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1
            Introduction

         

         In September 1868, forty-six-year-old Frederick Law Olmsted, already the most prominent landscape designer and conservationist of his day, sat down at his desk in New York City to compose a report on a new suburb proposed for the banks of the Des Plaines River, about nine miles from Chicago – a site to which the developer, E. E. Child, had given the deceptively bland name Riverside.1 To understand the possibilities for this site, in Olmsted’s account, you had to understand not so much the environmental but rather the social conditions that would encourage people to live there. You had to understand, he wrote, that the middle of the nineteenth century was a period of what today we would call urbanisation. People were coming together in booming towns and cities. They had developed a taste for the luxuries and refinements that you only get from city life. And yet, from the vantage point of his desk in New York, Olmsted could sense something in the air. ‘There are symptoms of a change,’ he wrote to Riverside’s financial backers, who had contracted his and his partner’s firm, Olmsted, Vaux & Co., to design the site from scratch – ‘a counter-tide of migration’ away from the city and back towards a different kind of life. You see this phenomenon, he said, in the common desire to live near parks. You see it in the desperation to plant rows of trees, ‘little enclosures of turf and foliage’ in every newly laid street. It has been established, 2Olmsted went on, by a Dr Rumney of the British Association for the Advancement of Social Science, that simply living near other people can make a person ill, even manifesting in a kind of ‘nervous feebleness’.

         It was the suburb, according to Olmsted, that was truly the city of the future. And not just any suburb, but rather a suburb that could successfully recreate that very particular feeling of being not in the city at all – that could recreate the feeling of being in the countryside, with its pure air, its shade, its open spaces, its ‘distance from the jar, noise, confusion and bustle of commercial thoroughfares’.2 A realisation was dawning: there was something just a bit off about city life. The city was not, in fact, a very good place to live in at all. Some new way of living, not quite the city, not quite the country, now loomed on the horizon. As Olmsted put it the following year, in a letter to the author and journalist Edward Everett Hale, the key thing now was to create a space for living that was some mixture of the two. ‘[I] urge principles, plans and measures,’ Olmsted wrote effusively, ‘tending to the ruralizing of all our urban population and the urbanizing of our rustic population.’3

         Olmsted was neither the first nor the only person to have such thoughts. The fantasy of the city that was not really a city at all, of the landscaped park that still maintained the rugged virtues of the open frontier – this was already a guiding theme of American public life in the nineteenth century. It was a fantasy, indeed, the historian Dorceta Taylor reminds us, that was held on to with special fervour by urban elites, like Olmsted, anxious about what city life was doing to their own waning sense of racial superiority.4 Through different, 3often overlapping waves of urbanisation across the globe, this idea has never fully gone away. My interest in this book is in following its contours into the present day, as a new kind of anxiety about the city, and a new kind of desire for the countryside, begins to rise again. This desire is, of course, in many ways very different from the racialised anxieties of Olmsted’s day. And yet also maybe not so different.

         Things ultimately went south for Olmsted and Vaux at Riverside: their plans were not followed exactly, the developer went bust, and Olmsted had to take payment in lots, which quickly collapsed in value. And yet somehow Riverside, a surprisingly sturdy green village on the banks of an unloved river, began to take shape. Olmsted was by then out of the picture. But there was another figure, then living in obscurity in Chicago, who may well have seen Riverside under construction, and who would carry this urge articulated by Olmsted much further in the decades that followed.5 This was Ebenezer Howard, the unlikely founder of the Garden City movement, who would go on to establish two new urban centres on his return to his birthplace in England: first there was Letchworth Garden City, founded in 1904; and then the new town of Welwyn Garden City, which followed in 1920.

         On an unseasonably warm day in mid-September 2021, I caught a train at King’s Cross in London, admired the station’s spectacular new glass and steel dome – now arced over the frantic concourse like an upturned glass on an ant colony – and travelled twenty miles north, to the sleepy commuter county of Hertfordshire, and into a different world entirely. My destination was Welwyn Garden City – England’s second and last 4true ‘garden city’, once part of a great international movement to shift urban planning in the twentieth century towards new, medium-sized satellite towns, surrounded by green space. Just as Frederick Law Olmsted had dreamed, these towns were to be new places for living that were not quite urban and not quite rural, with decent housing and work for all, and underpinned by an economic system (this was not part of Olmsted’s dream) that would reinvest the proceeds of increasing land values for everyone’s benefit. Though it never really worked out like that, and the broader movement has long since faded away, the busy and prosperous town of Welwyn was nonetheless happily celebrating its hundredth anniversary, as well as its small but critical role in the history of urban planning. And so I went along, curious to see what the one-time city of the future looked like, now that that future had, unambiguously, if rather unceremoniously, arrived.

         Having founded Welwyn with his collaborators and backers in 1920, Ebenezer Howard quickly appointed a Montreal-born architect, Louis de Soissons, to create the town’s master plan. De Soissons, who had just graduated from university, would end up spending his life as the chief architect of Welwyn Garden City, dying there in 1962. In his original plan, de Soissons laid out the green heart of the town a bit like a sideways ‘T’, where the horizontal bar, Parkway, is longer than the vertical bar, Howardsgate. At the north end of Parkway, de Soissons added a small, bulbous park, rather pompously known as The Campus. Seen from above, the whole thing looks a bit like a gun or an erect penis.

         The idea behind Welwyn, and behind garden cities more generally, was not simply to remake urban spaces on the basis 5of green and healthy country life. It was an attempt to reform how land was owned and who made money from it – to stop increases in land value from benefiting solely private owners, and instead to use that rise for the collective good of the residents. But the movement was also about creating a new kind of person. Or at least it was a serious attempt to return the benighted inhabitants of industrial cities to some more natural state. ‘Men’, Howard wrote, quoting the eugenicist philosopher Herbert Spencer, ‘are equally entitled to the use of the earth.’ What they want is the ‘practical life’, the fruits of their toil, an equal share, a short commute, a patch of grass to call their own, neither rural simplicity nor urban drudgery, but something somehow in between. If planners would just use ‘the resources of modern science’, Howard wrote, ‘Art may supplement Nature, and life may become an abiding joy and delight’.6

         Today, though, I realised as I exited the ugly 1990s shopping mall that somehow contains the train station, if central Howardsgate is still a lush, green, formally landscaped city-centre park, it’s also more or less a taxi rank. A line of cars crept around the edges, like flies on a cake, collecting passengers from the station and the nearby chain shops. Mutual ownership, meanwhile, disappeared in the 1980s. Today, houses are available on the open market – many of them, I saw in estate agents’ windows as I walked around, going for well over a million pounds. Welwyn Garden City might still represent a kind of utopia, I reflected as I tried not to get run over by the speeding commuters in their SUVs, but whose utopia, exactly, was not quite so clear.

         I had come to Welwyn because I’d been thinking about urban planning and the future of the city for some time. I 6wanted to know why so many people in that field were convinced there was something about our cities that was simply bad for us, and especially that there was something about them that was psychologically or even morally bad for us. I was trying to imagine what this future would look like, and how it might be different from previous attempts to fix these problems. I was also trying to figure out why it was that so many planners, architects and policy-makers were so fixated on nature as the solution to all of the city’s problems – why they seemed to think that treating the city as if it was a kind of organism, a living thing, would finally bring planning and architecture into the twenty-first century. As I traipsed around international events on future cities, healthy cities, green cities and so on, it began to feel as if there were no issue in city life, from air quality to mental health, that couldn’t be fixed by a line of trees, a green roof, a biomimetic office block, a forlorn plant growing through the cracks in some derelict wall.

         And yet by the time I arrived in Welwyn, I was starting to find the whole ‘green city’ rhetoric extremely unconvincing. Too often, it seemed to me, an urban park was just a nice-looking taxi-rank-in-waiting. Carefully tended green space was just another way of pushing up house prices and creating exclusive communities, where the lush trees act as pretty effective symbolic gates. Maybe the reality is that, however the rest of us feel about it, lots of people find their joy not so much in digging vegetables or caressing the bushes, but rather in driving ugly cars at great speed through exclusive commuter towns.

         And it seemed to me, too, that what a place like Welwyn symbolised was perhaps not really an attempt to transform 7urban space. Rather, it was an attempt to do away with the lively, messy, unpredictable city altogether. ‘The city of today is a dying thing,’ wrote the architect and planner Le Corbusier, as the first streets in Welwyn were taking shape. We must learn, he insisted, to build garden cities ‘in the open’, guided by a spirit of uniformity, regularity, and discipline.7 Across the Atlantic, the American architect Frank Lloyd Wright was similarly starting to sketch out his ‘broadacre city’. This, too, was a new kind of urban space, one that was, in fact, no kind of urban space at all. Instead, it was an endlessly rolling open suburb without a centre, dotted throughout with little prairie homesteads, each standing proudly alone, connected only by a hot, strangling mesh of twentieth-century freeway. ‘To look at the cross-section of any plan of a big city’, Wright wrote feverishly in The Living City some years later, ‘is to look at something like the section of a fibrous tumor.’ A city like New York is really a kind of ‘vampire’ – a monster that ‘must renew itself from our farms and villages’.8 In other words, what had looked like a simple desire for green suburbia was at its heart a decidedly anti-urban philosophy. It’s true that this school of thought, a strange mixture of eugenic pastoralism, frontier ‘individualism’, and the desire for order and rationality, was largely held at bay by the unpredictable boom in urban living that swept through many countries in the mid-twentieth century. But it was now returning, with more and more force, in the queasy opening decades of the twenty-first.

         Here’s an example: one very boring afternoon, just a couple of weeks before I went to Welwyn, I saw a tweet from the hugely successful Danish architecture firm BIG, announcing its participation in a major new project.9 A US billionaire 8called Marc Lore, who had made a good part of his fortune through his co-ownership of the baby accessories website diapers.com, announced that he was going to finance the building of a new city called Telosa, somewhere deep in the Arizona desert. Telosa, I found out from a link in the tweet, was an attempt to reform capitalism around a philosophy that Lore termed ‘equitism’.10 The core of this notion comes from the Victorian economist and reformer Henry George, who, in a much earlier period of rapid urbanisation, argued for using the increasing value of residential land for community benefit rather than private gain (it was George’s ideas that had also inspired Ebenezer Howard).11 To design his own utopia around these principles, Lore had hired the celebrity Danish architect Bjarke Ingels, BIG’s founder. Ingels had made his name in the early 2000s by building a housing block in Copenhagen, VM, modelled on Le Corbusier’s Unité d’habitation. The idea behind VM was that the twisting angles of two buildings (one in the shape of a ‘V’; the other more like an ‘M’), added to skilfully cantilevered balconies, meant that instead of simply gazing into each other’s windows, residents could look out onto green fields. In a book setting out his design philosophy, Ingels spoke of work like this in grand, Darwinian terms. ‘Human life evolved through adaptation to changes in the natural environment,’ he wrote. ‘With the invention of architecture and technology we have seized the power to adapt our surroundings to the way we want to live … as life evolves, our cities and our architecture need to evolve with it.’12

         When I googled ‘Telosa’, I saw, okay, many of the urban futurist clichés that you might expect from a man who’d 9made a fortune from small children shitting themselves, but I saw something else too. In the promotional materials, people were shown hanging out in parks, surrounded by trees, lazily dipping their feet into pools. In busy street scenes, the artists had been careful to show that the pavements were lined with local Arizonan plants (or at least my possibly problematic idea of Arizonan plants; anyway, they looked like really big cactuses), making clear that there would always be views into the distant mountain range. The website assured would-be residents that they would ‘always be connected to nature’ and that abundant ‘city parks’ will ‘host carefully managed reservoirs which store water for the city and provide all residents with open space within minutes of where they live’.13

         Things began to escalate. In July 2022, a video popped up in my social media feed, showing an artist’s rendering of another new city, to be built this time in the desert north-west of Saudi Arabia. It was called The Line, though in the video it just looked like a giant nightclub corridor: two enormous mirrored walls, each 500 metres high and 170 kilometres long, were apparently going to be erected 200 metres from one another. In the gap in between, the designers imagined a hyper-futuristic urban space, filled with trees and flowers, with – here and there – a few modern-looking buildings peeking out. In the publicity material, The Line was described as ‘the future of urban living … a civilizational revolution that puts humans first, providing an unprecedented urban living experience while preserving the surrounding nature’.14 This place will eventually be home, say the Saudi government, to nine million people. There will be no roads or cars; no emissions of any kind; the city will operate wholly on renewable 10energy; and nature will be fully integrated throughout. In one sense, this all seems like pie in the sky, something that can be easily dismissed. But also it isn’t. Because The Line is just one part of a new urban mega-project under way in Saudi Arabia called NEOM: a giant new smart city to be built from scratch, including not only The Line, but also a floating octagonal port city, an airport and a ski resort.15 There may also be, according to the Guardian, ‘a huge artificial moon, glow-in-the-dark beaches, flying drone-powered taxis, robotic butlers to clean the homes of residents and’ – this final flourish seeming to tempt fate somewhat – ‘a Jurassic Park-style attraction featuring animatronic lizards’.16 Despite the claim that it is being built on empty land, Indigenous people have claimed they have been violently evicted from the area since the project began. In October 2022, it was reported that three members of a tribe who refused to leave their land had been sentenced to death.17

         If Telosa and NEOM are visions of the future, they are nonetheless both oddly familiar. From the parks to the tree-lined streets, from the references to Henry George to the weird concern with civilisation, from the interest in Darwin to a violent relationship with Indigenous people, these two places offer a vision of the future city, of the future green city, wholly rooted in the ideologies and anxieties of the nineteenth century. What if this connection between the past and the present, I wondered, between techno-science fantasy and pre-modern dreamland held up for green urbanism more generally? And also thinking about powerful billionaires, and celebrity architects, and the autocratic leaders of petrostates, what if we weren’t importing just the urban and 11environmental aesthetics of the nineteenth century, but also the social and political structures that those aesthetics were very explicitly designed to convey? Were we, in fact, returning to the pre-modern city in more ways than one?

         This book, I should say at the outset, is against green cities. It’s also more or less against the idea of the urban future – not least because, as is becoming clear in Saudi Arabia, visions of the future city are always violent for someone.18 I’m writing against these things not because I’m sceptical about the positive effects of green space, or the need for some kind of environmental transformation as climate change starts to really bite, but because I think the science and politics of green urbanism is a great deal more complex than we want to admit. With this in mind, I’m going to talk to scientists and architects in what follows; I’m going to meet people doing meditation work in forests, activists trying to protect city trees, and individuals carrying out serious policy work on cities and happiness. These are all good people. And yet there’s something else going on too – something more unsettling in terms of the grand, overarching visions of the urban future with which we are ceaselessly bombarded. Because despite the science-fiction visual rhetoric that green urban futures so often trade in, despite the critical work that lots of activists and planners are doing in cities today, I’m worried that what is really at stake, ideologically as well as aesthetically, is a decidedly nineteenth-century vision – a vision in which the primal urge of grasping city dwellers needs to be tamed by the stern hand of nature; in which social elites, anxious once again about the lively, convivial mass of urban humans that surround them, have suddenly become really interested 12in covering streets with forests, in turning bustling neighbourhoods into sterile parks. What I realised, in the course of researching and writing this book, is that the future of the city looks very weirdly like its past. And I began to wonder if there wasn’t something worth valuing and protecting about the city as it is now. Cities are messy, unequal, often violent for sure. But in terms of our capacity to think and build and plot collectively, to improve our situation materially, to impose ourselves, and our ideas, and our homes on the world around us, the city as a city, it seemed to me, was a space where the political and moral goods of late modernity, at least for some people, for some of the time, could feel powerfully close to hand.

         I emailed Bjarke Ingels’s office to see if someone might talk to me about all of this. They sent back a polite response thanking me for reaching out, but regretting to inform me that they weren’t doing interviews right now. Maybe I could circle back in six months? Maybe. In the meantime, I decided to start with an architect who had inspired Bjarke Ingels, surely the most interesting, most influential, most problematic and simply the strangest person to take the problem of nature and the city seriously in the century just gone. I decided to start with Le Corbusier.
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            1: Living in the City
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         In the late summer of 1933, a group of architects and planners boarded a steamship, the SS Patris II, in the port of Marseilles. The passengers were all members of CIAM, the Congrès internationaux d’architecture moderne, a movement founded in 1928 to create a new architecture, one better attuned to the forms and rhythms of the machine age.1 The 1933 Congress – CIAM’s fourth – had been planned for Moscow, where the Communist Party had once shared the group’s revolutionary approach to remaking the built environment. By the early 1930s, however, Stalin had his own 14ideas about the monumental architecture of the new century. Spurned, CIAM decided to make for Greece by boat – for what would become one of the most influential urban planning meetings of the century.2

         On board was the great modernist architect and planner Le Corbusier, who was then becoming CIAM’s most visible figure.3 Le Corbusier was at a creative high point: having made his name – and a great public scandal – with his Plan Voisin to more or less level the centre of Paris in 1925, he had then proposed a similar plan for the rebuilding of Algiers. This would have meant, among other things, surrounding the city’s world-famous Kasbah with a forest of skyscrapers and a highway suspended above the ground at a height of about fourteen storeys (alas, the mayor of Algiers went in another direction).4 Also on board was the Finnish designer and architect Alvar Aalto, who had just completed his Paimio Sanatorium in south-west Finland, a hugely influential modernist intervention in hospital design, where the building itself was designed to be part of the healing process.

         These were serious times for modern design. Two weeks before the ship left Marseilles, the Bauhaus school in Berlin, then the world’s most famous design institute, had voted to dissolve itself following raids by the Gestapo and increasing pressure from the Nazi government. László Moholy-Nagy, the Hungarian-born photographer, film-maker and designer who had taught at the Bauhaus in the 1920s, was also travelling on the Patris II. Moholy-Nagy had even brought a 16mm camera, shooting footage that he later edited into a twenty-nine-minute silent film, Architect’s Congress. The movie still floats around online today, a remarkably watchable and yet 15deeply melancholic document of the voyage. In wavering, silent images, earnest planners paste schemes for cities like Detroit and Zaandam to the ship’s heaving bulkheads; serious young men crowd the sunny decks for talks by Le Corbusier and CIAM’s chair, the Dutch planner Cornelis van Esteren; excitement overcomes the passengers as the ship approaches the Isthmus of Corinth; then we see Moholy-Nagy himself, smiling warmly as he greets the Greek delegation at the port; and, finally, there is the grand opening of the Congress, with 1,500 hopeful people in attendance. Looming overhead, we see the Acropolis of Athens, lit for the occasion and brightening the night sky – like a promise, from history, of great things to come. Within the decade, both the city that these architects set sail from and the one they had just arrived in would be under fascist occupation.

         In 1933, the future of Europe and the future of the city seemed like two halves of the same equation. CIAM had been founded on the idea that in the age of the machine, architecture could no longer be neatly separated from political and economic realities. Now more than ever, thinking about what buildings should be like, how towns should work, meant confronting the starkest political, ethical and even biological questions of how humans were going to make their lives in the century to come.

         This was, to say the least, a politically ambiguous and awkward project. In the years that followed, Le Corbusier – a long-time fascist affiliate and anti-Semite, despite being widely associated with the left – would move to Vichy, the capital of occupied France, and collaborate actively with its Nazi-backed puppet government.5 In 1943, he anonymously 16published his Athens Charter in occupied Paris, formally recording the findings of the 1933 meeting in his inimitable style.6 The cities that CIAM had examined, he argued, were pictures of total chaos, leading to nothing but misery for their poor citizens. Modern cities are failures; they ‘do not fulfil their purpose, which is to satisfy the primordial biological and psychological needs of their populations’. The urban citizen is even ‘molested’ by the machine age: they are stifled, crushed, trodden underfoot; green space is devoured by the unplanned growth of the suburbs; the air is foul and the transport makes no sense.

         The solution, Le Corbusier says, summarising the findings of the Congress, is to divide the functions of work, play, housing and movement. With high-speed motor cars you can keep factories and offices far away from houses, with green open space (and a multi-lane highway) in between. That also means building upwards, making the city vertical, but doing so, perhaps counter-intuitively, to preserve vast tracts of open land for rest and play, for making a pleasant vista, even for growing vegetables.

         For the members of CIAM, the hyper-modern city is not – as it was so influentially caricatured in the film-maker Fritz Lang’s 1923 masterpiece Metropolis – a place of endless speed, efficiency, production and toil. As the historian Peder Anker points out, avant-garde architecture in the 1930s was deeply concerned with biological science and humans’ place in nature.7 The delegates in 1933 were interested in leisure, good living and what we might today call ‘wellbeing’. They were bothered about sunlight and green spaces and play areas, and what someone would do for entertainment when they 17got home from work. ‘A town is a tool,’ Le Corbusier had written in 1924. In the modern age, we are confronted with an ‘immense step in evolution, so brutal and so overwhelming’ that we will either grip that tool firmly and put it to use or we will perish. We have to ‘burn our bridges’, Le Corbusier declared. We must ‘break with the past’.8

         Exactly eighty-five years after the delegates of CIAM set sail from Marseilles, I travelled in less elegant fashion to Athens for another congress on the future of the city in troubled times. Amazingly, I had booked a late flight without it having occurred to me that Athens is quite far from London. I landed, deeply confused, in an empty terminal smelling of smoke at 4 a.m. and took a taxi that drove at great speed down the deserted motorway, before arriving in an alarmingly fancy hotel, where I briefly collapsed. I woke three hours later, bleary-eyed, and headed to an open-air breakfast deck filled with sun, yoghurt, cold meat, and Americans. The morning heat was up, the magpies had started to circle – and there, overlooking the city as if nothing at all had happened, was the same Acropolis that had been lit in hope for Le Corbusier, Moholy-Nagy and the architects of CIAM all those decades ago.

         I was in Athens for the first-ever meeting of a new group that was also interested in urbanisation, wellbeing and the good life: the World Congress on Forests for Public Health. I had tagged along because I wanted to see, up close, a loosely organised ‘movement’ that I had been following for a while – a movement that, it seemed to me, was also rethinking the shape and fabric of modern life, albeit with more subtlety, and perhaps a little less bombast. 18

         This was still a movement of architects and planners, but now psychologists, public health people and politicians were also involved. They, too, saw something potentially catastrophic in the modern city, but not so much because of bad planning, or because architects were too timid – which was Le Corbusier’s diagnosis. I was following people who were instead convinced that living in cities was actually in itself fiercely bad for us: that the literal brick and stone and speed of urban life were making us stressed, lonely, depressed, ill. And their vision for remaking the city wasn’t one of geometrically ordered skyscrapers, helipads, ten-lane highways and the latest synthetic materials. It was the opposite: a vision of the city remade as a forest – a pastoral space of parks, streams and hedgerows, of otters in the river and trees on the streets.

         Le Corbusier once wrote that we should think of the city as ‘the grip of man upon nature’ – even as a ‘human operation directed against nature’ (my emphasis).9 A century later, the ambitions of architects and planners seemed to be very different. Instead of exalting the city as a triumph over the natural landscape, here was a vision of urban space as a kind of anti-city, a place that hides its own basic citiness, embarrassed, beneath a canopy of trees.

         In the weeks and months surrounding the congress, London formally declared itself a park. A week or so after that, there was a story in the news about wild boars taking over parts of Barcelona. Singapore announced that it was turning its airport into a botanic garden, complete with orang-utans. Indonesia said that it was going to rebuild its new capital as a forest city. What was happening here? What was this shrubby, green, urban future that seemed to be coming into 19global existence – and doing so almost without notice? How and why was the fabric of city life being transformed before our eyes?

         Here’s the thing that surprises you about Athens: it’s very modern. Ancient ruination is everywhere, obviously. There’s still the agora and the library; there’s the Temple of Athena Nike and the Theatre of Dionysus; here and there you can even find a still-functioning Byzantine temple; and if you stand in the right place for long enough, you will hear the low, uncanny hum of Greek Orthodox chant, the distant sound of a pre-medieval world that can gently unhook your bones from your nerves. So the slightly rickety, jerry-built air of the twentieth-century city takes you by surprise, hastily bolted together over the decades, without much planning regulation, as people came in from the countryside seeking work and a better life.

         More incongruous are the great monumental modernist constructions that dot the Athens skyline: the serene American embassy by the Bauhaus founder, Walter Gropius; the Hilton Hotel, with its reliefs by the Greek artist Yiannis Moralis; the great hulking passenger terminal at the ancient port of Piraeus, built in the early 1960s by Ioannis Lapsis and Elias Scroumbelos.10 Athens is a city where the ancient and modern slide over one another in sometimes eerie ways. On a day off, I tried to take a photo of the ruined Temple of Olympian Zeus – a row of colossal, fifty-foot columns, standing in rigid formation against the sky – and my phone, mistaking the giant pillars for a close-up of a barcode, began frantically searching the internet to find me a better deal. It was a strange reminder 20that while our symbols may move around, the visual grammar they rely upon has surprisingly long roots.

         The congress was meeting at one of the great symbols of modernist Athens, the Hellenic War Museum, a square-looking building topped by a thick, overhanging rectangle of concrete, like a giant stone mushroom. I had come early to see the keynote speaker and main attraction, a scientist and author whose name has become synonymous with the idea that getting out of the city to ‘bathe’ in the forest is vital for your psychological and emotional health: Dr Qing Li from the Nippon Medical School in Tokyo, the then president of the Japanese Society for Forest Medicine.

         ‘People like forests,’ Li told the assembly, as the room gradually filled with foresters, planners and public health people from all over the world. The air, he said – I am paraphrasing here from my notes – the atmosphere, the sense of calm, all of it produces a preventive effect against some of the most well-known illnesses associated with our modern lifestyle. The practice known in Japanese as shinrin-yoku – literally, forest-bathing – reduces the amount of adrenaline in the body, thus bringing down stress and ultimately making us less prone to depression, anxiety and anger. ‘Forest medicine’, Li told us, is a ‘new science’.

         As images of ancient Japanese forests flashed up behind him, he described the role of phytoncides, the organic compounds found in the natural oils that trees sometimes use as a defence against insects and fungi.11 Releasing phytoncides into the air, he told us, is also how trees communicate with one another – and, in fact, this is often what you smell when walking through a forest. In his book extolling the virtues of 21shinrin-yoku, Li describes a study in which he took twelve volunteers and slipped phytoncide oil into a diffuser as they slept, but otherwise changed nothing else about their lives. All of them slept better and had fewer stress hormones, as well as higher levels of some immune-system cells.

         Li has been interested in this topic since 1982, and has been collecting data in earnest since 2004. In his best-selling book Into the Forest, he talks about how we modern humans have become estranged from nature as we have moved towards life as an urban species. We live, he writes, in dense, overcrowded cities, packed onto subways, crammed on footpaths, corralled in our offices and air-conditioned houses. We’ve allowed ourselves to become overworked, stressed out, tied to screens in small rooms. The city might be an exciting place, he concedes – but it’s a stressful one too, and that stress plays a role in heart attacks, strokes and cancer.12

         Even more insidious is the effect of this urban mode of life on our mental health – on loneliness, isolation, depression. ‘A two-hour forest bathe’, writes Li, ‘will help you to unplug from technology and slow down. It will bring you into the present moment and de-stress and relax you.’ It will boost your energy, improve your mood, bring down your blood pressure and help your immune system. Simply being in the atmosphere of the forest – breathing in the organic compounds emitted by the trees – can have major effects on your health.

         Shuffling in my beautifully designed but strikingly uncomfortable 1970s seat, it would be fair to say I was sceptical. What would the utopian skyscraper architects on the Patris II have made of it all? And yet speaker after speaker came 22to the podium and told a similar story. Groups of people with mental health problems had been led into the woods in Poland, Ireland, Serbia, South Korea; with the help of trained guides, they’d been taken on structured walks through the trees; they’d breathed in the phytoncides; they’d touched the trees. And over and over again their stress had gone down, their mood had gone up.
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         Several other speakers outlined plans for giving city dwellers more opportunities to experience nature in their daily lives. There were discussions of the mental health benefits of increasing tree cover in cities, of creating the conditions for more birdsong, of producing ‘micro-forests’ in otherwise forlorn pockets of urban space, of the psychological benefits of people simply tending their own gardens, and so on and on. Overwhelmed by it all, I skipped the conference dinner and 23went out for sausages and bifteki on my own, flicking through the scientific literature and brooding over what seemed to be an unavoidably green, leafy future for the modern city.

         The thing is, none of this can be dismissed, even if, like me, you’re inclined to dismiss it. It’s true that the scientific literature is still quite new and hasn’t really settled down yet, but generally it does seem to support these conclusions, showing fairly consistently the positive effects that being around green space has on health, and especially mental health. In one striking study a group of Danish researchers used historic satellite images to track the amount of green space around the childhood homes of Danish adults; they were able to show, remarkably, that the more green space you had around your house at the age of twelve, the less likely you were to be admitted to a psychiatric hospital as a grown-up.13 Another study, reported in many newspapers, showed that taking just twenty minutes out of your day to be around nature – strolling through a park on your lunch break, say – is enough of a ‘nature dose’ to measurably reduce your stress levels. Scientists even suggest that doctors should write prescriptions for this, instructing their stressed-out, city-dwelling patients to take twenty-minute ‘nature pills’ and improve their mental health.14

         There’s something incredibly seductive about all this. When I got home, I moved into the back bedroom of our house and opened the big window wide before going to sleep. When I woke, I was no longer looking at the grey slate of my neighbour’s roof but instead had a view onto the thick canopy of trees and bushes that our small row of terraced houses hides behind its back. And it’s true: I slept better. I felt better.

         *24

         It’s that feeling that I want to try to understand – that sense of calm and stillness that comes from looking out of a bedroom window onto a slowly waving group of trees. For a lot of people, that feeling is hugely important, even vital for their physical and emotional wellbeing. Some scientists have shown that our bodies heal quicker when we can see trees. Others argue that being around nature is such a core part of our evolutionary inheritance that, in its absence, many of us will entirely lose our reason.15

         Such claims have now found their way into the worlds of architecture and urban planning, and thereby into the political and financial institutions that ultimately decide how cities take shape. In London, leading architectural theorists are currently trying to design buildings that function like biological organisms, so that they are more in tune with our natural rhythms and preferences. In Shanghai, the city authorities have approved an enormous residential and retail complex in the centre of the city that will be literally built into an entirely new tree-covered hill. (The designer is Thomas Heatherwick, who once designed a grand new ‘garden bridge’ in London. That project, alas, controversially ran aground due to cost overruns and a growing realisation that what had been sold as a new ‘floating paradise’ for the city was in reality a privately owned, gated space, to be hired out for corporate events, among other activities.16) All of this seems to be very much at odds with what – until very recently – most of us assumed the future of the city would look like. From the most avant-garde science fiction to the most banal planning documents, a shared agenda has emerged: for the good of humanity, the city of the future must be woody and green. 25

         It is no coincidence that we are living in one of the greatest periods of urbanisation in human history. The much-cited UN statistic is that nearly 70 per cent of the world’s population will be urban dwellers by 2050.17 Make of that what you want. It’s certainly true that there are more cities in the world today than there have ever been, and that the sizes of some – the 24 million people of Shanghai, the 18 million of Karachi – have grown at scales that would have been unimaginable until quite recently. And part of me wonders if much of this desire to entirely reimagine the city as a green space doesn’t also reflect a kind of cultural anxiety about that – a growing fear that we have perhaps pulled ourselves out of reach of our natural roots, that we have wandered too far from the garden.

         This is perhaps a good moment to remember that this is not the first point in history when there has been, at the same time, a great movement of the population to the cities and a large, official anxiety about what that might mean for the minds and bodies of those who have moved – and a large cultural turn towards greenery, trees and wilderness. In fact, there is a striking historical correlation between, on the one hand, romantic ideas about nature, and on the other, periods of mass urbanisation.

         In the early 1860s, during the violent displacement of Indigenous North American people from the central Sierra Nevada, travellers into the west of the still-expanding American empire were reportedly struck by the awe-inspiring beauty of the area we now call Yosemite. Reports filtered back to the cities of the east, and so the first white tourists started to come – and with them, the early stirrings of a tourist infrastructure, with large consequences for the ecology of the area.18 26

         This was also a time when hundreds of thousands of people were arriving every year into the exploding cities of the north-eastern United States, cramming into the manky streets of New York, Boston and Philadelphia, making a new life as best they could in the unsanitary, overcrowded cities. The historian Dorceta Taylor argues that at the meeting point of these simultaneous developments – rapid urbanisation in the east, colonial conquest in the west – the idea of wilderness emerges in North America. So, too, does a new kind of person with a new kind of aim: a self-consciously robust man or woman given to wandering westwards, away from the dank metropolis, and into what they thought of as a pristine, natural landscape. This ideology of North American wilderness was, needless to say, reliant on erasing Indigenous people from both the territory and the history of the landscapes that were then being colonised.19

         Yosemite was declared a national park by Abraham Lincoln in 1864. A commission was appointed to study the ecology of the new park and make plans for its effective management, with Frederick Law Olmsted as the commission’s chair. Olmsted, as we noted in the Introduction, is known to many today as the ‘father’ of American landscape architecture. In 1864, he was already the co-designer of New York’s Central Park, a prolific writer and anti-slavery campaigner, and a decorated former head of the sanitary commission during the Civil War.20 But Olmsted was also a journalist (he co-founded the magazine The Nation) and a hugely influential writer about nature. He was someone who not only shaped natural spaces; he also shaped how we think about those spaces in the first place, and what we think they are for.2127
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         Olmsted wrote his first report on Yosemite the following year. It was vitally important, he argued, for Congress to secure the area, before some rich individual acquired it for himself and, in pursuit of personal gain, spoiled this ‘union of the deepest sublimity with the deepest beauty of nature’. Olmsted makes two arguments for governments acquiring spaces like Yosemite. One is purely financial: people were already coming from Europe to see the area, and it would be enormously advantageous to the finances of the new state of California, and to its enterprising citizens, to preserve the thing that these travellers were coming to see. But the other argument is more psychological in nature. ‘It is a scientific fact,’ he writes in the report,

         
            that the occasional contemplation of natural scenes of an impressive character, particularly if this contemplation occurs in connection with relief from ordinary cares, change 28of air and change of habits, is favorable to the health and vigor of men and especially to the health and vigor of their intellect beyond any other conditions which can be offered them, that it not only gives pleasure for the time being but increases the subsequent capacity for happiness and the means of securing happiness.

         

         In other words, without the opportunity to contemplate nature there could be no happiness – and this in a nation founded on precisely the notion that achieving happiness was the central object of human existence. But it gets worse: urban people do not have the opportunity for the contemplation of natural scenes, Olmsted writes, and the result is

         
            a class of disorders, the characteristic quality of which is mental disability, sometimes taking the severe forms of softening of the brain, paralysis, palsey [sic], monomania, or insanity, but more frequently of mental and nervous excitability, moroseness, or irascibility, incapacitating the subject for the proper exercise of the intellectual and moral forces.

         

         What we see here is a key moment in the cultural reimagining of the great outdoors as a psychological object – a moment in which influential figures are cementing a deep connection between the human psyche and the environment. This isn’t any kind of deliberate plot; Olmsted, I am certain, is wholly sincere. But nonetheless there’s something in the air, as he and his fellow commissioners tramp through the valleys and caverns of Yosemite. They are simply very ready to 29see a deep relation between mind, body and nature; they are eager to believe that being immersed in nature might have a profound effect on a person’s nervous system.22

         In Olmsted’s writing, then, we can begin to grasp some of the deep roots of the cultural connection between nature, urbanisation and the psyche – to understand that what may look to us like a finding from recent science goes well back into the nineteenth century.23 And it goes back not only into early versions of scientific research, but also into landscape design, architecture, conservation and government bureaucracy. It is a collective anxiety about the mental states of these new citizens – from Ireland, Italy and what were certainly seen as the less ‘civilised’ parts of Europe – that Olmsted is partly channelling when he writes about Yosemite and what it could do for Americans; a sense that deprivation of nature was bad for these weak urban dwellers’ general character, that without what the feminist theorist Donna Haraway once called a ‘prophylactic dose of nature’, urban life would produce nervous disorder, anxiety and a general sense of degeneration; that the new nation had to act – and it had to act fast.24

         On the other side of the Atlantic, at more or less the same time, an identical concern had already manifested itself – with a strikingly similar solution. In London in 1833 – a hundred years before the delegates of CIAM set sail from Marseilles – a parliamentary committee had been set up to investigate the lack of green space in the United Kingdom’s rapidly expanding industrial cities.25 We are ‘convinced’, the committee wrote in its first report, ‘that some Open Places reserved for the amusement (under due regulations to preserve public 30order) of the humbler classes would assist to wean them from low and debasing pleasures … it must be evident that it is of the first importance to their health on their day of rest to enjoy the fresh air.’26 In other words, parks should be provided for the benefit of the lower orders on Sundays. And the committee was very frank about what the purpose of such parks would be: the control of the burgeoning working classes. ‘A man walking out with his family among his neighbours of different ranks, will naturally be desirous to be properly clothed, and that his Wife and Children should be so also … this desire duly directed and controlled, is found by experience to be of the most powerful effect in promoting Civilisation, and exciting Industry.’

         Anxieties about urbanisation, green space and the proper conduct of man had been circulating in Britain even before the Indigenous people of Yosemite were being torn from their land. In fact, it was an 1850 visit to Britain’s first urban park, at Birkenhead in Merseyside, that partly inspired Olmsted’s later work: ‘this magnificent pleasure ground is entirely, unreservedly, and forever the People’s own’, he marvelled in an article for The Horticulturalist the following year. ‘The poorest British peasant is as free to enjoy it in all its parts as the British Queen.’27

         Birkenhead Park had been designed by Joseph Paxton and opened to the public in 1847. An improvement initiative by the wealthy merchants of Liverpool, Birkenhead was a small-scale intervention in the grand scheme of things, and more aimed at the wealthy classes than the slothful day labourer. But it was also the tipping point of a movement that had begun to grow and swell as the century proceeded: a movement to get 31more green spaces into Britain’s exploding cities, and to do so not for aesthetic reasons, nor particularly out of the munificence of the urban authorities, but rather as an intervention in the health – including, to use a term that didn’t exist then, the mental health – of the urban poor.28

         The city park, in this sense, should be understood as one thread within the thick weave of moralism, reform and improvement that characterised the great public institutions of the age.29 The rapid expansion of green space in the city was partly born out of a genuine sense of patrician duty, it’s true, partly out of a moral objection to the base pursuits of drinking and dog fighting (and thus the desire to provide a healthy alternative), and partly, in this era of revolutions, out of an attempt to channel any insurrectionary feeling into more tranquil and, indeed – where appropriate – more amorous, even reproductive, pursuits. It was also simply about getting people out walking and breathing in the fresh air, keeping them physically healthy and rejuvenated, all the better to be ready for the following week’s work once their day of rest was over.

         All of this is well and good. But the history of England’s great nineteenth-century parks – Victoria Park in east London, Moor Park in Preston, Stanley and Sefton Parks in Liverpool, Philips Park in Manchester, Peel Park in Bradford – is also the history of an attempt to mould and create a new urban citizen; to intervene in and even to alter the ‘character’ of that citizen, to affect what we might today call their ‘mental state’. We should think of the urban park in Victorian England not as a neutral space but as a technology for soothing people, for calming them, even for civilising them, in quite explicit terms.3032

         This attempt to use the city park to intervene in the body and the mind – to keep the humble urban citizen both physically fit and morally good – is perhaps best seen in the work of the National Health Society, a philanthropic and reformist health promotion society formed in London in 1871. The historian Clare Hickman, drawing on the society’s archive, has shown how its members’ wide-ranging interests in public health became embroiled in the growing ‘open space’ movement, which promoted the creation of urban parks, among other kinds of healthy spaces, even turning into a kind of early environmental activism.31

         The urban park, Hickman says, was thus where two anxieties about the new class of urban worker came together. In one sense, the desire to get people out walking came from a medical concern to keep the urban worker fit and well (not least so they could keep working without the inconvenience of illness or death). But the same development can also be seen as a moral concern that the worker be a person of good character, that they not be brought low by nervous agitation, melancholy or insanity. And this was the case not only for the park, but also for the allotment, the vegetable patch, the domestic garden, the arboretum, and so on. This was an age marked by a generalised concern with the ‘social question’: how to keep booming industrial capitalism on the road, despite the enormous and highly visible violence and injustice it produced, and do so without creating the conditions for revolution. For many among the governing classes of the day, the urban park was a major part of the answer.

         These developments had at least partly grown out of a connection between green space and the mind that had been 33established half a century earlier, in the then new practice of asylum architecture.32 As asylums for the insane gradually stopped being spaces of confinement and punishment, they morphed into restorative, therapeutic retreats, generally in rural areas, where interaction with nature was at the heart of the new system of treatment. In Britain, this development was pioneered by the Quakers William Tuke, who established the York Retreat in 1796, and his grandson Samuel, who popularised the method with a book he published in 1813. Frederick Law Olmsted also worked on plans for mental institutions in Hartford, Buffalo and western Massachusetts. His plan for the last of these – the McLean asylum in Belmont, which is still functioning today – was thrown into poignant relief when he himself became a patient there at the end of his life.33 Who knows how much of Olmsted’s own agitated thinking was soothed by the woody calm of his new surroundings. By the time he died there, in 1903, the debate about nature, the city and the mind had barely started.

         A few months after I left Athens, I was in Paris. I hate Paris. It’s something about the mix of imperial pomp and saccharine cutesiness in the streetscape. It’s also the terrible food, I think. And though quite a few European cities confuse rudeness with having a personality, in Paris there is just something about the sheer frequency of interpersonal unpleasantness that, over time, becomes wounding to the human spirit. Mostly, my hatred of Paris is a reaction to a very dull and conventional city’s vastly inflated reputation. I’m broadly with Le Corbusier here: raze the centre, build a highway and some 34skyscrapers, then fill the space in between with gardens and vegetable patches. That at least would be interesting.

         I was in Paris, nonetheless, for a gathering of global ‘thought leaders’ interested in the benefits of making the modern city more green. It was, in fact, an auspicious location. The mayor had just announced a plan to surround the city’s major landmarks with trees, creating an ‘urban forest’ that would help meet the goal of Paris being 50 per cent covered by trees by 2030. This was no small endeavour: ‘the city imagines turning the square in front of city hall into a pine grove’, wrote the journalist Feargus O’Sullivan, ‘while future springtimes will see the opera house’s back elevation emerge from a sea of cherry blossom. The paved plaza at the side of the Gare de Lyon will become a woodland garden.’34

         The conference I was attending – a self-described global ‘movement’, in fact – was a forum for scientists, planners, political leaders and others to come together around a shared green-city agenda. It was big: several hundred attendees from around the world were at the Sorbonne, including many of the major figures from the world of urban ecosystems, who were treated to an art programme, an accompanying book of ‘flash fiction’ and a ‘farm to table’ banquet. For an event happening on a university campus, it was slickly choreographed, with a rolling programme of public ‘dialogues’, ‘microtalks’ and ‘seed sessions’, ranging from how to finance green infrastructure to how to meditate with plants. There were speeches from various French political and business figures, a wordless performance about street trees that I didn’t understand, and lots of talk about biodiversity and the psychological benefits of nature. I went to one session where you got to wear a VR 35headset to see what your green roof might look like, and another where you had to pretend to be a place and then be psychoanalysed as if you were that place. An artist gave a talk on how she likes to dance with nature in the city, and later I saw her weaving her body, with great deliberation, through the array of small potted plants that lined the meeting’s entranceway.

         There was something very charming but also oddly evangelical about all of this – like a weird mix of Silicon Valley and Christian revivalism. ‘Your project is so sacred and so wonderful,’ said one speaker to another. Someone else said to a panel of presenters, ‘Your talks are so beautiful and poignant.’ A planner told the crowd, with great seriousness, ‘My job is to be a healer.’ You get the idea. At the beginning of each day, everyone had to stand up, look around and introduce themselves to the people nearest to them – it was that kind of conference.

         Amid the fervour and the enthusiasm and the – I wrestle with my own cynicism here – basically good desire to fill the city with trees and birds, to plan in a more ecologically sustainable way, and so on, I was struggling with a larger problem, one that tracks the work of the great park designers of the nineteenth century, the revolutionary modernists of the twentieth and, as we will see, a whole host of other major urban movements and philosophies. That problem has a lot to do with my own suspicions about this entire scene and is one of the major issues I want to help myself understand as I move around this world.

         The problem is that everyone in Paris basically seemed to think more nature was good. But no one ever actually said 36what they meant by ‘nature’ in the first place. What they meant by this term was, I guess, what most people mean by it: green things, trees, parks, birds, open space, clean air. This was never actually said, though, and so I was left wondering. We’re all convinced that there’s something wrong with contemporary city life. Equally, we’re all convinced – I think – that much of what’s wrong has to do with an absence of nature somehow. And that absence seems to go in two directions. On the one hand, there’s not enough natural stuff in cities – too few trees, not enough otters. On the other, a kind of unnatural way of living has taken hold among city people – too much sitting in air-conditioned buildings, too much concrete, too much stress and speed. All of this is, I believe, fairly uncontroversial.

         But it was unclear to me then – it still isn’t clear now – what it is, exactly, that makes the city so unnatural in the first place. Maybe this seems like hair-splitting, but truly, if put on the spot, I don’t think I know what ‘nature’ actually is. And while we’re at it, I’m not even sure I know what counts as ‘the city’ and what doesn’t. Walk as far as you can in a city like London or Shanghai. Walk through Swansea even. Where does the city actually end? At what point – exactly – do you enter the great ‘outside’ of modern urban life?

         In an influential 1938 essay, Lewis Mumford, maybe the greatest American critic of urban planning, defined a city as that place where ‘the diffused rays of many beams of life fall into focus’.35 Cities, says Mumford, are the culmination of humankind’s domination of the earth; they’re where the need for industry and co-operation have come together. Cities are the great sites of monumental and public life – they are living 37museums of themselves, cathedrals to their own glory and the forms of life they make possible; cities are where vastly different kinds of people can come together, with different functions and desires and needs, which somehow get orchestrated into the great four-dimensional fold of human social life.

         This seems like a fine description of Rome in the fourth century, or London in the nineteenth. But it tells us more or less nothing about daily life in a mid-sized regional city in the early twenty-first century – which is to say, it tells us nothing about the mundane, unremarkable, badly planned and more or less ugly places where almost all urban life gets played out today. ‘The future of the city’ sounds like a fine topic for discussion, until you realise we are talking about a category that includes Beijing, Poughkeepsie, Byzantium, Atlantis and Limerick.

         Airy talk tells us little about what actually counts as ‘the city’ and what doesn’t – about what is urban space, and what is a natural environment, and what actually marks the break between these categories. This really matters. In Paris, lots of people were convinced that the future of the city inevitably meant bringing healthier, greener, more natural, non-city things into it, even reshaping and replanting the city itself around those things.

         But take a concrete tower block – for many people, the epitome of unnatural urban living and the great icon of modern, nature-conquering architecture and planning. There’s nothing obviously unnatural about concrete. Even the raw béton brut, the concrete that gives its name to the distinctive style we call ‘brutalism’: the chalk, clay and various chemical admixtures that make up cement; the sand, gravel and slag of aggregate; 38the water that binds it all together … all of these things are unambiguously of this earth. All of them are found in, and harvested from, the wild outdoors. All of them have been bobbing around in the surface gloop that covers this planet at least as long as we have, and likely longer. To rub one’s face against a concrete wall and to rub it against a leaf are, no doubt, different sensory experiences. But it is not a difference that is obviously marked by contact with ‘nature’. Yes, some might say, but surely there is something in the processing of these raw materials that somehow shifts the end product into the category of the unnatural. This does not seem convincing: just as with moral panics around ‘processed food’, the act of mixing and processing and combining is complex, but it is not doing metaphysical work – there is no process that can make things unearthly, no churn that lifts them out of the same chalky, debased realm that humans, along with every other living creature on the planet, have always inhabited. ‘The dams of beavers and the webs of spiders are presumably natural,’ says the environmental philosopher Steven Vogel – so then ‘why are the dams built by humans or the polyester fabrics they weave not so?’36 If we feel things to be unnatural – if on principle we dislike a modern art gallery, say, or a cup-a-soup – well, we are entitled to our moralism, but no one is obliged to grant this feeling any philosophical or scientific status.

         And anyway, as much as the urban things don’t seem obviously unnatural, so the natural things are not necessarily un-urban. The languid mother fox who took over a tyre yard next to a flat I once lived in in south London, and who would raise her head, cautious but unafraid, whenever the outside light hit her rubbery throne – she was no less a creature of the 39city than I was myself. I once lived in Cardiff, which, like a lot of cities near the sea, is regularly terrorised by roaming packs of gulls. You’d see them strutting in groups around town, like a bunch of big Welsh lads, angrily guarding their ill-gotten chips and pizza. Or you’d go home to find them screaming angrily from behind your chimney pot. I truly hated those gulls. But still, I could recognise that not only were they city creatures, they had even adopted a specifically urban mode of life. They were urbanists, those gulls, as fiercely identified with that status as any bearded gentrifier. These kinds of awkward co-habitations are only going to become more common. A new wildlife ordnance in Los Angeles means you might just see a mountain lion hanging out at your country club – and this might be your problem, not the lion’s.37 In Asheville, North Carolina, the local black bear population know which day is bin day.38

         When we think about how life has developed in the city – especially when we think about that development in relation to nature, or our own place in nature – we are often thinking about a set of material traces, traces that seem to lead us back to an artificial turn in the development of human society. At such moments, the city appears to us as a synthetic density of concrete, glass and medium-density fibreboard; of slate, chrome, and liquid crystal; of synthetic fabric, industrial carpet, air conditioning, high-pressure sodium, rubber, petrol, polyester – all the human things of the late modern world, all of which seem to have carried us very far from a more innocent age of trees, birds, otters, air, wood, water and soil. The problem is that the distinction between these sets of things is not obvious. MDF is held together by a wax that comes from 40palm trees. The town is already full of otters. ‘Nature’, it turns out, is not necessarily a natural category.

         Go back about two hundred and fifty years, the environmental historian William Cronon once wrote, and there’s no such thing as ‘wilderness’.39 No one’s going off wandering around pristine lakes and canyons in 1700, and any traveller encountering Yosemite in this period would most likely have understood it as a deathly space of horror and fear. It was the Romantic poets and their contemporaries in the eighteenth century who came up with the idea that untouched nature was a way to encounter the ‘sublime’ – to have a sort of religious experience, even to attain full personhood, in an increasingly industrial and urban age. This Romantic ideal, as it flowed into what became the environmental movement, is at least partly embedded in a suspicion of – even a hostility to – the modern urban world as such. Nature is the central symbol of this hostility; it comes to signify the things and objects that are furthest away from human development. Nature, according to Cronon, is in this sense a fundamentally negative concept: it describes ‘the places where humans are not’. We might say that nature, for many urban thinkers today, is only the place where the city is not.

         And this is a big part of my problem: I’m worried that we’re over-investing in nature as a panacea to what are actually fairly mundane urban problems; that we have mistaken what is really only a historically specific malaise – or a side show to the wider sense of melancholy that has often accompanied the modern world – for some kind of biological problem. And it’s not that the biology is meaningless. It isn’t. Nonetheless, as this book 41goes on, I’m going to think in a slightly different way about the relationship between humans, wellbeing and the urban environment. I’m going to suggest that whether and how we live well in some place might not have much to do with the relative artificiality or naturalness of that place; that in fact (and here we can learn something from the twentieth-century modernists) there are ways of thinking about planning and design in which natural, organic things and high-tech, industrial things do not move in different spheres.

         I’m also worried that we have given too much weight to people who don’t actually like cities very much and probably never did – people who maybe don’t even like the modern world itself very much. But I do love that world. I love its unromantic insistence on always looking forward, always moving on, always going somewhere, even with all its jaggedness, its hardness and its capacity for awfulness. I love the cities that absolutely embody that sensibility. I spent the first seven years of my life living in remarkable proximity to an actual bog, and I have never had much time for pastoral scenes.

         Before I left Paris, I walked down to the river, to the cathedral of Notre-Dame, which had been wrecked by fire only a few months earlier. The cathedral was cordoned off and closed to visitors, and yet still the ruined structure was a tourist landmark. People crowded round the temporary fence, trying to get a good angle for a photo of the gaping hole in the roof, snapping away at the empty space where the spire used to be. There the cathedral stands now, like the Acropolis of Athens, a melancholy tribute to the urban mode of life, a monument to the glorification of the city, but also to its ruination as time, hubris and – yes – nature take their inevitable toll. 42

         Following a general invitation from President Emmanuel Macron for new ideas to repair the structure, a well-known French architect, Vincent Callebaut, proposed not simply rebuilding the cathedral’s roof but transforming it into a garden, complete with a park, a contemplation space and an aquaponic farm, producing its own energy and twenty-one tons of fruit and veg every year. The cathedral, if it were to follow such a design, wrote Callebaut, ‘would become an exemplary eco-engineering structure, and the church a true pioneer in environmental resiliency’.40

         This is a purely speculative design that seems unlikely to be realised, in this space at least: the French Senate has since insisted that the cathedral be rebuilt exactly as it was, despite Macron’s grandiose vision. And yet even just as an idea or a wish – to remake the cathedral as a park – this proposal makes clear just how much nature has become an object of both psychological and spiritual repair in the contemporary city. If we can recognise the cathedral as an iconic symbol of the city in previous centuries, with the spire its towering sign of authority and transcendence, then today we just might see the richly landscaped rooftop garden as playing a similar role. It’s no longer towering Gothic stonework we look to. Today it’s a little copse of waving trees, or a raised vegetable garden, looking onto the streets below, that offers the urban citizen a promise of moral purity, spiritual repair, even something like eternal life.
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