parks, intersected by transport 
networks all quite close to each other with no space for an edge, no periphery...”
(STEINER, Dietmar: “Vielleicht eine Biographie der Peripherie” in Daidalos no. 50, 1993).
3.26. “Patchwork nets. Analysis of different patterns.Philadelphia and Atlanta as Kaleisdoscope 
Structures.” (in Arch + no. 112, “Die Gestaltung der Landschaft, ” 1992)

“Chaos, however signifies the richess (of our cities); within the fragmented complexity is 
embedded the potential for future quality... This new system of the fragmented city will 
replace the old urbanistic order of composed spatial sequences by the individual order of 
juxtaposed programmatic sequences. The customized modern city is made by individual 
montage of its users, turning them into instant Dada-urbanists, leaving the order-seeking 
urbanists in despair.”
3.27. Willem Jan NEUTELINGS: “Patchwork City”. Outline. (in Patchwork City, ed. 010 
Publishers, Rotterdam 1992).
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VIII. Gasifications: Polynuclear, Polycentric, Multi-faceted

The evolutionary process of large urban conurbations has often 
been compared to the evolution of the gaseous structures in the 
formation of galaxies. 
These formations tie in with the well-known “nebulas” that have 
been so eloquently captured in satellite imagery.
As noted by Albert Serratosa:33

“A two-part phenomenon characterizes the evolution of metropolitan 
agglomerations. In most cases, the process is similar to how stars are 
formed. The accumulation of people or activities at the center of a city – 
in its nucleus – reaches unsustainable levels. Congestion, contamination, 
conflict and an increase in costs create serious malfunctions. 
Once the bearable limits of ‘density’ have been surpassed, businesses 
and residents begin abandoning these problem areas in search of more 
suitable places toward the exterior. Gradually, the tumult of large urban 
areas begins spreading into the adjacent territories. [...] Ordinances in 
cities derived from plans, norms or customs then begin to be ineffective, 
when the interior pressure makes the rules obsolete and the limits are 
breached, creating problems – and structures – that the rules never took 
into account.”

The description of this evolutionary process, which is 
accumulative, progressive and spasmodic at the same time, 
characteristic of most large-scale contemporary agglomerations, 
invariably tends to refer back to a noticeably concentric and 
recurring framework when it comes to detailing the apparent 
dissolution of a body – the city – which used to be solid but has 
entered, suddenly, into a rapid process of “gasification”. 
This framework is frequently associated with an (ele)mental – 
and clichéd – graphic representation that shows a thick clot in 

As the capacity for (and freedom of) movement and exchanges in space increases – 
the form of cities is expanded into dynamic and irregular structures
3.28. Simulation of the growth process in Berlin from the 17th century until the end of the 20th, 
according to studies by Hernán Makse, Shlomo Havlin and H. Eugene Stanley (Boston University) 
(in Nature 377, 608-612, 1995).
3.29. Changes in a nebulous structure in the constellation Hercules. 
( Newcomb-Engelmann, Leipzig, 1921).
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the middle, an original hard and dense nucleus made up of a mixed 
conglomeration of old historic urban fabrics; this appears 
surrounded by an initial overlapping layer: a crust made up of the 
large-scale enlargements dating from the industrial revolution, 
where the city block – the îlot or the pâté – constituted the main 
element of repetition in a less dense urban order that was still 
dependent on the continuity of its layout.
The perimeter of that figure was in turn defined by an irregular ring 
of “modern” suburbs, disjointed estates located in the nearby 
outskirts where the continuity of construction had yielded enough 
freedom to allow for a free distribution of the built sections, but 
where there was still a direct relationship with the existing sections: 
a “peri-perimeter” that dissolved progressively into a de-densified, 
diffused and expansive ring – a second periphery in movement – 
where nature and construction blended together into mixed, 
ambiguous, imprecise  – and, above all, discontinuous – 
landscapes, broken up by basic infrastructural outlines.ies with a 
complex and fractal nature, as we will see later on.34 The interest in 
this drawing (a kind of instant x-ray of a sublimation process, a body 
that is tending toward its own dispersal) did not rest on an exact 
confirmation of the model (which, in physics, would tend logically 
toward the subsequent disappearance of the intermediate states), 
but rather on the multiple situations of modifications, overlapping, 
infiltrations and mixture, connection and cohabitation which 
constantly altered the “purity” of the initial pattern, transforming its 
abstract formulation into diverse configurations and/or 
combinations, i.e., into specific realities – internal subsystems with 
their own evolutionary logics, geographic accidents, interstitial 
gaps, flow dynamics, informational processes; in short, these 
modifications produced a series of (inter)actions, inflecting the 
initial generic models into unique and singular, diverse and 
diversified trajectories, which were generated beyond the mere 
abstract reiteration of the old regulated and compact geometries 
toward new irregular, unfocused geometries: dendritic and 
rhizomatic geometries; polycentric and polynucleic geometries with 
a complex and fractal nature, as we will see later on.35

3.30. Above. Cedric Price: The City as an Egg, 1968.
3.31. Progressive schematic for successive urban structures: Radial mononuclear, semireticulate 
multi-hierarchical, reticulate polynuclear Cedric Price’s well-known “egg analogy” illustrates the 
hypothesis of the progressive transformation of the city into increasingly disperse structures.
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IX. Ink Stains. Interactions and Self-Organizations

Seen from a satellite, in a binary spectrum of black and white, 
today the old crystalline shape of primitive cities is dissolved into 
a polyterritory,36 which appears, in turn, as an overarching ink 
stain, with multiple spatterings that are not dissimilar, in their 
abstract granulometry, to those other space-time structures that 
come together in a multi-scalar chain, similar to what would 
occur in an enormous macro-settlement open to – highly 
spontaneous – processes of spatial occupation and free 
distribution across a surface.
Both in the (virtual) theoretical models and in the (real) structures 
of the spectrums associated with those processes, the 
peripheral spaces are much smaller when they are closer to the 
dense centers and become larger and larger as they move away 
from those centers. 
While the highest density of occupation continued to be located 
in the traditional agglomerative centers of population and activity, 
there were also multiple secondary “attractor” clusters with their 
own incidental movements that created irregular structures in 
response to combinatory patterns of “fullness/emptiness/
linkedness“, occupation/separation/articulation”, “concentration/
dilatation/(inter)connection”.
Thus, the growing expansion of large urban areas led to the 
formation of increasingly polycentric and discontinuous growths.
We could compare them to rippled structures or “rhizomes”, with 
a tendency toward the appearance of empty spaces, voids and 
sub-perimeters, limits or edges, which can be described using 
fractal geometries (such as the well-known examples described 
by Sierpinski) that respond to progressively more open and 
irregular processes for the distribution of occupation. 
These processes left behind their primitive compact form (that 
was “trained” or “required” by need) in order to multiply the 
perimeter conditions of proximity to an uncongested and 
accessible edge (i.e., an empty space). 

3.32. A continent, a territory or a region as a large city. Europe from the standpoint 
of energy consumption. Maps created from satellite images transformed into B+W 
abstractions. 
(in Topos no. 17, 1996, Arch+ n. 121, 1994, and Manuel GAUSA: Housing: New 
Alternatives, New systems, ed. Actar, Barcelona 1998)
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The analysis of these patterns established new basic references 
for analyzing the formation of the current complex territorial 
systems, isolated from their morphological characteristics and 
adapted to dynamic and structural patterns that are surprisingly 
general in nature.

The process of gasification, densification, polymorphism and 
fractality that we are describing appears here as a large-scale 
phenomenon that, despite the logical differences occurring on a 
local scale, is largely similar on a global scale, since its evolution 
responds to the general patterns inherent in any dynamic 
structure, as opposed to the specific planning decisions 
corresponding to each particular context.

At the same time, however, this process is responsible for 
incrementing specific differences, because its main development 
characteristic is rooted in its ability to evolve, as opposed to the 
mere confirmation of the common prototypical model: in the 
multiple situations of modification, action and disruption, 
combination and interaction, that continually and progressively 
distort and transform the basic common framework, enriching 
the general patterns with particular uniqueness.

Indeed, settlements, cities and regions are particularly elaborate 
cases of dynamic systems that tend toward a virtual – sometimes 
untamed – self-organization; they are systems made up of 
multiple and complex interdependent structures in a constant 
exchange of energy, mass and information with each other and 
with their/the milieu. 

“Open” systems made up of multiple inferior-ranking units 
(subsystems) that interact in the system and with one another 
through different combined mechanisms – and logics.
In the preceding sections, we put forth how the contemporary 
city cannot be planned as an “island” – a localized, genuine, 
nearly idyllic geography – but rather as an increasingly diffuse 

multi-city, a multi-layered structure, a series of multiple cities 
within the city: real and virtual “cities” – or better yet, territories 
for relating – which, like any overall organization developed 
under the direct influence of different factors, end up as the 
unplanned result of successive events with – or without – an 
attempt at planning.

The growing expansion of large conurbations leads to the formation of polycentric 
growths that support the presence of empty spaces – voids – and subperimeters – 
limits, edges – at different scales that can be described through fractal geometries
3.33 and 3.34. Increase in the degree of urban dispersion in relation to the ideal compact circle 
of the same occupied area. The more cities grow, the more disperse they become (in Arch+ no. 
121, 1994).
3.35. Minkowski curve or sausage: a curve with the radius ∑: 
3.36. Visualization of Sierpinski’s recursive growth based on a self-similar geometric structure, 
or a “Sierpinski cube”
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X. Matrix Evolution

The progressively irregular development of current urban 
geometries occurs because – as Michael Batty points out37 – 
like in any dynamic process, a city’s growth is defined mainly by 
overlapping structures and processes based on specific 
decisions (with a local scope) that have an effect on its 
development and its overall “(infra)structure”, which then affects 
the development of those structures and processes in turn. 
Indeed, the broadest decisions, which affect the general scale of 
the city and the territory (involving questions of strategy, planning 
or corporative management) end up being implemented on the 
level of the particular, in keeping with distinctly contingent 
circumstances and development mechanisms, in a continuous 
interaction between the local and global spheres, intended to 
bring about constant states of redefinition and reevaluation, 
re-elaboration and restructuring within the system. 

Cities and territories, new “urban-territorial” scenarios, 
appear as algorithmically fluctuating structures. Perhaps 
understanding their multiple and “relational” organization 
is the most appropriate way of linking their constant flux 
to a possible new more flexible systematic, which will 
recognize matrix-based orders that are fundamentally elastic, 
permeable, deformable and topological at the same time.  
Orders that allow for combining the “infrastructural” nature of 
the system with the variable set of forces that act upon it.

Transportation infrastructures, channels for the transmission of 
information or telecommunications lines, signaled the importance 
of networks in those systems – and, therefore, the flows (of 
materials and information) associated with those networks – not 
simply as a technical medium, but also as a structural principle 
for this new matrix-based space that tends toward the 
multiplication of exchanges, although it was not necessarily more 
homogeneous or isotropic.
A global and local space that was progressively characterized by 

In current urban systems, transportation infrastructures, information transmission 
channels or telecommunication lines show us the importance of networks – and 
therefore the (material and immaterial) flows associated with them – as internal matrices 
of transfer, access and connection occurring simultaneously on different scales.
3.37. Schematic of the flow of movement in a regional system. 
3.38. Coverage of a network of weather satellites (in O.P. no. 3.361, 1997).
3.39. Flow map for airspace control. 
3.40. Road structure in a spontaneous settlement (Sokota)
3.41. Schematic of focalizing attractors in a regional system. (In Gabriel DUPUY: 
Systèmes, réseaux, territoires, ed. Presses Ponts et Chaussées, Paris, 1986).
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the instantaneity and immediacy of communication, but where a 
lack of accessibility also led to marginalization – to a periphery 
that was not necessarily located in the suburbs or on the limits of 
urban areas, but anywhere, creating profound transformations in 
the traditional trinomial “home-work-leisure” and the binomial 
“city-territory”.38

The contemporary global city developed through the constant 
interaction between two simultaneous realities: on the one hand, 
its physical materiality and on the other its virtual and 
informational dimension.39

It is interesting, then, to understand the implicit relationships 
between these two conditions, between the evolution and 
transformations of the territorial systems and the constantly 
changing immaterial information fields whose modifications and 
interactions translated into continuous redefinitions of the 
material scenarios themselves, demonstrating the procedural 
and topological (dynamic and informational) capacity of               
the system.40

The evolution of the current territorial systems increasingly adheres to the evolution 
of the networks themselves and, therefore, to the system’s own flexible, variable and 
matrix-based topology.
3.42 y 3.43. Maps of Western Europe showing the connectivity between capitals. 
The black dots indicate coordinates in space and their deformation, in white, the 
coordinates with respect to one another.
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XI. Globalization / Glocalization

Since the territorial system we have described here (like any 
system) could not exist and evolve except through the variable 
definition of constant interactions, both within the system and 
with respect to its surroundings, this set of relationships – of 
strategic and tactical agreements – rested on links that tended 
to change in keeping with the associated needs (as also 
happens with social relationships), although they could have 
maintained a certain apparent stability assuming that they 
responded to more or less extensive, effective agreements.41

A necessary relational logic, then, defined the evolution of a 
series of “networked” territories – located somewhere in 
between cultural, socio-economic, political and technical 
conditions – which expressed variable combinations that were 
open to constant changes and evolutions: the organizational and 
management dynamics of those scenarios were proposed 
according to “other” (territorial) scales beyond the “urban” scale 
– regional, national and continental scales – associated with a 
concurrence of increasingly geostrategic phenomena, 
movements and flows.42

The latest developments this century have focused on what are 
called “information, communication and transportation 
geotechnologies” and they have accelerated this transformation 
of cities (which used to occur imperceptibly), pushing them into 
a vibratory and ultimately fluctuating state. 
The broad territories of the new metropolises call up a new 
series of ideological, economic and political questions for urban 
planning, associated with the crisis affecting the idea of the city 
– and its physical form – and the crisis of post-capitalist society 
as a whole.43 
Whereas in traditional cities, the stability of the economic and 
productive fabric, the homogeneity of the building techniques 
and the uniformity of the social makeup translated into 
continuous and homogeneous, stable and hierarchical structures 
(where the processes of flow and exchange adhered to pre-
established formal codes), the contemporary urban context is 
characterized by interaction (neither continuous nor coherent) 

between coexisting social and spatial groupings, but also by the 
heterogeneity of exchanges that have proliferated on all levels.
Cities have been launched into a new kind of evolution, beyond 
the old logics of territorial expansion based on continuity and 
proximity, given the constant growth – both in number and in 
importance – of economic, cultural and social relationships 
which, stretching beyond the old hinterlands, are guided by 
fluctuating networks of relationships and levels of information 
that can easily transcend regional and national borders. 
A city’s potential for development depends fundamentally on 
these dynamics of exchange and flow, which continuously 
(actually and virtually) expand and retract, concentrate and 
enlarge spaces and spatialities, territories and territorialities. 
This all illustrates the transfer from a “divisory and regulatory” 
understanding of the city, centered on its physical materialization 
and its morphology, to a more strategic understanding, i.e., a 
more global and holistic appreciation, with the potential to 
encompass this “structural” and “systematic” dimension, as well 
as the “uncertain” and “non-linear” character of its current 
relational complexity. 
The dimension of a whole that is not only “additive” 
(understandable from the standpoint of the linear aggregation of 
its parts), but also “multiplied” – not only in a physical sense but 
in a virtual one – destined for simultaneity and the interaction of 
different levels of reality, as well as different levels – and 
strategies – for its reading.

3.44. Network of topological links. 
Nodes and connections
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XII. Metapolis: The Multi-Layered City or Multicity 

Throughout the previous sections, we have pointed out 
how the contemporary n-city or “multicity” could not be 
approached (or thought about) in terms of a single (stable) 
“place” or a (pre-established) “form”; or in terms of a “singular” 
evolutionary stage (or a unique – more or less ideal or coherent 
– “movement”). 
On the contrary, it emerged as a variable, complex and 
interactive system, produced through the accumulation of 
multiple, simultaneous and often contradictory actions: stages, 
states and strata.

A progressively diversified “multi-layer” system produced by diverse, 
discontinuous, non-permanent and overlapping – coexisting – 
information and realities that were continually changing, distorting, 
altering, transforming – and reinterpreting – the fundamental 
developmental patterns that defined them, and whose strength lay, 
precisely, in this constant capacity for renewal and modernization. 
For building and recycling.
A territory that was real and virtual at the same time, that was no 
longer a form – or at least not just a form – but rather a complex 
system of relationships and events determined by the consecutive 
layers of information that defined it (physical but also demographic, 
biological, economic, cultural, political, etc.) and the large-scale 
structural networks that articulated it (transportation, energy, 
information broadcasting, financial transactions, etc.).

Layers and networks that triggered simultaneous processes 
of action and reaction combined on the basis of their 
greater or lesser capacity for relationship, effectiveness and 
complementarity (causing movements of expansion and 
retraction according to the different agents that tended to have 
an impact on the territory) and whose effective mapping should 
favor the translation of this new multiple situation of mobile 
and variable limits, laid out beyond a simple physical or literal 
description.

The n-city or “multicity” emerges today as a complex and interactive system produced 
through the accumulation of information layers and interconnected networks in 
constant interaction. 
3.45. Willem Jan Neutelings: “The Carpet Metropolis,” 1995.
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The territory of this new “metapolis”,44  constituted in this way, 
was represented as an instable system that was sensitive to 
change, determined – as we have pointed out – based on the 
degree of effectiveness of the combinations between layers of 
activity (activation/information/definition) and networks of 
interconnectivity (relation/structuration/articulation) which come 
together to generate complex processes of interaction; between 
them areas of “fading” (“disconnections” with little or no 
information: as more or less active backgrounds).
This structure, built on the basis of different interactions 
between “layers, networks and backgrounds” seemed to tie in 
with the synthetic combinations that we acknowledged at the 
beginning of this chapter, which allude to the progressively 
abstract and infor(mation)al dimension of the contemporary city 
that refers back, in the most physical sense, to the trinomial: 
“fullness /emptiness / linked-ness”
“buildings / landscapes / infrastructures”, 
“concentrations (dense spaces) / dilatations (open spaces) / 
inter-connections (support spaces)”.
Ultimately, it was a system of mobile and changeable limits 
(geographic and “contractual”) whose effective approach should 
be considered from a new logic of complexity expressed far 
removed from the old geo-morphological parameters that, up to 
that point, had identified the development of urban space.45 

Beyond the traditional industrial metropolis, the contemporary 
informational metapolis appeared as a definitively open 
system, defined by relationships, movements and events in 
mutual interaction.

In this sense – as François Asher noted in his essay “Métapoles 
ou l’avenir des villes”46 – the metapolis constituted a reality that 
moved beyond and encompassed, from various points of view, 
the metropolises that we had seen up to now, encouraging a 
new type of urban agglomeration made up of multiplied, 
discontinuous and variable spaces, created by urban entities that 
were increasingly less hierarchically related (less associated 

with circumstances of spatial or contextual proximity). On the 
contrary, they were progressively associated with intermittent or 
fluctuating dynamics linked with different combinations of 
“habitat-exchange-production-connection.” 
The term metapolis encompasses this new multiple and multi-
faceted dimension of the contemporary city. 
A reality that “transcends” the traditional metropolis. 
A vibratory system, that is similar (generic and recurring) on a 
global scale and different (specific and unique) on a local scale. 
When we talk about a metapolis, we are referring to the elastic 
territory of the “multicity”, of mobility and exchange, a metaplace 
or a “place of places”, that can be identified, in a more abstract 
and less physical way, as a multiple, “multi-layered” structure, 
defined by the different “evolutions” of diverse, combinatory, 
overlapping and simultaneous realities.
Stages, states and strata, as significant formulations of the the 
multiple and multi-layered dimension of the contemporary metapolis.

Whereas the old notion of the “metropolis” responded to the 
mechanical logic of a “quantitative industrial production” (i.e., 
a physical and expansive, more or less uniform, radial and 
hierarchical growth, around a polarizing center), the notion 
of the “metapolis” refers to a relational and informational 
development that is more polyfacetic and matrix-based, more 
diversified and elastic, produced in a shifted and multi-faceted 
framework that is generated “beyond” that physical and 
merely geographical sphere. 
A framework for selective relationships – and potentially 
“qualitative” productions – based on “processing” and 
“combining” simultaneous information at different times, 
or instants.
The idea of a “metapolis” does not only refer to the 
capacity for “growth”; above all, it concerns the capacity for 
“combination”: for interconnection and interaction. 
With the territory and with other territories; with the place and 
with other places; with identities...
and between identities.
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That is the essence – if it has one – of the contemporary 
metapolis: it is a “hyperplace”, a “place of places”, a rich global 
kaleidoscope of local offerings and opportunities.
The old notion of the “metropolis”, which calls up the idea of a 
“hierarchized big city” characteristic of an industrial logic, would 
indeed seem like an inappropriate concept today, for the 
purpose of translating this new type of complex, multiform, 
polyhierarchized and elastic structure that is no longer affiliated 
with a physical territory, but with a set of simultaneous 
information and temporary and “contractual” – i.e., relational 
(economic, social and (or) spatial) territories; lifestyles, 
production methods, landscapes, inhabitants, activities, etc. 
These elements are integrated into the daily workings of a 
“reality” made up of various different “realities” (which are no 
longer necessarily adjoining, though they make up a single 
“framework” for exchanges and interchanges, habitats and 
activities) tending toward a spatial multiplicity that is increasingly 
more difficult to represent, but also a “territorial” fluctuation that 
is increasingly difficult to map.

“Strata”, “stages” and “states” – the multiple and multi-layered dimension of the 
contemporary metapolis
3.46. Troy: Map of the successive and overlapping urban structures (in BAU no. 014, 1996).
3.47 and 3.48. Topographical structures, urban structures and infrastructural extensions 
underground (in Vag-Och Vattenbyggaren no. 4, 1990). 
Right: Linking territories as new multi-layered scenarios for definition
3.49. Stephen Perrella: Haptic horizon, diagram 1995 (in “Hypersurfaces: Socius 
Fluxus,” The Virtual Dimension, ed, Princeton Architectural Press, New York, 1998.
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XIII. Elastic Territories: Multi-Layered Cartographies

The contemporary “multicity” or the new “multilayered metapolis”, 
was increasingly posited in this way: as a complex, 
heterogeneous organism that was progressively more difficult to 
subject to the old planning formulas (forms and models) that were 
closed off and static. In contrast, its evolutions responded to the 
parameters of a strangely informal (informational) order which, like 
any dynamic development, led to the emergence of a new kind of 
organization related to global “typological patterns” (that could be 
deduced from those processes on all scales and all levels) but 
also to successive and simultaneous processes of interaction, 
whose fluctuating, unstable and irregular nature tended to grow at 
the same time.
The conclusion to that scenario was the adoption of a different 
kind of tools for analysis that were capable of studying the city, 
not as a “figurative fact” but as an evolving and definitively 
interactive process; an open “dis-dense” process – which is 
discontinuous and dense at the same time, as well as irregular 
and connected, diverse and disperse. 
In approaching this new reality – the result of mobility, exchange, 
migration and precise communication, a persistent attention to 
factors of “simultaneity” that might introduce “descriptions-
evolutions” of the system and within it: occupational, 
demographic, environmental and cultural parameters, as well as 
parameters of connectivity and use, etc. served as the foundation 
for possible “selective cartographies”, with a specific purpose – 
and often a surprising and unprecedented one – where the city 
appeared – compressed – into basic “levels” of information that 
could potentially be activated in – and through – different suitable 
tactical combinations.
For the purposes of its adequate recognition, this new type of 
multiple spatiality required the creation of “n-dimensional maps” 
for registering and prospecting, as well as for defining the 
possible associated “n-differential” strategies, understood as 
“directional vectors”, essential to ensuring a qualitative orientation 
for the possible global system(s): “informational” (tendential) 

3.50. A dynamic map of topological deformation according to variable processed 
information. 
Variable codifications: structures of deformation and tracking based on networks 
and numbers.
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maps, but which were also “slanted” (intentional) maps of the 
city and/in the territory.
(Combinatory) maps and (relational) strategies capable of 
selecting relevant data from a multiple reality, processing it, 
registering it, synthesizing it operatively in order to better “map” 
its respective levels of “incidental information” and its ability to 
combine that data into actually or potentially intentioned 
relationships.47 
“Layer-maps” of a multiple – “meta-territorial” – city, approached 
from the standpoint of recording and overlapping different 
relational territories (and synergies) rather than based on simple 
contiguity and/or physical proximity: “positioning maps” intended 
to situate the city within the right interregional dynamic; flow 
maps, maps of patterns and infrastructures, like linking networks 
and connecting nodes; maps of a subterranean cross-bred city, 
like underground layers; economic maps of a city for sale, 
approached from a real-estate perspective; maps of an 
environmental city, with open spaces, large-scale green areas, 
relational spaces and air pollution parameters that affect quality 
of life; maps of a city made profitable in terms of cultural factors, 
symbolic factors and/or tourism; maps of a retractable city 
related to migratory movements and demographic transfers 
(fluctuant maps); and, lastly, maps of a marginal city: of areas 
where there is tension, conflict or shortage.
Synthetic maps and data maps – processed, recorded and 
codified – whose main combinatory capabilities lie, ultimately, in 
the compatibility among processes fostered “in” and “by” the 
system itself: possible (inter)connections and synergies among 
information, phenomena and strategies, i.e., among simultaneous 
trajectories of evolution and demand.48

The decidedly “multiple” and “multi-layered” – i.e., (inter)active 
and, therefore, (inter)changing – condition of current territorial 
structures confirms the transfer from a totalizing, static vision of 
the urban sphere, to a vision that is more sensitive to the logics of 
relation, variation (and distortion) associated with 
“phenomenologies of change” and, as such, it justifies the recent 
interest in the analysis and understanding of dynamic systems. 

These systems produced in situations of spontaneous – and free 
– expansion, unfolding and movement in the territory formed 
structures that were very different from the ones that the 
sciences and disciplines concerned with space had been 
dealing with for the past 200 years: static structures, with a 
linear order (or accepted as such, given the apparent gradual 
nature of the changes that affected them) that can no longer 
effectively respond to dynamic processes subject to 
developments characterized by significant discontinuities in their 
behavior and marked by distortions, conflicts and divisions, with 
a tendency to progressively increase the irregularity of what had 
until recently been understood as “milieu” or “contexts”.

3.51. Abstraction and concretion. Tracking structures based on grid matrices and numbers. 
Visualization sequences of a thematic map according to levels of processed information.
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XIV. Dynamic Processes: Overlying or Linked Structures

Because of their changing, evolving nature, our universe, our 
behaviors and most evolving physical phenomena – especially 
cities – are tied in with explicitly dynamic, non-linear systems 
which, as opposed to traditional linear systems that are stable, 
uniform and easily controllable – end up resulting in highly 
unstable and uncertain process, which are often apparently 
incoherent precisely because they are undisciplined.
Though generic behavioral patterns can be recognized in those 
systems, the degree of complexity (and, therefore, diversity) 
depends on their ability to bring together – in order to connect 
and process – multiple different messages and relationships of 
exchange at the same time, i.e., layers of (material and 
immaterial) information and connection networks in constant 
entropic combination. The old compact, defensive and 
concentrating forms have progressively made way for other, 
more disperse and irregular forms that have translated into a 
more impure, more indeterminate and “informal” kind of order. 

Every day, we experience this kind of phenomena – which 
may appear somewhat abstract – in the manifestations of our 
society, which is increasingly heterogeneous and changeable 
given the rise in (inter)communication, mobility, cross-
breeding and the tolerance for difference: i.e., the progressive 
affirmation of individuality within plurality not as an isolated 
occurrence, but rather as the ultimate manifestation of an 
interwoven diversity intended to promote a more multi-
faceted and unusually agreed-upon kind of organization. That, 
perhaps, is what we call civilization. 
The possibility of imagining flexible and empathetic contracts 
– relationships and interactions – among differences.

Because, in situations of inertia (or a lack of foresight), this kind 
of process also tends toward the random accumulation of 
individual events that are progressively “un-orchestrated”: 
opportunistic “movements” that bring about general anarchy (or 

disorder) in the absence of open (strategic and/or tactical) 
criteria for organization with the ability to direct the evolutionary 
force of the system.
More and more, social progress, technological developments, 
the exchange of information and increased mobility are 
promoting a growing potential for and freedom of movement – 
as well as occupation – in (and of) space. 
The contemporary city is put forth as a generic and swiftly 
dynamic system – a process – whose diversified and 
heterogeneous evolution involves – and announces – tensions 
and conflicts. However, seen in a positive light, it also invokes 
an exciting kaleidoscope of opportunities. 
An offering (a menu) of situations and varied experiences for 
the contemporary citizen, which can translate the 
heterogeneous character of a freer and more diversified 
societies into their behavior, but also into the spaces and 
events associated with it.
We find ourselves perplexed and somewhat frightened in the 
face of this variety, the unexpected, the unfamiliar or unusual 
character of the most disconcerting, hazy and vague 
manifestations of the city (traditionally associated with a place 
of stability, continuity, compactness.)  
Its emergence is relatively recent and apparently “untamed”, 
and seems to be formed by a whole series of structures that 
are emboîtées – fit together, overlapping, linked up – 
developed as the result of a multiple interaction between 
processes of “planning”, “self-organization” or “expectation” 
and which, in the end, calls on the “open” nature of the systems 
we are discussing here.
If the contemporary city, or the new multi-layered metapolis, is 
postulated as the progressively dynamic, complex and sensitive 
organism we have described, its own (internal) logic responds 
increasingly to the factors of a strangely inform(ation)al logic 
which – like any dynamic process – tends to evolve, 
demonstrating a new kind of organization that is more 
fluctuating and definitively irregular.49
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