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This book is an exploration of the continually changing and
developing universe of urban planning practices – a set of
approaches, methods, and theoretical and design tools that is
changing the European city. Unlike the 1960s, which were oriented
towards deriving urban and territorial architectures from the
policies of economic programming, and unlike the 1970s, which were
interested in devising general theories relating to “the critical
reconstruction” of the city, design disciplines since the mid-1980s
formulate methods of urban renewal during operations and confront,
as they occur, the conflicts generated by the incessant pressures
of changing contemporary economic, social, and technical
needs.

  
The building of large and complex city sections, like those
presented in this volume, is the main concern of urban development
planning. And although it is an imperfect, contradictory, and
constantly evolving tool, urban development planning remains one of
the few practicable ways to operate within an ongoing process and
within a separateness of times, means, disciplines, and skills,
while aiming to contribute to an increase in the quality of urban
life. 
  
Urban planning represents a probing into the reality of the
evolving European city and produces multiple and perfectible
methods for revitalization, formulated concretely and specifically
in terms of cases, circumstances, and emergencies. What emerges is
a pluralistic horizon, with piecemeal and eclectic approaches,
through which a common European profile of urban transformation
shines, respectful of the essence, values, and customs of the
existing city, aware of operating within the conflicts induced by
the processes of innovation and adaptation of the city itself,
processes necessary for its protection and survival. 
  
In the sharing of the values expressed by the “compact city,”
the new urban areas explored in this book express a concentration
of functions and themes, a morphological and social pluralism, a
co-existence of building, landscape, and infrastructure features,
an adherence to the principles of environmental sustainability, and
an urban structure stability in housing dynamics. And they distance
themselves from both the imitative and conservative mindsets of the
historic city and the enthusiastic visions still glimpsed in the
urban sprawl, the settlement model most suited to the present day.

  
Contemporary varied practices of urban planning, which include
skills and techniques for strategic action within cities, are
rooted in the theoretical and critical contribution of research on
the historical European city conducted in the 1960s, the partial
critical reconstruction experiments on European cities in the
1970s, and the special projects promoted in the 1980s as a reaction
to the contradictory effects of the metropolitan phenomenon. While
urban reconstruction in the 1970s was sustained by the myths of
Kleinstadt and faith in the “conventions” of the city of the past,
today’s approaches to urban planning reveal elements of openness
and renewal of the existing city, starting precisely from the
comparison with the tensions emerging from the contemporary
metropolitan situation. The necessary synthesis of housing and
infrastructure, the process of including landscape and geography
into the existing city, the appeals for sustainability of urban
growth, the emerging practices of demolition and reconstruction and
of infill (land-recycling) constitute a pretext for the renewal and
emancipation of collective traditions, of the functions and forms
of the traditional city, no longer under threat of annihilation.

  
This identification of practices, plans, and implementations
since the 1990s in the cities of Europe allows us to define the
admittedly unstable boundaries of a field that, while continuously
evolving in terms of approaches and methods, operates, often
empirically, within extremely dynamic contexts. Energy is drawn
precisely from the current unstable situation of economic, social,
and epistemological upheavals, energy capable of configuring new
quality urban spaces that arise by breaking tired old customs,
dodging routine procedures, and destabilizing conventions within
the disciplines. 
  
The “metamorphosis of urban design” (Marinoni 2005) has been
much talked about. The concept refers to the multiple and
multi-faceted consequences that concern the changes in the ways in
which one looks and studies the city and the changes in the
building processes of the city itself, which, in the transition
from “historic European city” to “contemporary city,” has been hit
by the volatility of ongoing urban phenomena. The new criteria for
intervening and interacting with the conflicts of the contemporary
city have, above all, produced a rupture of the already unstable
boundaries of the urban disciplines. Architecture, town planning,
landscape designing, and infrastructure designing have, in fact,
seen their respective certainties dissolved. These principles had
been patiently conceived in an effort to reconstitute the
disciplines, launched, on the one hand, by taking leave of the
“modern city,” or, on the other, by determinedly following the
social and urban reform proposal triggered by the idea of
modernity. 
  
A discomfort and an uncertainty in the designing of the
contemporary city bring us to reflect upon the profound changes
that have unsettled both city and society during the early
twenty-first century. The great crisis, which occurred in the 1970s
and 1980s, opened a definite post-Ford phase by Harvey (1990), a
post-urban phase by Hall (1973), a postmodern phase by Lyotard
(1979) and by Jameson (1984), and brought to light new aspects
inherent in the urban, human, and social condition and in the
contradictions of the contemporary city. 
  
First and foremost, the city has changed – and not according to
the predictions and expectations of the urban disciplines. Since
the 1960s, the study of the past has failed to appreciate the fact
that the city itself comprised a smaller percentage of buildings.
In relation to political-economic strategies,
rational-comprehensive approaches were formulated to regulate urban
and territorial development. But the cities were overwhelmed by
phenomena of urbanization, which have quickly and uncontrollably
produced the largest metropolitan conurbations. Today we are more
aware of the dangers inherent in such vertiginous instability. And
we distance ourselves from the limitless illuminist faith in the
rational control of urban and territorial transformation that fed
the enthusiasms of the International Congress of Modern
Architecture (CIAM) and the systemic approaches of the 1960s.
  
We are also aware of our diminished ability to fully describe
ongoing urban phenomena. The “urban condition” provokes
disorientation in its inhabitants and a sense of impotence in the
scholars that ready themselves to describe its wide-ranging
phenomenology. The crisis in the representation of the metropolis
in traditional terms invalidates the approach of morphological
analyses and the descriptive models of the urban sciences; it
frustrates them as tools of investigation and comprehension and as
preliminaries to action. 
  
If it is more and more difficult to understand what is happening
in the city by means of urban disciplines, it is necessary to widen
the field to other inputs. It seems that it may be more suitable to
speak of “levels of reality” and “theme maps” (Piattelli Palmarini
1987), multiple and oblique transitory readings of contemporary
conditions in both city and society, a palimpsest of figures of
speech to describe the city, which, as a whole, escapes definition.
And then we also turn to the narrative and interpretive views of
photography, film, and literature from which we wish to derive
understanding in order to identify the elusive features of the
variegated metropolitan phenomenon. 
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