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On Building Freedom, Hope, and Happiness
A Note from the Editor
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This issue comes out during a dramatic 
time for Europe and the world, where the 

ruptures we are witnessing thunder from afar 
after having hit many others on the planet. 
The premises of environmental and epidemic 
disasters, injustice, war, and even a looming 
nuclear omnicide have been growing before 
our eyes for decades. As Marwa al-Sabouni 
put it in her book, The Battle for Home (2018), 
the spiritual void that has hollowed modern 
societies has prepared the ground for tragic 
tides like the ones that submerge the Middle 
East in blood and rubbles. The touching 
contributions by al-Sabouni herself, Ghassan 
Jansiz, and Ranjit Sabikhi bear witness to this 
here. In fact, war and pestilence had been 
around long before Westerners could see the 
masks of a fictitious health, peace, economy, 
and urbanity fall like lightning.

How does the theme of happiness fit this 
apocalypse? The answer is in hope and 
realism. Now is the time for us to take 
off our own masks and go back to what 
really matters in our short lives. We have 
experienced the end of hope—freedom 
bartered for consumption—in our factory 
and surveillance cities for far too long.

The South African artist, Nellien Brewer, 
stresses this concept with her magnificent 
graphic contribution entitled Spiderweb. 
Her artwork joins and completes our past 
reflections on the destruction of the urban-
rural relation, rural anthropology, and the 
vitality of cities, which used to be forms of 
human communication. Spiderweb shows 
how the urban trap muddles human language, 

transforming once sacred verses into chains 
of slavery and sorrow. Human beings are 
reduced to immigrant prosumers and data 
flows. Far from merely “illustrating” a 
concept, this nonverbal way of understanding 
and expressing a truth gives new meaning 
to the signs of words. It overcomes the loss 
of their meaning by reuniting natural and 
human signification.

For me, ‘The Word,” therefore, became a 
metaphor for the intricate codes underlying 
every natural system, whilst at the same time 
exploring humankind’s questioning and 
search for answers. In my work, I juxtapose 
both Biblical and secular philosophical 
writing against the patterns and systems of 
the natural world. (Brewer, n.d.)

This issue celebrates the 101st year of 
Antonio Lima-de-Faria, Professor Emeritus 
at Lund University, Sweden. This famous 
geneticist, authoritative scholar, and 
luminous free mind has studied the necessary 
constraints of life and the relation between 
order, form, and function. His books, 
especially Evolution without Selection: Form 
and Function by Autoevolution (Lima-de-
Faria, 1988), have provided the most solid 
fundament to the theory of biourbanism. 
Prof. Lima-de-Faria honors our journal with 
a brief letter on happiness. His succinct lines 
evoke the wisdom that he distillated in his 
latest book, Science and Art are Based on the 
Same Principles and Values (Lima-de-Faria, 
2020), where he admonished: 
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Modern technology has been most 
successful in transforming our daily lives 
and in allowing us to conquer outer space. 
These impressive achievements have, to 
a large extent, made us dumb, making it 
difficult to perceive the danger that lies 
ahead. (Lima-de-Faria, 2021, pp. 3–4)

Harvard Professor, Shoshana Zuboff (2019), 
has unveiled the mechanisms that allow today’s 
robber barons to leverage such dumbness. 
Google, Amazon, Facebook, Microsoft, 
Apple, and—at the forefront of the urban 
“smart” technology that is enthusiastically 
and uncritically welcomed by too many 
colleagues—IBM, CISCO, Siemens, Hitachi, 
Huawei, etc. are extracting value from our 
connected bodies, behavior, and environment. 
They can now shape our human nature, 
top-down, at an uncontrollable pace based 
on the ideology of instrumentalism. This is 
radically at odds with not only democracy 
but also the very concept of politics and 
human freedom, hope, and happiness. The 
new power denounced by Zuboff constantly 
and pervasively preaches to us that there 
is no human liberty. Like our cities, we are 
mechanisms to be controlled and adjusted. 
There is no goal in life, and happiness and 
hope are nothing but useless delusions.

Such a situation of danger and suffocation 
calls for a design response, which cannot be 
limited to the traditional concepts of local 
form and function, nor merely individual 
reactions. Biourbanism has taught us that 
formal and functional solutions always 
reflect and affect an ecosocial structure. This 
is the fundamental reason for implementing 
any human-centered bioclimatic or biophilic 
design—overcoming the false disconnect 
between natural and cultural constraints. It 
follows that any market-oriented “biophilic 
design” for the sake of “productivity” and 
other forms of manipulation is a failure. 
As designers, we need to work at the level 
of causes and ends, rather than effects and 
means. A city is just a bunch of rubbles 
(no matter if actual or potential) without a 

society. A house (no matter if “bio” or not) 
is nothing but a haunted skeleton without 
people inhabiting it. Society and people 
do not exist outside a language of love and 
truth—there, only the dogs and pigs of war 
can dwell.

A biourban renaissance of freedom, 
hope, and happiness needs to challenge 
the current, post-political cynic urbanism 
where society has exploded and where 
“never before in history have people been 
so inclined to detach themselves from their 
places, lands and houses” (al-Sabouni, 2021, 
p. 20). The ethical and natural sources of 
such a renaissance may well be new forms 
of “generous city” institutions, such as 
renovated versions of the Muslim Waqf, 
the Christian confraternity, or the Marxian 
general intellect because “social justice is a 
result of a fair ecosystem, not of the policies 
of those who manage it” (Ibidem, p. 190).

Islamic architecture in its prime years, 
not in these times of identity crisis, was 
responsive to the local identity, to the local 
context of climate and materials, and, most 
importantly, to local social patterns. It wasn’t 
about enforcing an agenda or an archetype, 
as is the case now. It was about elevating 
the quality of life through order, hygiene, 
cleanliness, and again, most importantly, 
social connections. (al-Sabouni, 2022)

However, that is not enough. We urgently 
need to achieve a design of intentionality 
and meaning for a new form of life beyond 
individualism and communitarianism. We 
need to escape the omnicide omnicities 
that have trapped humankind into a self-
destructive, sign-only monologue. Such an 
endeavor calls for engaging users firsthand. 
As far as biourbanism is concerned, this 
means responsible subjectivization of design 
to fit real needs and relations, i.e. no more 
interfaces between citizens and landscape, 
and a new, post-professional role for 
architects and urbanists. We must take a step 
back from the abysm and unveil the language 
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of real, bare, human needs. Confronted with 
the strength of a warmongering, signifying 
system of power, we must become, as Marco 
Casagrande would say, weak, and have the 
radical courage to pursue an original human 
intentionality. We need to pay the price of 
finally being there for our neighbors and 
ourselves. Stop designing war—supermarkets, 
prisons, ugly boxes, and greed cities. Stop 
designing anything if it is not love and truth. 
It is my hope that the readers will reflect 
on this subject in order to contribute their 
courage and dialogue in exiting a culture of 
extinction.

This has inspired us to bring the vital 
question of happiness to the table of biourban 
design, hence the contributions of Prof. Nikos 
Salingaros and the ruralist Sara Bissen. How 
can we build hope for happiness in design? 
On this, the work by Prof. Sergio Los, Casa 
Tabarelli, represents a master class on the best 
contemporary Italian architecture, Thomas 
Hylton reveals his local strategies, and both 
Baruah Pratiksha and Nando Bertolini 
describe their approaches to human needs at 
the institutional and private levels.
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Only in “Fairy Tales” is happiness for 
ever. Happiness, if it exists, emerges 

only in flashes lasting for fractions of a 
second.   — Sources of profound joy:

(1) The reading of a classic book under the 
shadow of a centenary tree.

(2) The rising of the bright orange sphere, 
offering one more day to drink from the 
fountain of life.

(3) The black bird singing at sunset, 
recalling the vagaries of another day, that will 
not return.

(4) The loving eyes, of a passing woman, 
who will never be seen again.

(5) The kissing of a woman’s breasts that 
intoxicate you, like a night butterfly.

(6) The search for a shell, which discloses 
nature’s atomic construction, along the white 
sand that disappears in the horizon.

(7) The finding of a quartz crystal that 
has been waiting, for millions of years, for its 
symmetry to be recognized by your mind.

(8) The confrontation with the perfect 
conic shape of Mount Fuji, against a pure 
sky, from which the painter Hokusai could 
not depart.

(9) The sight of the “Victory of 
Samothrace” as one enters the Louvre 
museum. The beautifully shaped body of 

a woman, with wings, moving against a 
fierce storm.

(10) The search, in a precious garden, of the 
flower of a Magnolia tree, which bears in its 
snowy coloured petals, the message of the first 
flowering event.

(11) The sight of phenomena, that originally 
seemed unrelated, but suddenly fall into place 
building a coherent pattern. They did not 
come from the sky, but were the product of 
a long maturing process which demanded 
decades of canalized effort.

(12) The climbing to the peak of a mountain, 
that carries in itself layer upon layer, following 
eruptions and convulsions, the long history of 
the earth.

(13) The sight, through a telescope, of the 
multicoloured rings of Saturnus, shining 
brightly against the darkness of the universe.

(14) The confrontation with an open 
chicken egg, a few days after fertilization, 
showing against the yellow mass a palpitating 
sharp splash of red blood. There are yet no 
traces of brain, it is the emerging beating 
heart that commands the development of a 
new life.

(15) The Olympian sounds of the strings of 
a harp vibrating with the music notes written 
by Claude Debussy.

        23 December, 2020
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I am most happy when I am on my horse. 
But what does that mean? I just entered the 

horse world three years ago. Does that mean 
that I was never happy before? Does it mean 
that everyone has to own a horse in order to 
be happy? What does happiness even mean?

First of all, let me begin by saying that 
I realize how funny and fancy the phrase 
“own a horse” sounds. That is because, in 
the West, horses are generally affiliated with 
wealth. Only those who can afford big swaths 
of land, labor, and consistent feed of forage 
can actually have access to this secluded 
exercise. However, we in the Middle East have 
a completely different experience. Horses 
are part of our culture, heritage, and even 
religion. Arab horses are the most ancient 
breed, with exquisite qualities and attributes 
that make them the pure essence of horses 
around the world. It is said that every warm-
blooded horse must have traces of Arab blood 
in them. This is a palpable truth: Arab horses 
were heavily imported in the 18th century and 
afterwards in order to enhance the Western 
horses’ physical and mental qualities.

I will not get bogged down on the history 
of horses here; there is more to be said than 
what this article can actually accommodate. 
It is enough to understand that you do not 
have to have a great deal of money in order 
to acquire a horse where I live. Arab horses 
in Syria had their natural habitat around the 
Bedouin tribes in the arid lands of the eastern 
parts of Syria. There, the purest of breeds were 
bred and lived through the harsh conditions 
of Badia (which is more similar to the U.S. 
and Mexican desert than to the stereotypical 
dunes of the Arab peninsula). The horses 
were considered family members. A Bedouin 
family would live with their horses under 
the same tent. Their children used to sleep 
next to newborn foals and share what little 
everyone had.

In the city, the situation was not so different. 
It is true that horses were a means of transport, 
but they were equally appreciated and 
cherished. Islam encourages equestrianism 
as a key skill to be taught to all children, 
along with swimming and archery. It also sets 
a firm ground on how to treat your animal 
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with compassion and respect, never to ask too 
much, and always to handle it with mercy. 
The prophet Muhammad peace be upon him, 
tells us that “those who spend time on their 
horses are as if extending their hands open to 
endless charity.”

Before my husband and I bought our mare, 
we had no money to own anything else. We 
lived in a rented apartment, we had no car, 
and no savings. We had just enough to get by. 
It was my husband’s idea to take the children 
to the public equestrian arena in the western 
part of the city. He thought that since they 
had no extended family due to the war, it was 
essential that they form a bond outside of our 
bubble of four.

Every day, we had to take a cab to see the 
horses, which mostly belonged to private 
owners who rented a place located about 10 
kilometers from the city center. We were told 
that if we were serious about teaching our 
children horseback riding, then we must buy 
them a horse. For almost a year, this goal was 
out of our reach. And while admittedly the 
children took no real interest in riding over 
time, my husband and I were hooked!

One day, I saw a herd of three mares along 
with their foals galloping around the arena. 
Their owner put them out for trading. I 
will never forget that sight: an elegant bay 
mare holding her head high and raising her 
tail as a flag behind, leading the herd along 
with her little foal. In a moment of what you 
may describe as madness, my husband and 
I bought the mare with her foal for every 
penny we had!

Today, that foal has become a big red horse 
to whom I dedicate all of my mornings. He 
taught me how to ride, and I have taught him 
how to behave. Our journey was filled with 
injuries, falls, and hits and misses. But we have 
finally found a language.

People around us always question our 
purpose behind keeping the horses. We seek 
no profit off of them. We do not wish to trade 
them or enlist them in meaningless races as 
most keepers do. This decision gained us a lot 
of enemies, but it also taught me the meaning 

of happiness. I once came across a sentence on 
a horse blog, describing the satisfaction that 
comes after teaching a horse something new 
or ending a successful session with him. As 
the sentence explained, “the sheer pleasure of 
performing well” comes from working right 
with your horse. Those few words were the 
answer, which I was unable to utter to those 
rivals who sneered at our approach to horses 
as a complete vain. Happiness as I have 
understood it, comes from our detachment 
from gain. Once we reach the point where we 
can do what we do, not in search of reward 
per se, but for doing it right and beyond 
one’s self, then the door to happiness will be 
wide open.

It is not true that I have not gained anything 
from my horse: he gave me confidence, 
balance, presence, and so much more. But 
I strongly believe that my whole experience 
would have been drastically altered if I had 
asked for those advantages before I gave it 
my all.

I often think about how living in war-torn 
Syria contradicts thoughts of happiness, and 
more so with the exercise of raising horses.

I cannot deny that the way our cities in 
Syria were designed may have facilitated this 
otherwise exclusive activity. The fact that the 
arena is so close to the city, surrounded by 
residential neighborhoods and publicly open 
to everyone, is actually one of the few properly 
functioning aspects that seem to coexist with 
this overwhelmingly devastated context. This 
made me notice how people have resorted to 
similar oases of hope amidst the destruction 
by simply creating attachments with gain-
detached activities. For instance, families 
living in partially destroyed apartments 
cultivate horticulture on their balconies or in 
their front yards. A security checkpoint jerry-
built with a few blocks and metal barrels are 
also transformed into pots for plants and 
roses. These activities are neither profitable 
projects nor decorative junk. They speak to 
the realm of cultivation beyond one’s self, an 
act of combined charity, beauty, and devotion, 
whose only reward is sheer happiness.
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“The greatest art is to shape the quality of 
the day.” — Henry David Thoreau

Even though human beings seek happiness 
as subjective well-being in their everyday 

lives, there exists an enormous gap in 
documenting that fraction of happiness 
that is felt unconsciously from the built 
environment. The United Nations’ annual 
World Happiness Report neglects the 
effects of the visual mathematics of the 
surroundings. Incredibly, the exhaustive 
2021 study on the impact of the COVID-19 
lockdown (Helliwell, Layard, Sachs, De 
Neve, Aknin, & Wang, 2021) did not even 
examine interior and exterior spaces (Aresta 

& Salingaros, 2021). This omission amounts 
to an “elephant in the room” for design and 
other professions that ignore emotions.

Psychologists investigating happiness prefer 
the term “positive psychology.” Medical 
doctors and psychologists list multiple 
sources of how to achieve happiness, but never 
mention the exogenic influences on happiness 
due to the geometry of the surroundings. 
One of the few detailed surveys of strategies 
for improving happiness takes no notice of 
the visual mathematics of the environment 
(Buettner et al., 2020). The World Database 
of Happiness did not yield any data relevant 
to this question (Veenhoven, 2020). An 
inordinately heavy burden is therefore placed 
on those architects and urbanists who are trying 
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to establish this not-entirely-new but neglected 
discipline. The design profession is dependent 
upon new research that needs to be undertaken, 
and on health professionals collecting and 
synthesizing available data on environmental/
geometrical sources of happiness.

Why are traditional cities and self-built 
vernacular settlements shaped and detailed 
in a very particular way (Batty & Longley, 
1994; Billig, 2019; Buras, 2020; Ellard, 2015; 
Salat, 2011; Salingaros, 2005)? They all look 
cluttered, complex, messy, old-fashioned, 
and organic, regardless of the income level 
of their inhabitants. Poorer settlements 
give the impression of being down-to-earth 
and somewhat haphazard, while richer 
settlements can be more grandiose and 
better kept. Nevertheless, an evolution is 
observed in the historical timeline. Informal 
settlements can upgrade into cleaner and 
more solidly-built historical districts, 
whereas upper-class historical urban regions 
can decay into slums without losing their 
humane geometrical qualities.

People respond viscerally to colors, 
forms, spaces, visual patterns, and the shape 
and texture of surfaces (Salingaros, 2006; 
Trautmann, 2021). Those reactions are built 
into our neurological system. A traditional 
city optimized a physical sense of well-being 
that heals, nourishes, and sustains. “The 
strongest correlation with urban happiness 
is the individual’s perception of living in a 
beautiful city” (Buras, 2020, p. 148). Happiness-
inducing places are psychologically welcoming 
because good urban space cradles human life, 
where both residents and tourists feel safe 
from threats (discords) in part because of the 
geometry (Salingaros, 2012). This fact explains 
why people from all over the world pay to 
experience the humanity and life found in the 
best-loved pieces of traditional urban fabric. 
Global tourism is a trillion-dollar industry.

The secret to interpreting the attractive 
effect of geometries is the happiness they 
provide to anyone today. Their original 
builders understood this. Getting emotional 
nourishment directly from the built 

surroundings was, in the past, just as important 
as the physical shelter that is the principal 
aim of building. A happiness component 
contributing to people’s well-being comes 
from biophilia, the love of living structure. 
Biophilia accounts for the effortless pleasure 
derived from contact with plants, animals, 
and other people, experienced within a safe 
environment. Different authors include 
different lists of components that trigger the 
biophilic healing effect (Berto & Barbiero, 
2017; Berto et al., 2018; Browning et al., 2014; 
Joye, 2007; Joye & van den Berg, 2011; Kellert, 
2018; Kellert et al., 2008; Roös, 2016; Ryan et 
al., 2014; Salingaros, 2012; 2015; 2019).

The geometry of the environment also 
influences human behavior, as the brain 
continuously processes environmental 
information. Human neurological systems 
evolved to recognize particular geometries 
necessary for survival. Built structures 
have appeared only quite recently on the 
evolutionary time-scale. We interpret them 
with recognition tools that were meant for 
living and natural forms, created long before 
buildings existed (Ruggles, 2018; Sussman 
& Hollander, 2021). An evolutionary model 
of happiness postulates the recognition of 
positive signals by comparison to a stored 
natural template and the avoidance of 
discords (Grinde, 2002; 2012; Hill et al., 2012). 
Traditional and vernacular architectures meet 
cognitive needs set by evolution, whereas 
shapes that violate the natural template 
generate discord.

Fractals—evident nested structure on several 
levels of scale, from the largest size down to the 
details—together with helical and rotational 
symmetries come from plant morphology. 
The anatomy of animals moving about in the 
gravitational field requires bilateral symmetry, 
including upright face-like symmetries. 
Translational symmetries (rhythm) are part 
of our information-processing apparatus 
(Mehaffy & Salingaros, 2021a; 2021b; 
Salingaros, 2020a). These mathematical 
factors should be considered parameters of 
biophilia. Otherwise, if one limits biophilia 
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strictly to the effect that living forms have on 
us, then one has to include fractal and other 
symmetries as a complementary category.

Grant Hildebrand (1999) and Alain de 
Botton (2006) asked the question of what 
constitutes architectural pleasure. Those 
discussions skirt around the word “beauty,” 
which invariably gives rise to controversy 
as personal idiosyncrasies displace innate 
biological responses (Salingaros, 2012; 2020b). 
Revealing the informational mechanisms 
of human survival circumvents a century’s 
worth of architectural debates. A feeling of 
pleasure signals an environment that’s good 
for us in the biological sense (Grinde, 2002; 
2012; Hill et al., 2012). This positive response 
is unconscious and uncovers a crucial link 
between happiness and visual mathematics. 
A state of peace of mind, measurable 
through hormone levels, is due in large part 
to the geometry and information content of 
the environment.

The past few years witnessed an explosion 
of fundamental results on how the built 
environment affects a person’s body. Those 
findings come from medical and neuroscience 
research (Green, 2021; Hollander & Sussman, 
2020; Ruggles, 2018; Sussman & Hollander, 
2021). Overwhelming evidence serves to 
validate the work of Christopher Alexander, 
which is the one thread of inquiry within 
architecture itself that developed questions 
of architectural happiness (Alexander, 1979; 
2001-2005; Alexander et al., 1977; Salingaros, 
2020b). Alexander laid the groundwork for 
a design discipline oriented to improve the 
users’ emotional health and well-being.

Design tools work on all scales: from a 
city to an urban region, block, urban space, 
park, piece of urban furniture, building, 
entrance, room, door, window, window 
frame, etc. Documented socio-geometric 
(design) patterns on different scales are 
essential for adaptive design (Salingaros, 
2017). The original A Pattern Language by 
Alexander and his colleagues (Alexander et 
al., 1977) is now supplemented by A New 
Pattern Language by Michael Mehaffy and 

colleagues (Mehaffy et al., 2019). Alexander’s 
geometrical theory of design in The Nature 
of Order (2001-2005) complements and 
reinforces the pattern approach (Salingaros, 
2020b). Subsequent research further develops 
the mathematics of complex symmetries 
(Mehaffy, 2020; Mehaffy & Salingaros, 2021a; 
2021b; Salingaros, 2020a), while novel, useful 
tools are identified in eye-tracking and 
visual simulation software (Hollander & 
Sussman, 2020; Lavdas et al., 2021; Salingaros 
& Sussman, 2020; Sussman & Hollander, 
2021). Explicit visual representations of what 
attracts the eye make obvious the beneficial 
qualities of an organic geometry. Evidence-
based design now has an instant “spell-
check” that permits iterations with feedback, 
leading unerringly to adaptive forms.

It is ironic that, after one century of media-
driven professional disorientation about what 
constitutes architectural happiness, artificial 
intelligence gave the answer. Visual attention 
software that serves as an extremely powerful 
diagnostic tool for the “human qualities” 
of design was developed using artificial 
intelligence (Hollander & Sussman, 2020; 
Lavdas et al., 2021; Salingaros & Sussman, 
2020). Interpreting scans of buildings, designs, 
and urban regions to discover their visceral 
appeal agrees exactly with unconscious 
human responses—something that is totally 
missed by an architect’s conscious analysis. 
Clearly, a lot of design baggage needs to be 
jettisoned if the world is to once again pursue 
happiness from buildings and cities.

Coming back to the structure of the brain, 
human thinking is relational and requires 
the discernment of meaningful patterns 
(Alexander, 2016). Without this ability, we 
would be living in an entirely random world 
of meaningless data and be unable to learn 
from experience. Nor could we build upon 
that unconscious experience to reason about 
abstract relationships, the core feature of 
human intelligence. In the absence of design 
and visual patterns, the only way to deal 
with environmental informational overload 
is to drastically simplify it. Architectural 
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to establish this not-entirely-new but neglected 
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and organic, regardless of the income level 
of their inhabitants. Poorer settlements 
give the impression of being down-to-earth 
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styles epitomizing this random/simplistic 
duality inevitably spawn discords, which 
lower happiness.

On the scale of the city, several authors 
recently came to the same conclusion: that 
happiness in an urban setting depends upon 
specific geometrical configurations and details 
(Bond, 2017; Boys-Smith, 2016; Buras, 2020; 
Ellard, 2015; Florida, 2008; Montgomery, 
2013). Once non-geometrical factors such as 
economics and public safety are separated, 
what is left is a major contribution from the 
physical structure. Investigators tackling the 
problem of emotional well-being in cities 
are invariably led to re-discover Alexandrian 
design patterns—so “reinventing the wheel.” 
The design establishment does not embrace 
patterns, thus recommendations lack the 
epistemological backing needed for a drastic 
restructuring of cities toward better livability 
(Salingaros, 2012; 2021).

The right design tools help to create happiness 
as primary feedback from a project. These can 
be applied both for new construction and, 
more importantly, to ameliorate inhumane 
buildings and urban regions that generate 
anxiety and stress (discords). The world has 
erected vast amounts of urban fabric that fail 
to generate or sustain happiness: possibly 
because it was not clear what happiness is 
or why humans need happiness as a basic 
component of their lives. For millennia, a 
society’s wealth was invested in creating a 
healing environment, but after World War 
II, money was used to build an ugly world 
that achieves the opposite (Buras, 2020; Curl, 
2018; Life, 2020; Millais, 2009; Rennix & 
Robinson, 2017; Robinson, 2021; Salingaros, 
2020b; 2021). One of the monumental tasks 
facing civilization today is reconstructing the 
world’s cities so that they provide happiness 
through their details and geometry.

As many scholars have documented, today’s 
dominant architectural culture is based on 
ideas and models established at the beginning 
of the 20th century (Buchanan, 2011-2013; Buras, 
2020; Curl, 2018; Millais, 2009). One century 
ago, scientific theories about human health 

and well-being were peculiar and primitive 
by today’s standards, whereas architects were 
obsessed with the idea of being “modern.” This 
meant a confused amalgam of aesthetics with 
pseudoscience and technology, implemented 
as an antiseptic, relentlessly industrial, and 
uncritically technological building and design 
style. Architecture and planning persist at 
odds with the contemporary understanding of 
biology and human nature, as the marketing 
arm for an industrial technology that follows 
its own reactionary agenda.

It turns out that the minimalist fashions 
of early 20th-century architecture serve as 
excellent marketing for the powerful global 
construction business. Real estate speculators 
mostly ignore decades of scientific advances 
on how humans interact with their immediate 
surroundings. Conversely, the profession 
eagerly adopts every technological tool that 
can strengthen its hold on the industry, 
especially those that seem to provide a 
“greenwashing” cover. This is another 
reason why contemporary architecture is so 
conspicuously “high-tech.”

By eliminating biophilia and nested 
visual symmetries from built structures, 
architecture has ruthlessly eradicated the 
happiness that is a central component 
of traditional design. Theodor Adorno 
summarizes Western society’s proscription 
against happiness adopted after World 
War I: “[Modern art’s] entire happiness 
consists in recognizing unhappiness; all 
its beauty consists in denying itself the 
semblance of beauty” (Adorno, 1973, p. 126). 
Millennia of human creative expression 
produced buildings, everyday utensils, 
and ornamentation that made the user 
happy; all of which was eliminated by the 
industrial-modernist and subsequent styles. 
By implementing an inhuman project in 
the name of unsound promises, people 
abandoned a need for happiness. Guardians 
of civilized life went along in total deference 
to the dictates of the building industry and 
a group of ideologues. The result is: “For 
much of the 20th and 21st centuries, many 
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architects seemed to have little idea of how 
to make people happy” (Perry, 2021).

Critics have argued that “business-as-
usual” interests—what some have termed an 
“architecture-industrial complex”—is focused 
on maintaining its source of profits through 
repackaged industrial-modernist building 
typologies (see e.g. Curl, 2018). It co-opts 
recent research that raises troubling questions 
about those same trendy design typologies. 
Well-funded organizations that purport to 
conduct research in this area may therefore 
be merely propping up the status quo as a 
disingenuous alternative to the progress in 
understanding happiness presented here. 
Unfortunately, this obstacle to real reform 
is a standard industry tactic, and there is no 
regulation to prevent it (Logan et al., 2021; 
Moodie, 2017). The deceptive repackaging 
of sterile and depressing shapes only 
confuses people sincerely interested in the 
healing properties of the built environment. 
Intentionally unethical misinformation on 
biophilia and neuroscience distinguishes itself 
from genuine research by offering anxiety-
inducing buildings (discord measured in 
controlled experiments) as examples of 
“good” architecture.

In leaving behind the dangerous 
anthropocentric notion of humans as 
absolute masters of the universe, philosophers 
and scientists are finally coming back to 
humanity’s biological roots (Prescott & 
Logan, 2017). This is where the answers to 
many problems facing civilization lie, long 
neglected and obscured by a dangerous and 
fanatical subservience to technology. The 
raw power to shape the world attracts both 
consumers and industry even more than 
specific useful technological applications. 
Human achievements that took centuries to 
create are wiped out overnight—which, while 
appalling, is nothing compared to the parallel 
destruction of natural ecosystems that took 
hundreds of millions of years to evolve. 

A massive program of evaluating the 
mathematical correlates of environment-
derived happiness could eventually overturn 

standard but unhealthy practices in 
architecture, design, and urbanism. Let us 
remember the words of the Founders of the 
United States of America in the Declaration 
of Independence (coincidentally drafted by 
Thomas Jefferson, one of America’s greatest 
architects): “We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among 
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of 
Happiness.” By turning people into mindless 
consumers and architectural fashion-seekers, 
the world has willingly given up one of its 
unalienable rights.
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Every family farm has a value of survival that encompasses life, emotions, and memories. It is a place where soil 
produces much more than food—it produces meaning, and this meaning takes the form of natural beauty.
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The birds were on alert all day, like 
lighthouses. They were sending out cries 

as if pulling in a net that tries to gather the 
last tiny boat, pushed back and forth by sun-
glistened waves.

It’s five after nine, and the bat gushes from 
his roost to make an entrance. Pretty Prairie 
Farm, hushed like an audience that had 
descended into murmur, awaits its nightly 
rural ballet. A white-faced steer, whose tongue 
always scoops the last of the trough’s golden 
corn, had already retired to his bale of hay, 
long after the other eight who are as black 
as coal. Unlike them, his white face shines as 
bright as the Buck Moon.

But before the bat came the fireflies. They 
lit up like a stream of gold kernels emerging 
from soil, just to show their light and retreat 
back into the dark silhouettes of barns and 
sheds peppered across a forest green sea. 
If lucky, you can grasp one of these gold 
nuggets in your hand as they float down 
the sky’s stream. This pulsing handful of 
fireflies scatters as if their only purpose is 
to open the stage curtain for the bat.

The birds, now in their decrescendo, seem 
almost startled by the bat that has taken their 
spot in the sky. They tuck away. So does the 
wild rose that rests on the side of the road 
just to lean in and listen, like the cattle from 
their shed. Other times, the rabbits would 
have shown their Spanish-style bullfighting 
where one charges the other who, at the very 
last second, springs as high as it can. They, 
too, would have burrowed into the tall grass. 
The raccoons, stirred awake at last, press 
their paws behind their ears and peer out 
from behind their masks and the rafters to 
get a little closer. Then there’s the sole tree 
frog, clinging to the side of the farmhouse. 
He’s the last to make a sound as the director 
of this performance. A rustle from the breeze 
inside the majestic maple says that it’s the 
tree frog’s assistant.

Just another evening in paradise, on the 
edge of heavenly pastures. This is Pretty 
Prairie Farm. Here, the summer’s thick 
dew covers its fields with golden gauze. 
Every leaf drinks up this veil to herald the 
harvest’s threshold. Then, the soil’s silent 
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churn under the winter freeze ushers in 
the slow burst of spring. Where could this 
Pretty Prairie be? It sounds like every farm 
at its peak of an Iowan summer, suspended 
somewhere between what’s being sown and 
what’s being gathered. But it’s not every 
farm. Not every farm has the same wilderness 
that makes its home here. For half a century, 
this nature has chosen to return here every 
season and every night, and it does so in its 
own rhythm of life.

Once there was an owl who would fly from 
Pretty Prairie Farm to the neighbor’s shed 
in the west. Then the resident beavers would 
swim between Pretty Prairie Farm and the 
neighbor to the east. This farm on Pretty 
Prairie is a star nestled in a constellation of 
farms. Pretty Prairie isn’t split by any road. 

It’s like a shoot of one tall grass coming from 
a rhizome underneath the earth. Its pollen 
sheds like leaves sliding off the splendid 
maple in autumn.

What makes a farm today may be what 
makes a prairie—and that’s what makes it 
pretty. A farm without its wild flower petals 
isn’t a farm. This may not be seen as the 
“prettiest” farm in Iowa, but it’ll probably 
be the truest when truth is hard to find. 
Pretty Prairie isn’t on an official map, and 
it’s more than a memory. It takes a breath 
like the soil. It calls as if coming from the 
lungs of a tree frog.

On the darkest nights of the longest days, 
the flaps of a tiny bat’s wings in your ear can 
take you to the beacon of light that shines 
from Pretty Prairie Farm.
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Thomas J. Hylton is a journalist and a 
gentle legend. He has spent his entire 

life in Pennsylvania and lives in Pottstown, 
a small city of 23,400 inhabitants. He is 
considered a source for urban placemaking 
and renovation movements worldwide.

Surpassing a finalist from The New York 
Times, Hylton won the Pulitzer Prize with his 
editorial entitled “The Presence of Farmland 
and Open Spaces in Pennsylvania” for The 
Mercury (Hylton, 1990). This crusading 
newspaper of Pottstown, with its 5,000 
readers, is the smallest periodical to have ever 
been awarded the prestigious recognition.

In 1995, he published Save Our Land, Save 
Our Towns (Hylton, 1995), a book that first 
made him famous in his state of Pennsylvania, 
then the United States, and finally the world. 
An outstanding element of this book and 
the subsequent homonymous documentary 
(Eitzen & Hylton, 1995) is that the author 
is neither an urban studies scholar nor a 
professional planner. He is a citizen who 

cares for his world. Save Our Land, Save Our 
Towns is also the name of the charity that 
Hylton established to disseminate his work, 
which is aimed at lowering the cost of living, 
preserving farms and forests, reviving cities, 
protecting the environment, and providing 
more secure, neighborly communities 
alongside opportunities for children (Save 
Our Land, Save Our Towns, n.d.). Hylton also 
founded the non-profit organization, Trees, 
Inc., which raised 500,000 USD to plant street 
trees to beautify his hometown.

Dear Mr. Hylton, it’s a pleasure to 
speak with you. When I talk to architects, 
especially in Europe, they have a lot to say 
about beauty, aesthetics, relation to history, 
etc. Then I see their projects, and they seem 
quite the opposite of their nice words. In 
short, often, modern plans look wonderful 
on a computer screen but don’t work in real 
life. Now, you’re neither an architect nor an 
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urban planner. Yet, let me ask you: Is there 
a project that makes you particularly proud?

There have been two aspects of my life: one 
outside and the other in Pottstown, where I’ve 
lived for nearly 50 years. After winning the 
Pulitzer Prize, I got a fellowship in 1992. That 
allowed me to take a year’s leave of absence 
from the newspaper. Before, I had hardly been 
outside of Pennsylvania, so I bought a car and 
just drove all over the country for a year. I drove 
from Boston to Vancouver, British Columbia, 
then down the Pacific Coast, and back and 
forth talking to various planners. This is how 
I ended up writing my book about traditional 
towns and how nice and walkable they were, 
and how, instead, we were building a horrible 
sprawl. I printed it on very thick paper with 
an extra heavy-duty cover stock. The whole 
object weighs more than two pounds. It’s 
substantial, but it’s not that long—no more 
than a magazine article with lots of beautiful 
color pictures. After the book came out, a 

person who had been a Senate majority leader 
in Pennsylvania gave me a call. He said he 
really liked the book. As busy as he was, he 
could just flip through it, look at the pictures, 
and get the idea. He wasn’t an academic. What 
made the book popular is the fact that it’s not 
really a planning book: it’s a picture book. 
People look at the pictures, read the captions 
and short things that I wrote, and they get the 
idea. This person invited me to speak to the 
legislature. This is how I started a series of 
about 450 speeches across the country.

Of course, there’s a certain cachet in not 
being in your hometown. They call it the halo 
effect. All people knew about me was that I 
came from some Pennsylvania town they had 
never heard of, so I must be an expert. This 
way, they were primed and ready to hear the 
message. Going out and receiving people’s 
applause was fun.

After the book, I did a public television 
documentary. The way it works in 
Pennsylvania is that when a public television 

Figure 1: Thomas Hylton during the interview in 2020 (Snapshot: Stefano Serafini).
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station runs something about the state, all the 
others do the same. As a consequence, lots of 
people saw the video.

Our high school, built in 1926, used to be 
across the street from my house. You know, by 
your Italian standards, it was built yesterday. 
But to us, that was old. It was a beautiful 
brick building with lovely arched windows 
and an auditorium with a balcony. It brought 
life into the center of my town. Stupidly, they 
tore it down to make a parking lot, which I’ve 
looked at since 1982.

So I started to think, what can I do to make 
my town look better? Two major things came 
to my mind. First: trees. Trees are beautiful. 
They are good for the environment. They 
provide shade, cover ugly things, and, when 
they grow, bring uniformity. They create 
a canopy over the street, what you’d call a 
cathedral of green. So after they tore down 
the high school, I went to the publisher 
of my newspaper. Back then, newspapers 
were powerful. There was no Internet, no 
social media. If you wanted to communicate 
with people, you had to do so through the 
newspaper. So I went to the publisher and 
said, I’d like to start a non-profit to raise 
money to plant trees throughout and along 
the streets of Pottstown.

He agreed, and we gathered a group of 
people. Since we were the newspaper, we 

brought in banks and major corporations. 
With the help of slides and a projector (this 
was before computers and PowerPoint), 
we gave a presentation on how we’d like to 
transform Pottstown with an example on the 
importance of trees. I visited Rome for about 
a week and realized that there was nothing in 
Rome that I could duplicate in Pottstown: I 
couldn’t copy the Colosseum or make all that 
beauty happen for a second time. However, a 
tree is the same in Pottstown as it is in Rome. 
I was really impressed about the number of 
trees in Italian cities, Switzerland, and the 
Netherlands. Trees are traffic calming; they 
make people slow down. I remember the EUR 
area in Rome and have a picture of two rows 
of linden trees with cars parked in between 
the limits under a beautiful canopy.

In short, we raised a lot of money. It was 
the 1980s, and we could never do this today 
because everybody would claim that we 
are going against their property rights. We 
planted about 1,500 trees within three years. 
I was naive, thinking that when these trees 
grow up people are going to love them for 
their beauty and their shade. In fact, some 
people do feel that way, but an awful lot of 
people lament that their roots are lifting the 
sidewalk, they produce tripping hazards, they 
drop leaves and it takes money to sweep them 
away, etc. I just think trees are beautiful, and 

Figure 2: Planting a “tree park” on a former gas station site, 1998 (left), and the same tree park in 2020 (right)

(Courtesy of Thomas Hylton).
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as there are people out there who appreciate 
them, I’m just going to power ahead and try 
and make it happen. I’m most proud that 
I’ve kept it up for 36 years as the Tree Guy 
in Pottstown—that’s how everybody knows 
me here—maintaining and saving the trees 
because they’re now making an enormous 
impact on the quality of our town.

When I started, I couldn’t plant even 
a single tree on a street. There were only a 
couple of places in the United States where 
they’d done that besides Palo Alto—a couple 
cities in California.

Then, a gas station went out of business. 
The owner tore it down and donated it to our 
non-profit. It was about a quarter of an acre, 
and we got someone to donate 60,000 USD. 
That was a lot of money for us. We dug up the 
first two feet of dirt and put in clean fill. Then 
we planted 35 trees in a row (Figure 2). I’d 
seen that Italian, Swiss, and French cities had 
rows of trees. They’re perfect, maintenance-
free, and offer a quiet, lovely green space in 
otherwise pretty brutal urban areas. Our trees 
have been in place now for 25 years.

We also put in our first rain garden 10 years 
ago. I persuaded my fellow school board 

members to intervene in a sidewalk next to the 
school that was wider than needed and pretty 
ugly. My non-profit paid for it. All we had to 
do was jackhammer all the concrete out and 
put in about 130 x 4 feet of water absorbing 
plants and trees. It has grown tremendously 
in the last five years, and it really looks good. 

The same happened with an elementary 
school, which had 3 acres of ground that 
nobody ever played on because it was a sort of 
valley. I persuaded the school board to let me 
rip up the grass to put in a meadow. Grass is 
nice to look at, but it’s expensive to maintain 
and doesn’t do much for the environment. 
In fact, it’s almost as bad as asphalt: it 
hardens and the rain runs off. Instead, put 
in a meadow and observe how it absorbs the 
storm water and attracts butterflies, bees, 
and wildflowers. Convincing the board was 
a long process. In the end, we planted the 
meadow two and a half years ago. It turned 
out great. With a landscape architect, we 
looked at all our school properties just by 
using Google Earth and realized where we 
could put more meadows.

I proposed that the Rotary Club create a 
little nursery to grow trees in an area behind 

Figure 3: Trees in downtown Pottstown planted in the 1980s by Trees Inc. (Courtesy of Thomas Hylton).
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the high school, where there had once been 
a basketball court. Luckily, I made a test 
hole and discovered that the concrete hadn’t 
been removed. It was just covered under 
six inches of dirt. I looked around until I 
found somebody to donate a lot of growing 
medium soil compost. We ended up dumping 
40 truckloads of compost. The Rotary 
planted 100 saplings, and the school provided 
irrigation. It was very important to put it 
right next to the high school with a water line 
so that we could water the trees. And I love 
to say that it was a success: about 50% of the 
trees survived. They’ve been there for two and 
a half years. Next spring, the first ones will be 
big enough to be transplanted (Figure 5).

It’s fascinating that you focus so much on 
trees when dealing with your city. This shows 
how much urban environments lack natural, 
biophilic elements, not to speak of the benefits 
that vegetation provides for birds, against 
heat islands, etc. However, what’s your view 
on good architecture?

Nothing built on this planet since about 
1940 looks nice. It’s all junk. That’s horrible. 
Fortunately, in Europe, you have hundreds of 
years of nice buildings, but the U.S. has only 
had about 200 years worth of it. Further, we 
have a tear-it-down philosophy. For example, a 
perfectly good 50-year-old masonry school was 
torn down across the street from our house.

You Europeans had all this bombing to 
destroy cities. We never had any bombing; we 
just did it ourselves. Only a few pioneering 
cities have gotten historic preservation status 
in Pennsylvania.

In 1984, we got a non-profit to preserve 
buildings. I drafted a national register of 
historic places in Pottstown. This document 
doesn’t provide protection, but it gives a 
relevant tax credit to those who are going to 
preserve a building. This inspired a number 
of wealthy people to restore some buildings 
in town. Even I did my part: I bought a lovely 
1880 vacant building with a leaking roof 
and played junior construction man myself. 

A friendly architect appreciated what I was 
trying to do and helped me in a restoration 
that you couldn’t achieve for half a million 
dollars today.

We also passed a local ordinance for the 
historic district. This means that if you want 
to change the outside of a building, you need 
to have the approval of a commission. There’s 
an awful lot of people who still just don’t 
appreciate the loveliness of historic heritage. 
But we’re holding the line. We haven’t really 
had any major destruction since the mid-1980s.

How do we connect ancient buildings 
and trees?

There’s a basic principle that people tend to 
forget: a tree has a canopy that can become 
very wide, even 40 feet in diameter—but the 
canopy is in the air. At street level, the trunk 
itself doesn’t take up a lot of space.

Prince Charles made the connection, saying 
that when you go into a cathedral you see 
these stone pillars, and they’re just imitations 
of tree trunks. The cathedral ceiling itself is 
just an imitation of tree branches. So you can 
turn every street into a green cathedral. It’s 
so simple. You can be under a green canopy 
as you walk outside, even in a dense city. 
It makes an enormous difference. So does 
removing excess asphalt.

Is it so difficult to make a building attractive? 
First, it’s a matter of material. Bricks, stucco, 
and wood are very nice to look at. On the 
contrary, putting a building into a box has a 
non-human feeling. It’s not that complicated 
to make something attractive. However, 
architects are like: “Look at me, look at me! 
Look at this weird bizarre thing, all eyes on 
me!” Such an attitude is not what makes a nice 
community. Coming in some absurd costume 
and blowing a bicycle horn so that people 
look at you doesn’t make for a nice place to 
live. Rather, we need things that are calming 
and refreshing, that remind us of the people 
who’ve lived before, and so forth. We’ve 
known and loved for hundreds and hundreds 
of years.
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Your views are not mainstream, especially 
among architects, bureaucrats, and so-called 
experts. Despite that, how could you succeed 
in making your project succeed?

I managed to get myself on the Planning 
Commission in 1998. In fact, I hadn’t been 
able to get on the Planning Commission 
in my own hometown before, despite my 
credentials. The commission was composed 
of laymen who really knew nothing about 
planning. You can be a genius, but in your 
own hometown, you’ll be a bum. That’s just 
the way it works. So you have to be persistent, 
and I was. I took my chance when the Town 
Council decided to rewrite our zoning and 

our subdivision ordinance, which tells people 
what they can build.

It’s not about aesthetics, they don’t care 
about that. Rather it’s all about distances 
from streets and between buildings, how 
wider streets are going to be, and so forth. 
I volunteered to write it, and the document 
passed in 2003.

I’m a layman, but I knew some traditional 
towns. Andrés Duany, for example, had written 
some new development ordinances, which I 
found very helpful for our town. I relied on 
the Sanborn Maps, a book of detailed maps 
of every U.S. town with every building in 
scale. The Sanborn Maps were first published 
in the 1880s and were colorized amazingly. 

Figure 4: Order of Independent Americans, 1902 building in Old Pottstown Historic District, which has been on 

the National Register of Historic Places since September 5, 1985 (Photo: Smallbones, Wikipedia).
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They’re a precious testimony because we’ve 
torn down so many buildings in the U.S. 
After seeing how the city looked at the end of 
the 19th century, I wrote the subdivision Land 
Development ordinance. Something I put in 
there was one tree for every building: any new 
building must have a tree along the street and 
in a parking lot. 

We have 44,000 parking spaces in 
Pottstown, which means approximately two 
parking spaces for every man, woman, and 
child inhabiting the town. Consider that 
other cities have an even bigger proportion. 
Now, if you want to increase a town’s tree 
canopy, where’s the most obvious place to 
plant trees? Parking lots, of course, which sit 
vacant most of the time. The huge parking 
lot that replaced our high school serves two 
churches. It’s only used on Sunday morning. 
Therefore, the ordinance required one tree for 
every two parking spaces, evenly distributed 
throughout the line: for us, that was an easy 
way to change things. However, it’s good to 
pass an ordinance. It’s another thing to make 
sure that somebody’s going to enforce it.

The U.S. has 50 states, and every state has a 
legislature. Legislation gives powers to local 
towns. I’m a little familiar with England, 
which doesn’t give as much power to local 
municipalities. Instead, in Pennsylvania, we 
can do a zoning ordinance at the local level. 
This includes subdivisions, streets, sidewalks, 
and the preservation of historic resources. 
My subdivision ordinance imposed a design 
review process for new buildings to match 
the context. That means no more look-at-me, 
ugly concrete boxes. Our perfect example is 
McDonald’s. I saw some McDonald’s hosted 
in existing buildings in Italy, namely Rome 
and Bologna. The golden arch is there but not 
in your face: you can tell it’s a McDonald’s, 
but it’s in an existing building, not an ugly, 
cartoonish box. The building itself is the 
signature. McDonald’s decided to tear down 
an existing building and replace it. They 
actually flew in an architect from Chicago. He 
spent all morning in Pottstown to see what 
the town looked like. He read the ordinance 

and when he came back, he gave us a design. 
It’s not an architectural gem, but it looks nice. 
Now, they needed the eating place to face 
the street and provide access to the delivery 
truck. This created an issue with parking 
that we couldn’t accept. The architect solved 
the problem by moving back the entrance, 
putting up a little iron fence in the front to 
keep the streetscape together, and added trees 
to the parking lot. The result was the nicest 
looking McDonald’s in the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania. We didn’t really have to 
fight them, and it was just because we put it 
in the ordinance.

In the end, it’s a matter of changing culture, 
and that’s not easy. Indeed, people now 
recognize how wonderful this is, but many 
still don’t. Pottstown’s cultural improvement 
hasn’t happened at warp speed. I’ve been 
doing this for nearly 50 years. I don’t know 
how much longer I can keep it up.

Sure, cars and traffic are one of the worst 
issues of modern cities, something that cannot 
be addressed without facing huge economic 
interests, industrial powers, and a widespread 
mindset. How did you tackle this in Pottstown?

Think of Des Moines, IA. The city hosts 
the historic preservation office for the state 
of Iowa, and it’s in the ugliest building you’d 
ever see. There are also beautiful buildings, 
but like everywhere else, the place is littered 
with parking lots. It’s like planners want 
to keep people out of the street. Anyway, 
this means that making differences in the 
appearance of your city takes time. Another 
thing I picked up somewhat in Europe, mostly 
from my travels and fellowship in 1992, was 
angle parking. You might not think this is 
a big deal, but in the U.S., we used to have 
a lot of angle parking. You park at an angle 
that inevitably narrows the street. Now, in the 
1940s, the department of highways dictated 
that once a town eliminates angle parking, 
it can’t put it back. This has produced very 
wide streets where cars zoom back and forth. 
Angle parking would slow down that insanity, 
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Figure 5: The municipal nursery behind the high school during and after planting in 2018, then in late summer, 2021 

(Courtesy of Thomas Hylton).
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which I noticed not only in Paris but also 
in Wilmington, DE, Indianapolis, IN, and 
Washington, D.C. It’s much safer because if 
you’re backing in, you can see where you’re 
going; other motorists can see you backing in 
and give you space. It’s also easier to get out of 
your car and walk to the sidewalk.

In 2003, we asked the Pennsylvania 
Department of Transportation to once again 
allow angle parking, which would provide 
25% more parking spaces. They accepted our 
proposal as an experiment, and it worked. We 
also obtained extra road space, so we created 
bicycle lanes. This led to a vast increase in 
biking, from almost zero, with no accidents. 
The federal government then decided to 
fund more bike lanes. We now have a bike 
loop that connects the schools of Pottstown.

We have five elementary schools and a junior-
senior high school. One elementary school 
was built in 1927 in the Collegiate Gothic style. 
Despite its beauty, the municipality decided 
to tear it down for perceived safety reasons, 
despite public opposition. I reluctantly came 
to the conclusion that the only way to save 
this building was for me to run and get on 
the school board myself. It was a very painful 
process to run for such a political position, 
but a miracle happened: I got on the board 
and a majority decided to renovate the 
schools. We made our elementary schools 
walkable again, like in the 1950s and 60s. This 
went against the efficiency trend of merging 
200-pupil schools into one for 600 or 700 
students. These have just one library and the 
same body of teachers, which is why they tear 
down so many tiny, wonderful, and walkable 
educational buildings for a big school served 
by a bus in a cornfield outside of town. We 
took on a political fight against that. We 
wanted kids to bike to their school. Ten 
years ago, biking to school was prohibited 
for students because of the perceived traffic 
danger. Nowadays, we have bike racks 
outside of the schools. We encourage kids to 
walk and bike so that dads don’t drive them 
in a car for two blocks. This slowly changed 
our culture.

What you did was quite remarkable: you 
plugged into a bureaucratic machine and 
changed it. How did people react to your 
ideas and engagement? Did they follow you 
in the beginning?

It’s all about persistence. As I said, a huge 
advantage in Pottstown is that our small 
municipalities have the power to do zoning 
and subdivision. For example, just over 
Pennsylvania’s border, the state of Maryland 
does not have small government. They have 
counties of more than half a million people. 
This makes things harder for just one person 
to make a difference. It’d take a very good 
organizer, which I’m not. And it’d require 
running for office in a big way, something I 
don’t know how to do. Local powers made it 
possible for me to plant trees and protect our 
heritage because I didn’t have to deal with a 
lot of people. In the end, I just had to run for 
a position on the school board, where 3,000 
votes can give you a victory.

The real issue, rather, is people’s apathy. 
People tend to let things go as they are. 
However, apathy can also be your friend. 
Here’s how we leveraged it in Pottstown. We 
couldn’t plant a tree in front of somebody’s 
property unless they were okay with it. Now, 
if I had sent a letter to all the property owners 
asking for their permission, I wouldn’t have 
planted any trees. Instead, I sent everybody 
a letter from my non-profit informing them 
that we were going to plant a tree on their 
sidewalk. If they didn’t want that, then they 
could send us a letter or give us a call. In fact, 
some people called and said no. But most 
people didn’t care.

Nowadays, only Philadelphia (1.5 million 
people) and Pittsburgh (350,000 people) 
have more bike lanes than Pottstown. This 
is because we applied for a grant and made 
a little presentation to the city council. They 
weren’t really paying attention, and we just 
got it approved. The mechanism was put 
into place. When we got the grant money, we 
started putting in the bike lanes. At that point, 
people became aware: “Hey, you’re putting in 
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these bike lanes. How so?” But at that point, 
they’re in. All you need is a small group of 
very dedicated people to make something 
happen: I mean five people who are going to 
put in the time to do things. Finding them is 
hard, but not impossible.

Most people aren’t paying attention to 
what you’re doing, and it’s not until it’s done 
that they realize it. Sometimes, it’s about 
proposing. For example, we have an ugly 
Walmart in Pottstown with a huge parking 
lot. We asked them to plant a lot of trees. That 
was a little thing, and they were okay with it. 
However, the little I-have-my-rights and you-
can’t-tell-me-what-to-do guy in town is more 
trouble than the Walmart guy.

Two major highways intersect the town of 
Allentown, PA. It’s just one warehouse after 
the other, it’s sad. In these conditions, you 
can’t fight Walmart or Amazon because it’d 
mean fighting sprawl and an entire culture. 
However, if you have a town, you can make 
your town a little shining beacon of what can 
be. You may face a lot of die-hard ugliness 
outside of town, but at least you can control 
some things in your town.

Let me continue with the transformation 
of the city. For example, we have beautiful 
cathedrals in every historic center of Italy, 
but they’re not really churches anymore. 
Rather, they’re museums. Nobody goes 
there to pray; only tourists visit these holy 
buildings to enjoy—I’d rather say, consume—
their artistic beauty. The meaning of the 
city has changed. I wonder if you have any 
thoughts on this. How would you address 
such an issue?

You’re talking about something that’s way 
outside my experience and expertise, but 
I can understand the problem. I live in an 
enormous and beautiful house, which didn’t 
cost much money because nobody wants 
to live here. If my house were transplanted 
in Philadelphia, then I couldn’t afford it: I 
don’t have 750,000 USD! However, I bought 
it here in 1973 for 15,000 USD, the price of a 

car. Having a lot of poor people and not such 
a large middle class means that I can afford 
to live here. I don’t have to worry about rich 
people pushing me out, like in a number 
of popular places in the U.S., for example, 
Charleston, SC. Possibly, the good side 
of high-cost places like New York City or 
Philadelphia is the maintenance of beautiful 
buildings. Tourism makes it so that even the 
dumb understand that keeping up these old 
buildings produce dollars.

I guess the answer might be: try building 
nice looking houses outside of the cities 
and try facilitating other people to get 
in—recognizing that you’ve lost downtown 
Florence or Bologna. You’ve lost them 
because it’s just too expensive for the average 
person to live there. Despite that, try to 
create nice places that aren’t that difficult 
to afford.

Another important element is walkability. 
People don’t realize how close together 
you can put things and still have them look 
attractive. Walking a mile isn’t such a big 
deal. It’s also good for your health.

England had so much bombed after the 
Second World War that they could start from 
scratch to build nice, very walkable towns 
connected to transportation.

Another problem is culture. If people don’t 
appreciate beauty—and most people don’t in 
the U.S.—it’s hard to get the government to 
do good things, unless you’re Milton Hershey. 
This philanthropist had taste, had a factory, 
and could manage to build and control a 
town that was beautiful. It’s a lot easier if you 
own all the land and can build from scratch 
based on a vision. In short, it’s hard to change 
a culture, but it’s easier to be assertive and 
make a change in a small town.

For whom are you doing what you’re doing?

I’m doing it for myself. I studied literature 
and built a taste for what’s beautiful. I traveled 
to Italy, and I’ve seen a lot of beautiful places—
all this wonderful culture and objects that 
the Romans were able to build, their level of 
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engineering, the aqueducts, etc., thousands of 
years ago. I said to myself: I can carry on that 
tradition just for myself. I can appreciate what 
people who came before me did, and I can 
try to play my little part, my little 75 years—I 
hope, maybe five years more. I have this Earth 
to reproduce or to promote the things that 
I’ve learned from civilization, from the people 
before me. If most of the people in my town are 
not only unappreciative of it but also annoyed 
by it, I don’t care. I feel grounded in history. I 
feel sympathetic toward the people who came 
before, sympathetic to Milton Hershey, even 
though I don’t have anything like the business 
acumen that he had to do what he did. But 
he wanted to do something beautiful, and it’s 
still there. He preserved it. He made it, and 
other people have done the same.

A theoretical question, now, based on a key 
element of your discourse: What is beauty? 
How would you define it?

Before my time, a hundred years ago, the 
American wealthy used to travel abroad to 
get a feel for hundreds of years of civilization. 
What survived is beautiful and well built. We 
have many totally neglected buildings—the 
roof blew off, wind and rain wore them out. 
But they were so well built that after 30 years 
of neglect, you could still put a roof on them 
and build them up. So when people went 
to college and studied liberal arts, religion, 
philosophy, and architecture, they acquired 
an appreciation. Now you go to college, 
take a couple of courses, and you’re right in 
business administration or engineering.

The culture of beauty isn’t being taught 
anymore. This means that people are growing 
up without understanding what it is. My wife 
was an elementary school teacher here in 
Pottstown for 38 years. She used to take her 
students on a little field trip in Pottstown 
so that they could appreciate it. We must be 
optimistic that things are going to be better. If 
they aren’t during my lifespan, then I’m going 
to do what I can.

This is my town. I get more satisfaction out 

of doing something in my town than giving a 
speech in Sacramento, CA where everybody 
applauds, but I don’t know if I actually 
changed anything.

I can’t remember the exact quote, but Albert 
Schweitzer said that nobody knows what kind 
of impact they have. They just can’t know. 
But every once in a while, they have this little 
nugget of feedback that gives them the courage 
to keep going. I’d love to go out and say to the 
people of Pottstown: Hey, this educated guy 
from Rome wanted to talk to me about what 
I’m doing. Nobody in Pottstown wants to hear 
it. I can tell it to my wife. She’ll be thrilled.

Nobody else cares. I wrote a book and 
nobody cares. However, when I walk out my 
front door, I can see the trees and, from my 
own satisfaction, say wow, a difference has 
been made. I have been here in front of these 
trees for 35 years. Some of them are five or six 
stories tall. This is beautiful, even if people 
don’t notice it.

I’d say that you’re expressing the best part 
of the American spirit because you’re very 
positive, practical, and your way of thinking is 
rooted in goodness. Unfortunately, you’ll find 
the same kind of ignorance almost everywhere. 
That’s why it’s been very interesting to speak 
with you. What you’ve told is precious. Your 
attitude allows people to understand that they 
can make a difference. All it takes is being an 
aware citizen rather than having a Master’s in 
urban studies. This is invaluable. Thank you 
very much.
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these bike lanes. How so?” But at that point, 
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car. Having a lot of poor people and not such 
a large middle class means that I can afford 
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deal. It’s also good for your health.

England had so much bombed after the 
Second World War that they could start from 
scratch to build nice, very walkable towns 
connected to transportation.

Another problem is culture. If people don’t 
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For whom are you doing what you’re doing?
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engineering, the aqueducts, etc., thousands of 
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As a child, it was difficult for me to visually 
map the labyrinth of alleyways in the old 

souk. Maybe this was due to the huge crowds 
flooding the space, along with voices of sellers 
calling out and the many colors grasping one’s 
attention one way or the other.

One of the things that attracted me 
personally to the old souk was the various 
roofs covering its different sections. Some 
were made of mason vaults dating back to 
1500 B.C. These were juxtaposed with others 
of shabby corrugated metal that covered 
iron structures.

The old souk belongs to three main eras: 
the oldest is from the Aramaic period, then 
the early Islamic, and last, the late Ottoman. 

The metal roof, which connected all of the 
different sections except for those covered 
in stone vaults, had changed shape over 
time. Initially, it was an arched structure 
colloquially called ‘the turtle’s back.’ And for 
some time, it was abandoned all together for 
buses to pass through the souk freely. Just a 

few years before the war, it took the shape of 
an iron gabled structure covered with sheets.

It was not only the roof that made the 
old souk a special place in the city. The 
incredible variety of commercial businesses 
and crafts clustered next to each other created 
a specialized network of streets named after 
each vocational specialty. Some of these 
were the copper souk, the silk souk, the oil 
souk, and the farmers’ souk. There was also 
the women’s souk where things that mostly 
interested women were sold, so they were 
partly removed from the harsher atmospheres 
where manufacturing took place.

All of the souk’s architecture was built out of 
black basalt, which is the local material of my 
city. Poets named Homs ‘the mother of black 
stones.’ This building material is a very solid, 
high resistance stone. It was used not only in 
building the walls and load bearing structures 
but also in covering the floor.

Many tales and myths have been told 
around Homs for the peculiar nature of 
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both its land and its people. It is the city of 
Sufis and would host a unique annual festival 
called ‘the Thursday of the Sheikhs.’ Sufism 
was not exclusive to Muslims. It had rubbed 
off on the other religions and sects in Homs. 
You could see this in the austere buildings of 
Homs, where richness, decoration, and luxury 
can rarely be seen. There is a sense of austerity 
and calmness that is imbued in the buildings’ 
proportions and materials, which are quite 
distinct from any other Syrian city.  

Myth and superstition are also part of 
the city’s traditional culture, which is often 
described as crazy or funny. For example, the 
scorpion is believed to sting itself to death if 
placed in the city! Perhaps this is unscientific, 
but it is true that scorpions do not live in 
Homs and that you can find a symbol of it 
carved onto different stones in the old 
souk. It is something that gained the city a 
reputation of being mystically ‘safeguarded’ 

by the spirits of its old good people.
The old souk’s location is also peculiar. 

It is adjacent to the city’s protecting wall 
and near the Sun’s temple, which was 
transformed into a church and then into the 
great Nurri Mosque.

There are three public baths in the souk, 
the oldest of which is Roman, followed by 
the more recent Ottoman. Irrigation was 
guaranteed by means of wall wells that are 
special features in the city’s architecture. The 
wells were carved into the shops’ thick walls 
to save  space. In fact, this makes me wonder: 
When were these wells built? Were they there 
before the existence of the souk? Does this mean 
that someone actually designed and planned 
the souk? Souks usually grow organically by 
accumulating various additions, but the wells 
planned into the walls raise a real question 
as to how this souk was built. This question 
remains unanswered.

Figure 1: Old Homs, general plan. The Old Souk is circled in red.
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Figure 2: The Old Souk of Homs, function plan (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).

Figure 3: The Old Souk of Homs, structure plan (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).
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In addition to the baths, there are two 
khans within the souk. One was dedicated 
to the silk trade and the other to oil. The 
khan used to function as a modern hotel 
based on today’s standards. Traveling 
merchants with their goods would stay 
there and do business.

When the old city of Homs stopped being a 
battlefield, people were finally allowed to re-
enter it. I was one of those who rushed to see 
what was still standing in 2015. We marched 
over the rubble and under the dangling 
balconies. The souk was among the first places 
I went to see. I stood under the metal roof, 
which was shredded to pieces by shrapnel 
shells. Its once solid surface was punctured 
infinitely, allowing beams of light to drop 

numerous patterns on the walls. The ground 
was covered with ashes and debris. In that 
moment, I was puzzled (and embarrassed) 
with that strange feeling of enjoyment in 
seeing a rare moment of beauty in the midst 
of endless ugliness.

That brief moment of pleasure stayed 
with me. So when an old friend of mine 
who held a senior position at the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
asked me if I had any idea on what he and 
his organization should work on in Homs to 
show their effective role in restoring the social 
and economic situation, my instant response 
was: rehabilitate the souk.

My argument was that the souk as a public 
space and economic hub could bring the city’s 

Figure 4: The Old Souk before the intervention. The roof is missing and the structure is heavily damaged

(Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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Figure 5 (left): The Old Souk’s roofs and buildings devastated by war (Photo: Amal Roumieh).

Figure 6 (right): The destroyed roof targeted by the project (Photo: Amal Roumieh).

Figure 7 (below): The roof of the Al-Basha Hamam within the Old Souk (Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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Figure 5 (left): The Old Souk’s roofs and buildings devastated by war (Photo: Amal Roumieh).

Figure 6 (right): The destroyed roof targeted by the project (Photo: Amal Roumieh).

Figure 7 (below): The roof of the Al-Basha Hamam within the Old Souk (Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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people together after war had torn them into 
sects and classes.

My idea was immediately adopted. My 
friend called me shortly thereafter to propose 
me as the project’s lead designer. The first stage 
after removing the rubble was the need for a 
new roof. I was assigned the responsibilities 
of designing and supervising. This meant 
assembling teams of engineers and workers, 
as well as leading it on a compromised site 
where missiles and landmines were part of the 
daily job.

Plans and documents were needed in order 
to have a map for the restoration. To my great 
surprise, no such documents could be found in 
any public institution. Hence, my team and I 

had to improvise ways of scanning, measuring, 
and visualizing the whole structure that covers 
a wide and complex area by relying only on 
what remained. We had to figure out the rest.

My responsibilities kept me up at night. 
There were huge and urgent questions to be 
answered: What is the best way to organize 
the process of removing the rubble given all 
the hidden threats? With little equipment and 
resources, how can the old stone structures 
be soundly supported without compromising 
the traditional nature of its architecture? How 
can we complete the picture of documentation 
after losing all of its traces in the war’s fires? 
Most importantly, how can we preserve the 
rights of all of these private properties among 

Figure 8: Demolition of the load-bearing beam in front of everyone’s eyes (Photo: Amal Roumieh).

Figures 9 and 10 (next page): Removing rubbles with simple or no tools at all (Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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the continuous looting and vandalism in the 
souk’s remains?

But the real challenge to the project was not 
logistical. While reviewing the permission 
files at the UNDP office in Homs, I discovered 
an alarming fact involving their study to 
finance the project. They had not involved us 
as engineers, but rather did so privately and 
secretly. There were enormous funds that 
did not relate to the real costs. For example, 
the estimate for electrical works was about 
250,000 USD. I implemented these for less 
than 22,500 USD. This was just one item 
from the rehabilitation checklist—however, 
all of it was drafted in the same spirit of 
corruption. I spoke out against this the 
minute I unearthed the numbers, but the 
administration manager’s reaction resulted 
in a war on both me and the project.

The outrageous funds were falsely listed 
for much smaller works (those who drafted 
them were supposed to pocket the diference). 
I decided to put them to their right use, 
implementing whatever difference between 

the actual cost and the inflated funding for 
more works—a solar power system, lighting, 
structural support, etc. The list went on.

The work with the assembled teams 
continued for 11 months, during which we 
fought against the open-air weather (we were 
denied a sheltered place to work under), 
the deliberate lack of equipment, and 1the 
postponement of any request whether for 
safety clothing or building material. Yet 
everybody persevered, even when that meant 
improvising tools or compromising personal 
safety and comfort. Our motive was love—the 
love, which the souk had inspired.

For the roof, I designed three different 
options. We presented these to the city’s 
governorate and a committee of members from 
civil society and other public institutions.

In my design, I had to consider a number 
of factors, among which was provision in a 
country that lacked almost everything due 
to war and sanctions. Further issues involved 
an absence of security, the immigration of 
expertise, anxiety among contractors, and a 

Figure 11: Detail of the old roof that was destroyed (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).
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Figures 12 and 13: Structural plan and decorative unit of the new metal roof (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).
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Figure 11: Detail of the old roof that was destroyed (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).
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Figures 12 and 13: Structural plan and decorative unit of the new metal roof (Project work team / Ghassan Jansiz).
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Figures 14 and 15: Installing the roof with bare hands under Arch. Jansiz’s supervision (Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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lack of building materials compounded with 
a fluctuating currency value.

I also had to design a roof that would last—
something that would tell the people living in 
the aftermath that there is hope in continuity.

After presenting it to the committee, the 
design options were narrowed down to two. 
Then the governorate took my suggestion 
of conducting a public survey in order to 
settle on the final design. Nothing happened 
on the large scale, as hoped. But in the end, 
the design that I hoped for was actually the 
one in which everyone involved approved of: 
load-bearing arches covered with a weaved 
network of metal plates. This created the light 
patterns that I had been fascinated with, while 
staying faithful to the geometric integrity of 
the whole place.

Cheers from the public and users encouraged 
us. We felt as though we were on the right path 
in what was considered the first pilot project 
in the reconstruction of Syria.

Yet with this success, the intensity of the 
internal attacks heightened. The corrupted 

hands that were stopped from reaching out 
to unearned funds were also denied praise 
for doing nothing. The souk’s project set an 
example that things can be done, and that 
they can be done right. 

In the end, the atmosphere became so 
toxic, and the daily hurdles became too big 
to overcome. When things definitely started 
heading toward a dead end, thus restricting 
my area of activity into a mere figurehead, I 
decided to step down. 

Today, the souk has two roofs: one that I 
designed and implemented and, the other, 
a gabled small section that could not even 
stretch to cover an entire street. The two 
intersect without meeting, reflecting the 
different spirits in which they were made.

Although it is now very painful for me to 
visit the souk, I still find myself there on 
some rare occasions. Some of the merchants 
stop me to commiserate and say in their 
trading language: “For everything, there is 
an original and there is a copy—and no one 
wants the copy.”

Figure 16: A view of the installed roof (Photo: Amal Roumieh).
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As a resident of Delhi, I have been 
observing the changes in the city and the 

surrounding areas over the last 60 years. In 
1957, the first Delhi Master Plan (1961) was 
approved, and this outlined the framework 
of future urban development. Up to the 
end of the year 2000—despite the precise 
location and definition of Single Use Zones, 
District Centers, Zonal Shopping Centers 
and Local Shopping Centers, around which 
the Residential Areas were laid out—they all 
started to slowly change. This began with the 
infiltration of offices, banks, medical clinics, 
etc. into residential areas.

The carefully designed and detailed District 
Centers, which were the main focus of 
demarcated zones with a variety of uses such 
as shopping, services, industries, banks, or 
restaurants became just a concentration of 
office units of different sizes. Space designated 
for shops remained empty as they were too 

expensive, and this space was occupied by 
offices and banks. Meanwhile, major shopping 
centers sprouted in low-income residential 
areas that occupied the ground floor of closely 
built residential units, and slowly spread out 
over vast areas. These became the major retail 
zones of the city.

This process of gradual change of use in 
response to actual need began to spread 
across the entire Delhi Urban Area as 
the city continued to expand in size with 
steadily increasing migration from the rural 
areas. Several changes were introduced in 
subsequent Master Plans, but the planners, 
administrators, and politicians never fully 
understood the organic process of change. 
They concentrated on extracting maximum 
revenue from the monetization of land. As 
a result, the needs of the urban poor that 
consisted of almost 60% of the population 
of 230 million were left unrecognized and 
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unserved. As per the Master Plan housing for 
the urban poor, it took the form of one or 
two room units with an average plinth area of 
250 to 400 square meters. The development of 
such units built at ground level with adjoining 
space for future expansion was discouraged. 
This would have involved more land. Instead, 
such units were to be incorporated in multi-
story structures. This meant the concentration 
of large numbers of people on small areas 
of land with little or no support facilities 
like schools, health centers, meeting spaces, 
shopping centers, banks, police stations, etc.

This is the pattern of development that 
has been followed over the last 30 years. In 
such a situation, a large part of the urban 
population had no real link with the city 
and maintained a strong connection with 
the villages and rural areas from where they 
had come.

In early 2020, the first cases of COVID-19 
infection were confirmed and, within a short 
time, spread to several states across the country. 
On the night of March 24, the Prime Minister 
announced a nation-wide lockdown with less 
than four hours’ notice. All offices, shopping 
centers, and industrial units were closed, and 
all public transportation was stopped. Within 
days it became clear that India had plunged 
into an enormous human crisis. It is estimated 
that the lockdown resulted in 114 million job 
losses: 90 million were daily wage earners and 
20 million salary earners. The livelihoods of 
the poor and marginalized were destroyed, 
and they were pushed to the brink of 
starvation. Over 25 million migrant workers 
headed for their homes in the rural areas. 
Little or no help came from the government. 
Some workers and their families managed to 
board trains or get on trucks and buses at a 

Figure 1: Palam, New Delhi (Photo: Dr. Punit Sethi).
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cost which they could barely afford. But the 
larger number walked from a few hundred 
kilometers to over 1,200 kilometers along the 
roads. They had no food or water except for 
what was given to them by welfare activists 
and concerned citizens who set up free food 
distribution centers in towns and villages 
along the way. No real help was provided by 
the concerned authorities and, in many places, 
they were subjected to undue harassment 
by the police and state authorities. After 
considerable publicity, a few free trains run 
but were soon discontinued as they were not 
organized to cope with the massive demand. 
Large numbers of people lost their lives, but 
there is no proper record of the widespread 
impact on the lives of millions of migrants, 
emanating from this disaster. Despite the fact 
that conditions in the villages were worse, 
with no proper jobs and minimum earning 
capacity, most of them had no intention of 
returning to the cities.

As the COVID-19 pandemic spread across 
the country from state to state, large numbers 
of people succumbed due to a variety of 
reasons, including inadequate healthcare, 
a lack of oxygen, and a shortage of hospital 
beds. In Delhi’s urban area, 25,600 residents 
lost their lives. In the rural areas of all states, 
conditions were much worse and, to date, there 
is no proper account of the total number of 
deaths. Horrifying pictures of large numbers 
of funeral pyres stretching far beyond the 
confines of the cremation grounds, including 
half-burnt bodies floating in the rivers along 
rural areas, were seen in the media. The 
central and state governments were unable to 
control the situation and resorted to denying 
the reality to avoid panic. The lockdown has 
now been lifted, but there are still COVID-19 
cases in some states. Currently, the total 
number of COVID-19 deaths in the country 
is over 475,000.

The lockdown has disrupted the lives of 
over three million people, a majority of 
which were part of the urban informal sector. 
They had to leave their homes and their daily 

wage jobs, and their children had to leave 
their schools and interrupt their education. 
It is interesting to note that despite being 
reduced to conditions of extreme poverty, 
many of them ensured that their children’s 
education continued. Children who studied 
in private schools were transferred to 
government schools where education was free 
and government school enrollment doubled 
in rural areas. As schools shut down, a system 
of online education started. Many migrants 
could not take advantage of this due to a lack 
of proper connection and money. Despite 
financial hardship, many of them bought 
new smart phones to enable continuity in 
their children’s education. Considering the 
importance that poor migrants attach to 
their children’s education, the whole system 
of rural schools and online teaching needs 
to be upgraded as a matter of priority. The 
government and state authorities have yet to 
effectively met this need.

Before life returned to normal, in June 
2020, the government had promulgated three 
new farm laws relating to the sale price of 17 
farm crops. Farmers in the villages of Punjab 
soon realized that these laws would have a 
significant impact on the livelihood of small 
farmers. A decision to protest soon spread to 
the neighboring states and the nation’s capital. 
On November 27, farmers from around 6,000 
Punjab villages led a protest march to Delhi. 
They were stopped at the borders. With their 
tractors, farmers and their families camped 
along the roads and set up temporary homes. 
Over 2,500 temporary settlements were set 
up around the capital, and several protest 
marches were led from there into different 
parts of the city. More than 400,000 tractors 
turned up at a protest rally on Republic Day – 
January 26, 2021. Temporary settlements that 
stretched between 15 to 20 kilometers along 
the roads continued to function continuously 
until the Prime Minister announced a repeal 
of the farm laws on November 19, 2021. The 
protest lasted for 360 days, and 670 farmers 
lost their lives.
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Although these happenings may not directly 
relate to urban development, the COVID-19 
pandemic, the lockdown, the march of 
migrants to their homes, and the farmers’ 
protests will, over time, be viewed as major 
historic events. This will have a significant 
impact on the pattern of future settlements 
across the country.

There are several important lessons that 
need to be learned from these events. First 
and foremost is the need to provide adequate 
space to all residents, both in their homes and 
public areas. This calls for a different approach 
to planning that avoids steadily increasing the 
concentration of residents in urban areas. This 
is only possible with the development of new 
townships at a distance around major cities 
with adequate employment opportunities so 
that migrants may be diverted to the new 

settlements. In a country as large as India with 
its enormous population, it is possible to use 
this strategy to gradually develop the large 
rural areas. Settlements with manufacturing 
and agriculture-related industries, along with 
schools, health centers, universities, cultural 
facilities, centers for the development of 
local crafts, and tourist facilities related to 
monuments and natural features, could help 
bring about enormous change over time. Such 
concepts, however, require a total shift from 
the current pattern of development, which 
only seeks to monetize land for maximum 
revenue or blindly follow the pattern of 
enormous high-rise construction, emulating 
the examples of Shanghai and other Chinese 
cities. There is much inspiration that can be 
gained from a careful evaluation of our own 
historic settlements.
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Sergio Los was appointed Professor at the 
IUAV University of Venice in 1967 after 

having worked with Carlo Scarpa in Asolo for 
three years. That same year, Natasha Pulitzer 
gifted him Sophia, their first daughter, and he 
published two books: the Italian translation 
of Notes on the Synthesis of Form by 
Christopher Alexander (1964) for Giancarlo 
De Carlo, and the first book about Scarpa, 
Carlo Scarpa architetto poeta (Los, 1967). 
The latter shows the characteristic “thinking 
through images” of Scarpa’s design process as 
applied to IUAV’s new entrance. This book 
was published in April and Los’s course was 
scheduled for September. However, its content 
was considered so politically incorrect that the 
publisher, CLUVA, sent it to the shredder by 
July. Some students found a copy in a dumpster 
in Tolentini and got the book for free by 
piecing it back together. So Los’s first students 
had no lecture notes.

Thus began his ongoing battle against 
“disciplinary bewilderment”—the Babelic 
shift of architectural language. In his opinion, 
engineering and aesthetics, with their techno-
scientific iconoclasm, had hijacked such 
a language for the sake of graduated and 
professional expert use only (Los, 2019). On the 
contrary, Palladio’s knowledge was amateurish 
(Los, 2018). It emerged from a construction 
site and came from mason craftsmen and 
carpenters. Nowadays, disciplines come 
from the computation of an individual mind, 
which is far from any workforce. Los was able 
to observe Scarpa thinking through his hands 
and body. He understood that the maestro 
belonged to another world. Fiedler (1914) and 
Semper (1851) revealed that artisan practices 
are a form of cognitive thinking. Thermo-
industrial civilization, Los says, has erased 
these practices, making the world ugly—but 
not forever (Los, 2020).
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1. International Style

Architectural internationalism is indepen-
dent from the environment. It wastes 
non-renewable resources and significantly 
contributes to climate emergencies with 
its pollution. In the end, such a Babylonian 
architecture is not even international. The 
prevalence of steel and glass skyscrapers shows 
its Gothic character. Such an unintentional 
Nordic regionalism evokes the poor light and 
the cloudy skies of its origin in the colonies of 
the world. Most of all, such an independence 
of buildings damages cities. New building 
objects break out from the urban context and 
decompose it (Los, 2020).

Since Sergio Los could not use his censored 
book, he decided to explain the way Scarpa 
had designed the IUAV entrance by showing 
his own design process of the Tabarelli 
house. This project emerges as a research on 
the architectural symbolic system and shows 
how reflections and drawings accompany the 
figurative inferences of the composition. Such 
a “thinking through images” is at the core 

of Los’s search for a possible “architectonic 
construction of the world” (Ibidem). As 
he explained in his shredded book, this 
deals with an epistemologic revolution: 
architecture is a communicative language and 
its propositions are meant to architecturally 
think, express, discuss, converse, remember, 
and design.

Los wanted to make clear that composition 
should share and eventually emulate a 
language rather than an individualistic 
building-object with no relation to its 
environment (Figure 2).

2. Casa Tabarelli

Carlo Scarpa had to leave for Montreal 
to direct the “Poetry” section of the Italian 
pavilion for the International Exhibition. 
Before taking off, in April of 1967, he 
handed Sergio Los a work that he could not 
accomplish. The young Los had to design a 
house for the Tabarelli family in a beautiful 
vineyard on the Wine Road of Cornaiano di 

Figure 1: Casa Tabarelli in the countryside of Cornaiano di Appiano (Photo: Sergio Los).

71

Journal of Biourbanism, Vol. IX, No. 1 & 2

Appiano, a city near Bolzano (Figure 1). While 
Scarpa was visiting the houses of Frank Lloyd 
Wright, Los was struggling with this project 
and his own university classes.

3. Architectural language

The origins of architectural language can 
be found in our earliest acts.

Before we can even speak, after being in 
the arms of our mom and dad, we crawl 
and walk around the rooms of the house: 

we perform architectural acts before any 
other linguistic act. Here, architecture is no 
longer a content of thought only. Rather, it 
is the thinking medium, the architectural 
operator with his compositional system. 
The place is the content. The landscape to 
be terraced and the institution that is going 
to inhabit it, i.e. the Tabarelli house, are the 
content. The umwelt of the Tabarelli family 
expressed as an architectural institution 
refers to a civic culture.

Los used to teach students that not walls 
but architects support the roof. Architects 

Figure 2: Excerpt from Los’s lecture notes for students based on the Casa Tabarelli project

(1967, courtesy of Sergio Los).
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 Figure 3: Prof. Carlo Scarpa (right) was interested in Los’s way of architecting. He visited the Tabarelli working site 

for the first time in February 1968 after his travels in the U.S. He was amused by Los’s idea of tracing the land with 

toilet paper (left) (Courtesy of Synergia Studio).

Figure 4: The work site during a snowstorm at the beginning of 1969 (Courtesy of Synergia Studio).
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do so through the walls for the inhabitants 
of their architecture. This way, they address 
their architecture. It is not the roof that 
protects people, but the architect through 
the roof. It is not the window that makes 
them look west at the mountains, where the 
house leans. It is the architect, as if pointing 
a finger to the mountains, as if opening that 
window to show that piece of landscape. 
Merely building windows is not the same 
as communicating a mountain through 
architectural language.

Now, how does architecture speak? 
Architecture describes and preaches the 
relationship between an institution and its 
place by modulating a more or less transparent 
casing. The subject of its sentences/rooms 
is always a place where an institution 
interacts with the city and primarily with 
its civic architecture. The floor plan that 

hosts the humans of a certain institution 
interacts with the surrounding city through 
relationships. These are mediated by more or 
less transparent partitions/walls and more or 
less protective ceilings/roofs. The Tabarelli 
home’s dining/living room is composed of 
“behavioral situations” in the sense of Roger 
Barker’s “ecological psychology” (1968) and 
Jakob von Uexküll’s umwelten (1926).

Any composition speaks. It preaches 
characteristics of living in that specific 
place with its architectural postures on the 
place. Other compositions also focus on 
the way they speak about the referents, the 
way of living, and the place. So the choice 
of certain windows and walls over others 
allow those characteristics to sing, as when 
a poet uses certain words instead of others. 
This is what happens in many of Sergio 
Los’s works (Figure 5).

Figure 5: The historical center of Marostica with its castle (above left), its typical terraced landscape (below left), 

and the terraced garden of Casa Tabarelli (right) (Courtesy of Synergia Studio).
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4. Architectural versus Musical 
Composition

Sergio Los is passionate about musical 
composition. Even when he was a student, 
he considered it odd that the relationship 
between music and architecture was limited 
to lengths.

Strings of different lengths produce different 
notes: the note emitted by a string is the same 
as that emitted by the same halved string, an 
octave higher. If we divide the same string into 
two, three, five parts, then we obtain further 
notes of the tonal scale. Many proportional 
systems used in architectural composition 
originate from this (March, 1998).

Although harmonious, the length modules 
face width, depth, and height. They cannot 
explain that sense of orthogonality that 
most buildings possess. Indeed, buildings 
are like fabrics, their structure is made of 

weft and warp in the form of lintels and 
transverse beams. Such a geometric logic 
pervades all buildings, and through them, 
all cities. Yet architecture has explored 
many other possible warps with different 
angles, both regular and irregular. Before 
the length modules, designers must arrange 
the angular modules in the space to define 
the warp. The orthogonal direction is so 
widespread that it becomes natural, so we 
stop noticing it. Differently angled warps 
make it visible again by contrast (Figure 6). 
They may be triangular and hexagonal, such 
as in the Baroque and some modern works. 
Accordingly, Los started using angular 
modules in addition to the lengths. This focus 
on the angular modules is key for the sake of 
warping the plan and the section of space that 
organize the entire architectural harmony 
of a building. This is what the parallel walls 
and the 3-dimensional articulation of the 

Figure 6: The living/dining room of Casa Tabarelli (Photo: Sergio Los).
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space do in Casa Tabarelli and many other 
projects by Sergio Los (Figure 7).

In short, the Tabarelli house enforces the 
following idea: tonal intervals can return to 
the initial note after a series in music. Now, 
assuming an initial direction of space, for 
example, a north-south axis, Los returns to it 
after designing a series of different, regular, 
and angular modules. The Tabarelli house’s 
roof reflects this rule. Its two slopes are tilted 
30° with respect to the horizontal plane and 
face north and south. Other sloping roofs 
cross it in two directions, east and west, and 
their various angular modules are multiples 
of 5°. The different bands use modules with a 
length of 1.11 m, so the widths become 3.33 m, 
5.55 m, 7.77 m, et cetera.

5. Notational Systems and
Arte Programmata

The research on architectural language 
aims to make cities democratically open. 
In fact, modernity has reduced cities to a 

disciplinary and professional matter. This 
entails that only “experts” can discuss the 
policies of civic architecture.

International style is the result of the 
aestheticization of architecture. In turn, this 
implies a disciplinary techno-scientific core 
that denies architecture as a language. This 
means no more democratic discussion and 
control of architectural proposals.

Here enters Los’s research on Arte 
Programmata and his collaboration with 

Figure 7: This drawing by Sergio Los translates the 

theme of a Russian song: the directions of the various 

lines correspond to the notes, the duration of which is 

represented by the length of the segments. Representing 

notes with angles rather than lengths allows for more 

complex and operational similarities between musical 

and architectural composition (Courtesy of Sergio Los).

Figure 8 (above): A sketch for the gate by Sergio Los.

Figure 9 (below): The gate (Photo: Sergio Los)
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operators, such as Manfredo Massironi, Enzo 
Mari, and Ennio Chiggio in Italy, as well as 
Lionel March in England and George Stiny 
and Bill Mitchell in the United States.

Los seems to consider Arte Programmata 
as a movement in line with his idea of 
“thinking through images” to the point of 
organizing the “Architettura Programmata” 
International Conference at IUAV in 1983. 
Many signs of this research are recognizable 
in the Tabarelli house.

The notation system in figurative arts 
becomes key—perspective becomes a 
symbolic form that introduces the possibility 
of figurative scores in both Arte Programmata 
and Architettura Programmata.

Casa Tabarelli shows several expressions of 
such a research. The doors and the gate are 
not “art objects” to be exhibited. Rather, they 
are  artworks to be experienced, touched, and 
used everyday (Figures 8 to 11).

The sliding wall was designed to filter the 
relationship between the bedroom, the library, 
and the living/dining room. The owner can 
stay in bed and see who enters the house with 
no need to dress. Square panels rotate on 
vertical and horizontal pins, thus producing 
an unlimited series of drawings.

The gate, which we can define as a 
constructivist work, is a 3-dimensional 
topological design (Figure 8). A single 
square steel tube forms it by turning on 
itself to look like four independent tubes—a 
kind of complex Möbius loop. Each of 
the four faces of the tube are painted in 
a different primary color: yellow, red, and 
blue, plus black. It is noticeable that by 
starting with a color from one of the four 
faces and proceeding without detaching 
the brush, the painter proceeded along the 
same face and then for each of the faces, 
thus obtaining a complex figure (Figure 9).

6. Genealogy of Casa Tabarelli

The site sloped to the west, and the 
entrance came from a road to the south. 

Figure 10: The sliding door separates the living area 

from the sleeping area (Photo: Sergio Los).

Figure 11: The entrance door (Photo: Sergio Los).
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Figure 12 (above): Los designed Casa Peretto in 1965. Its roofs, inspired by 

Louis Kahn’s Kimbell Art Museum, worked as a reference for the early 

project of Casa Tabarelli (Courtesy of Sergio Los).

Figures 13, 14, and 15: These sketches demonstrate how the roof was pivotal 

for the first project of Casa Tabarelli (Courtesy of Sergio Los).
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Figures 16 and 17 (above): The maquette and the sketch (1966) show the wall system of Casa Peretto

(Courtesy of Sergio Los).

Figures 18, 19, 20, and 21: The warping theme prevails in the second project for the Tabarellis (summer 1967):

the walls follow the vineyard’s rows and support both the outdoor rooms and the roofs. The latter, in turn, allow 

the windows to open toward the sun (Sketch, plan, photo, and maquette: Sergio Los).
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Figures 22 and 23: The third and final project of Casa Tabarelli (September 1967) adapts the roof to the local 

meteorology and to the specific indoor and outdoor situations, such as sleeping, eating, reading, et cetera

(Maquette and sketch: Sergio Los).
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Figures 22 and 23: The third and final project of Casa Tabarelli (September 1967) adapts the roof to the local 

meteorology and to the specific indoor and outdoor situations, such as sleeping, eating, reading, et cetera

(Maquette and sketch: Sergio Los).
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Figure 26: The roof opens toward the south to allow sunlight into the central kitchen, as well as the north area 

(Photo: Sergio Los).

Figure 24 (left): View of the terrace facing southeast (Photo: Sergio Los).

Figure 25 (right): Sergio Los at the entrance of Casa Tabarelli (Photo: Natasha Pulitzer).
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First, Los designed two staggered rooms with 
a shape-resistant folded roof. This rested 
on two hollow pillars containing service 
environments, which offered two parallel 
triliths on the north-south axis (Figures 13 
to 15). The young architect was fascinated 
by the idea of a molded, structural, and not 
just a decorative roof. The two triliths were 
closed to both the north and the south. They 
were sunny all day long with very beautiful 
views. However, this design was far from 
bioclimatic.

This first project had aligned the two 
triliths with the vine rows. However, it was 
still necessary to correlate the indoor and 
outdoor rooms by opening the south and 
the north sides and protecting the house’s 
border from the mountain winds, thus 
giving air and light to the central part of the 
house. Further, the house was meant to be 
accessible from different sides. This is how 
Los came to design the walls parallel to the 
vine rows and the different roof inclinations  
(Figures 18 to 21). Bioclimatics is thus the 
core that makes Casa Tabarelli “non-isolated” 
and “contextualized” (Cappellato & Pulitzer, 
1989, pp. 24, 27).

In designing the plan view, Los remanaged 

the roof and gradually unfolded the third 
and definitive project (Figures 22, 23, and 27). 
He articulated the walls and made the roof 
more protective. The project utters rooms/
phrases, which describe the Tabarellis’s way 
of life: how they eat, sleep, listen to music, 
welcome friends, play with children, et cetera. 
Such a composition is described and realized 
through architectural constraints that make 
the inhabitants pass here and not there, eat 
in the sunny area and not in the north near 
the library, and so on. As it happens in 
archaeology, the house tells the life of those 
who have lived there. It is like a novel that 
describes daily comedies and their scene, 
characteristic of that specific dwelling.

7. An Attempt to Misattribute
Casa Tabarelli?

In 2020, The New York Times devoted an 
article to some houses designed by Carlo 
Scarpa that showed a superficial knowledge of 
the Italian architect (Bollen, 2020). Its author 
even assumed that Carlo Scarpa had designed 
Casa Tabarelli. On May 19, 2020, after Los’s 
protest, The New York Times admitted in 

Figure 27: The final plan of Casa Tabarelli (Courtesy of Sergio Los).
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Figure 26: The roof opens toward the south to allow sunlight into the central kitchen, as well as the north area 

(Photo: Sergio Los).

Figure 24 (left): View of the terrace facing southeast (Photo: Sergio Los).

Figure 25 (right): Sergio Los at the entrance of Casa Tabarelli (Photo: Natasha Pulitzer).
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Figure 27: The final plan of Casa Tabarelli (Courtesy of Sergio Los).
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an editorial note: “Los was the architect who 
drew the plans” (Ibidem). Perhaps an intention 
to increase the market value of the house—a 
widespread practice in the world of art—was at 
the origin of such a mistake.

In fact, as explained above, Los had been 
a disciple, direct collaborator, and friend of 
Carlo Scarpa. He also had the opportunity 
to realize a Scarpa project after his death: 
the IUAV entrance commissioned by 
the faculty council in 1984 (Los, 1985). 
However, the differences between the two 
architects are evident. For example, the 
care for the cultivated landscapes in Los’s 
projects reflects Frank Lloyd Wright (1955) 
more than Carlo Scarpa. The integration of 
cultural, civic, and monumental contexts, 
instead, refers to the latter. In the case of the 
Tabarelli house, the vineyard’s orientation 
inspired its formation. It is a bioclimatic, 
solar, and non-stylistic orientation. In other 
words, Casa Tabarelli is not a modernist 
manifesto. Rather, it is a regionalist project. 
It is not vernacular, but it fits the climatic 
and cultural region where it belongs.
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Introduction: The Civic Deadlock of 
Architecture

The post-war construction industry does not 
compare with the one that preceded it. As 

architect, Ugo Sasso used to say, “We go to cozy 
trattorias or breweries located in old stables, 
but it is unthinkable that the current stables can 
become trattorias or breweries tomorrow.”

Let us reflect on the distance between 
ancient cities or towns in Italy that we consider 
beautiful and welcoming and compare it with 
the distance between two modern districts that 
we consider just as beautiful and welcoming. 
We immediately realize the huge gap that 
separates them. Yet, the new buildings greatly 
exceed the old ones. Statistical data show that 
Italy’s 47 million inhabitants had 37 million 
rooms in 1951. However, in 2011, inhabitants 
grew to 60 million and had 116 million rooms 
after 60 years. While the population increased 
by 27%, the housing stock grew by 213%.

So many magazines and newspapers have 

talked about “that new building,” and so 
many municipal administrators would like to 
include the famous architect who designed it 
among their trusted advisors. However, how 
does such an object fit into the context? Lately, 
design produces architectural objects that 
fit not only in a place but also elsewhere in 
the world. Such is its conflicting detachment 
from the city they penetrate. More and more 
often, these objects are no longer simple 
architectural artifacts. Rather, they rise to art 
status and get projected into an imaginary of 
perfection and unquestionability. Architects 
become demiurges. They do not dialogue 
with places and prefer the spectacularization 
of the work for the sake of amazing the public. 
The everyday dimension of architecture, for 
the most part consisting of buildings for all 
people, is forgotten.

No one thinks any more of the fact that a 
city is made up of parts, but that these parts 
also constitute a whole. Cities like Bologna, 
with their arcades and meeting places, had 
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become welcoming because the law required 
buildings to connect with a public portico. 
This has provided for spaces that relate people, 
turning the city into a living organism. Of 
course, every single element must have its 
own autonomy and uniqueness. However, its 
meaningfulness relies in the contribution it 
offers to the urban fabric through a complex 
network of dynamic tensions. In this sense, 
we should carry out new settlements gently 
within the context. This requires knowing 
how to grasp their character, relationships, 
and needs.

Notwithstanding, Italian urban planning 
legislation does not allow for, or rather 
prohibits, replicating in a more modern form 
those places that are famous in the world for 
their beauty or coziness. I mean narrow streets, 
side-by-side buildings, roadside constructions, 
porticoes that connect buildings, covered 
passageways... Unfortunately, we have been 
prohibited to build all of this for long!

Our planning system suffers a limit that is 
no longer sustainable. The principles of Law 
1150 of 1942, in fact, configures the plan as 
a setting elaboration based on the principle 
of conformity rather than uniqueness or 
specificity. In short, it tends to homologate 
the areas. This anonymizes and makes the 
places standard and unwelcoming by erasing 
the territorial characteristics. The character 
of Italian cities is based on their historical 
centers rather than the suburbs that have 
surrounded them for several decades. Yet, 
paradoxically, urban planning legislation has 
tended to erase history.

We should carefully avoid implementing 
the poor and elementary elements of 
an exasperated geometrization and the 
repetition of abstract and monotonous 
patterns. This suffocates the imagination and 
numbs the five senses. Architecture should 
instead aim at rich and varied buildings that 
favor a sense of belonging.

The situation of urban planning in Italy 
reflects that of the country. Currently, the 
debate on urban planning is taking place 
among a few specialists because no one else 

seems to care any more. In fact, the subject has 
become so complex and disconnected from 
reality that people, politicians, and economic 
actors do not feel it as their own matter. We 
must say, though, that such a worrisome 
situation affects not only Italy.

Sure, urban planners have their share of 
blame. However, the responsibility for the 
current urban situation is, above all, the policy 
makers. They have created an overlapping 
series of rules over the years, which hit a 
record high of 160,000 in Italy.

Historians say that excessive bureaucracy is 
a symptom of a country’s decline. I hope this 
is not the case, but certainly, the regulatory 
condition in the construction and urban 
planning field has long been unacceptable. 
In fact, hyper-legislation has not prevented 
illegal development, damage to the landscape, 
and increased risks to the safety of the habitat. 
On the other hand, it has even favored urban 
sprawl. Poor legislation has reproduced itself 
as a virus, vomiting thousands of disparate 
regulations, interpretations, and sentences, 
often in contrast to each other. Italy is a great 
country that can, on the one hand, rebuild 
the collapsed Morandi Bridge in Genoa in a 
few months but be unable to fix towns like 
Amatrice, affected by an earthquake several 
years ago.

We therefore need rules that are not only 
restrictive but also proactive in directing 
investments and repairing the damage of the 
past. Above all, this involves a new vision plus 
instruments of intervention. This task does 
not belong to architects and engineers only, 
but to the entire country. 

1. Torre del Chiavicone: Transforming 
a Disused Piezometric Tower into a 
House

 
“…They tear me off the hills to push me into 

a senseless labyrinth of plains, away from my 
route, among pigsties and mosquitoes, in the 
smell of wet grass where crickets live, up to a 
large bivouac fire at the edge of a forest. The 
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last fireflies that survived the extermination flit 
around. It is a secret gathering in Chiavicone, 
part of the Autonomous Val d’Enza Republic, 
the last independent trench of Padanian 
totalitarianism...” (Rumiz, 2013, pp. 205-206).

This passage from the book, The Legend 
of Navigating Mountains by Paolo Rumiz, 
describes the area of “the gruesome-faced Negro 
Dum Dum who inhabits a piezometric tower.”

You cannot easily forget the artist and 
designer, Marco Stefanini, also known as 
Dum Dum, once you have met him. Born 
in Switzerland in 1960, he studied in Rome 
and at the Academy of Fine Arts in Bologna. 
Toward the end of the 1980s, he developed a 

special interest in designing everyday objects 
from stone, wood, iron, and glass. After 
having founded Interno & DumDum in 
Bologna, he participated in the 1988 Young 
Artists’ Biennale. Later, as a partner and 
artistic director, he gave life to the literary 
circle, Art Café Escandalo, in Parma. Finally, 
he has joined the Dilmos exhibition space 
in Milan, where he still shows objects and 
furniture. He came to Sant’Ilario d’Enza 
to illustrate his idea of recovering the old 
piezometric tower 30 years ago, when I was 
a city council member. The building had 
been disused for years. It was property of 
the municipality of Chiavicone, the place of 
both his and my childhood.

Figure 1: The piezometric tower in Chiavicone as seen from the east (Photo: Santi Caleca). 

Figure 2 (next page, above): The tower seen from the west (Photo: Santi Caleca).

Figure 3 (next page, below): View from the bathroom (Photo: Santi Caleca).
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Built in the early 1900s, the tower raises 
as a mushroom in the open countryside. 
Underneath, it has a jacket well. This used to 
pump water to the upper reinforced concrete 
tank for the town until the early 1960s. The 
circular base supporting the cistern is made 
of bricks baked in the defunct town furnace 
and stones from the Enza stream, which flows 
a few dozen meters away.

The administration liked the idea of 
recovering such a symbolic building so that 
the old mushroom-shaped piezometric tower 
could return to life. Thus, Marco Stefanini 
began to make it his home by pouring out his 
passion, work, and the little money that he had.

Seen from a distance, the tower looks 
unchanged and still marks the entrance to the 
Chiavicone district as it used to be. But when 
closer, you notice a pedestrian path featuring 
large rocks and chinked stones on the ground; 

scattered elements of land art and pieces of 
industrial archaeology. It is the entrance path, 
and it makes you understand that the old 
tower has become a house. Suggestion and 
curiosity grow as one enters it. The building 
features a staircase that spirals following the 
circular wall; a kitchen made out of rocks, 
and a glass porthole in the center of the stone 
floor that shows the 13-meter depth of the 
well. Standing above the well and looking 
up, one sees all the floors precisely because 
the visual telescope marked by the well was 
kept up to the top. The space is open and its 
uses are not defined. But every detail, every 
piece of furniture is the result of care and 
research. Visiting the house is a discovery. 
A staircase made from a tree trunk with 
a rope as a handrail leads to the top floor 
mezzanine built in recovered wood beams. 
The bathroom faces the living area with its 
curvilinear bathtub, whose large steps are 
covered in a mosaic. A wine damsel was 
inserted into a wall to let the light in. Each 
chair is different. No detail was missed.

Figure 4: Entrance pathway (Photo: Santi Caleca).

Figure 5 (right): Wooden staircase to the mezanine 

(Photo: Santi Caleca).
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The recovery materials and objects are all 
natural: cork, lime, copper, wood, stone, 
rope... A wood-burning stove manages to 
heat the environment, protected by very 
thick walls: the ground floor is ventilated, so 
cooling takes place by drawing fresh air from 
the abandoned well. 

Marco Stefanini has lived in the house for 
several years. His daughter was born and a 
parrot and a dog now live there. Further details 
and objects from his own life experience has 
kept enriching the tower. 

This house has a soul that speaks for its 
inhabitants and makes them feel good.

2. The Canali House: Restoring a 
House from the 1970s

“Our children (2 and 5 years old) entered 
our new house one night in September after 
a summer spent with their grandparents in 
Veneto. Leaning on the bed, the older one 
woke up and realized he was in the new 
house. He woke up his brother. Handling 
a reading light, they told us that they 
wanted to inspect the new house before 
going back to sleep. First, they walked the 
long corridor of the first floor that joins 
the sleeping area to what we now call the 
‘big play room.’ Thus began their new life 

in the house in Canali, Reggio Emilia, with 
enthusiasm and wonder.”

With these words, Daniela Fent and 
Emanuele Fontana describe the curiosity 
and excitement of the first time in their 
new house. Originally built in the 1970s, 
the house has been heavily renovated and 
achieved an A+ energy classification starting 
from G. Mainly natural materials have been 
used, with a special focus on wellbeing. 
Today, the house offers a very high level 
of insulation and comfort. This includes 
homogeneous heating, despite its big and 
articulated volumes; the improvement of 
natural lighting; a different articulation 
of spaces to offer greater livability, and a 
direct relationship between the living area 
and the garden, which has become a real 
outdoor room.

Large and well restored, the house has 
positively affected the children’s lives. This is 
what their parents say: “In the first months, 

Figure 6: Casa Canali (Photo: Agata Bertolini).

Figure 7 (right): Staircase (Photo: Agata Bertolini).
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the children played so much in their bedroom 
on a carpet placed between the two beds. 
Later, they spent time in different areas that 
were better defined. Playing tends to occur 
in the big room. While a parent irons, they 
play football or with cars. The living room is 
for playing with animals and plastic toys so 
as not to ruin the wood flooring. The kitchen 
is for homework and drawing. Thus, they use 
all the environments of the house. During the 
lockdown period, we particularly appreciated 
the large outdoor spaces, the interiors of 
the house, and their remarkable brightness. 
They really helped us overcome boredom, 
restlessness, and a sense of claustrophobia. 
The 900 sq m garden, of which 450 sq m are 
in a single rectangular lot, represents a great 
benefit from the house. We have already tried 
it out with a birthday party and a couple of 
barbecues. In addition, the children have a lot 
of fun biking or running around it. For them, 
the circumnavigation of the house is not short 
and represents a small adventure in itself, 
especially for little Federico.”

I coordinated this project, which paid close 
attention to the needs of the clients. The 
design team included heating engineer Carlo 
Pagliani, designer Marco Stefanini a.k.a. 
Dum Dum, and architect Silvia Corradini of 
Mazzali Arredamenti.

Natural materials, such as wood, rock 
wool, iron, stone, natural pigments, and 
lime putty plaster, plus soft and low-
energy technologies, are not enough to 
transform a bad building into a beautiful 

one. Something else is needed. No magic 
solution of materials and technology can 
transform a subpar building project in the 
historic center or a development on the 
coast into an exemplary model of sustainable 
development.

All it takes, and it is no small thing, is 
more awareness on behalf of both the client 
and the professional. This means thinking 
wisely about the place, the details, the human 
aspect, and the physical and psychological 
well-being of the user; avoiding notoriously 
unhealthy and problematic materials, and 
reflecting on what will happen in 50–100 
years when our intervention will somehow 
be updated, destroyed, or recycled.

The risk and the limit of us architects 
is the lack of critical attitude toward our 
own work, which is so necessary in order 
to improve. By writing this note, I myself 
am taking this risk. However, by reviewing 
the work after a few years and interviewing 
the satisfied owners, I feel I can say that the 
project has succeeded.

Figure 8: Entrance gate (Photo: Agata Bertolini).

Figure 9 (right): Kitchen (Photo: Agata Bertolini).
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3. Transforming a House in Montebabbio

This house is located in a small village in 
the hills of Reggio Emilia, not far from the 
city. It had been lost until its restoration. 
The owner, Antonella Dallari, assisted by 
sensitive, competent, and motivated workers, 
has transformed a house located in the heart 
of the village into a special house—a “house of 
fairies,” as they call it.

The work lasted a few years, and finally, the 
“rough house” turned into an organic home. 
The use of natural materials, in particular 
earth, straw, wood, and stone, combined with 
skillful processing, has made the environment 
special, almost magical. The interior spaces do 
not have a clear definition and the succession 
of volumetric variations, together with 

wholly integrated furnishing elements, makes 
everything more free and vital.

Montebabbio is a handful of clustered 
houses. For some years now, the restored 
house has represented a qualifying, well-
inserted element in this context. Here, every 
detail hints at the man-nature harmony by 
integrating the various artificial elements 
(buildings, furnishings, etc.) into the site’s 
natural environment.

The work also involved the external and 
common parts. The municipality supported 
this process by rearranging the driveway that 
runs along the houses of the historic core. 
This gave continuity to several interventions 
that have involved the owners of the village 
over recent years.

These include the recovery of the external 

Figure 10: Casa Dallari in Montebabbio (Reggio Emilia), view from the portico (Photo: Valentino Franco).
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oven; the construction of a small portico by 
recovering, cleaning, and polishing some 400-
year old beams and the wrought-iron railing, 
which emphasizes that even the new entrance 
to the house can provide a life memory.

Each element is handcrafted and different 
from the other. This way, everything stands 
out but is undeniably homogeneous and 
harmonious.

Upon entering, you can “feel a special 
atmosphere”: the plaster in sieved earth, sand, 
and straw, selected and cleaned, make the 
walls breathe. Their softened shapes and relief 
elements give a sense of softness. The terracotta 
and wood floor echo the landscape, while a blue 
stucco was used in the bathroom (not present in 
the past) to recall the presence of water. I would 
like to describe the “house of fairies” through 
the following fairy tale by Giulia Calzolari.

3.1. The House of Fairies (by Giulia 
Calzolari)

Did you ever feel—when you first wake up—
like being in a different place than where you 
fell asleep?

It is with this doubt that I thought: “It 
can’t be possible to move into a nest without 
realizing it!” Then the brain slowly wakes up 
and begins to reason: “Where could you ever 
be, you fool of a hedgehog? You fell asleep 
months ago in your den and now you must 
be in the same place, perhaps even in the 
same position!”

The smell, the light, the warmth, and the 
softness of this bed can only be those of a 
nest built with your own hands. Who better 
than us to take care of the places and objects 
of our life? Still, something told me that this 

Figure 11: Woooden staircase (Photo: Valentino Franco).
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wasn’t my nest. One thing was clear though: 
this was certainly a den!

Then the body suddenly became stronger, 
the quick instinct to get up had arrived. I soon 
understood that during the winter, next to my 
den, a larger animal had made its nest and my 
house had been incorporated into its own.

There was no one in the house. The animal 
must have certainly gone out, so I began to 
explore that space. I slowly came out of my 
hiding place, smelling the air. I had never seen 
anything like it: it was a beautiful den! The 
earth and straw walls might mean that it was 
a giant swallow’s nest. The environment was 
fluid, large, and unique. You could almost 
embrace it all with just one look.

The atmosphere was made warm and 
welcoming by a cavity in the wall where a 
dancing and hypnotic fire broke out. A pile 
of cut wood sat in a smaller niche underneath. 

The straw fibers in the earthen wall shone all 
around, following the dancing tongues of fire! 
What sorcery was this? Now that I’d met it, 
how could I do without it? I never wanted to 
part with that warmth and that incredible 
place again.

So I told myself that I had to understand better 
how a similar environment had been created.

The room, which seemed unique, was only 
divided by some majestic wooden element 
that must surely have had a function for this 
large animal. The wood was so comfortable 
and naturally shaped that it seemed to have 
grown right here! Even the wood line and 
surface were cozy and soft: touching them 
was a joy.

While touching here and there, I accidentally 
pushed a wooden board whose grain gave a 
feeling of life. Like magic, behind that board, 
another room appeared. It was an even more 
secret nest.

A pretty, wooden ladder led to it. Below, 
another magic overwhelmed me: on the 
earth walls, the great animal had drawn 

Figure 12: Raw earth wall, staircase, and fireplace 

(Photo: Valentino Franco).

Figure 13 (right): A window (Photo: Valentino Franco).
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magical symbols. Then suddenly, an 
intuition flashed through me: I was in the 
house of a fairy!

Surely, the fairy has noticed me and been 
kind enough to let me sleep. She built her 
house around my den, thus giving her home 
all the fairy magic it needs.

What other creature would do that? Who 
else would invest so much energy? And who 
else would know how to work these materials 
to make them welcoming and silky—if not a 
swallow, a beaver, or a fairy?

I had never seen a fairy before. I decided to 
sit in front of that hypnotic fire and wait for 
her. Breathless, she came back in the evening 
and talked to herself with branches and 
flowers intertwined in her hair.

She looked like a human being, yet was 
smaller and more graceful. She did not have 

big wings and was dressed in leaves sewn 
together. She was happy to find me awake.

She explained to me that she had never 
built a nest before. In order to learn how 
to do it, she silently entered my den while 
I was hibernating and took inspiration. I 
immediately understood why that house had 
seemed like a safe nest and den.

I, a little mountain hedgehog, who knows 
nothing other than woods, streams, and 
meadows, have lived in the house of fairies 
ever since.

References
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Introduction

Childhood development is the process 
referred to as the sequential growth 

of the sensory-motor, cognitive-linguistic, 
and social-emotional functioning. This 
development of interdependent skills 
relies upon and is interlinked with good 
nourishment and well-being. The first 
three to four years of life are the most 
significant for a child’s development. They 
occur during the fastest period of growth, 
when the child’s brain rapidly develops and 
adapts to the environment.

According to Copple & Bredekamp (2009), 
it is necessary that an effective educational 
environment matches childrens’ learning 
styles, interest area, and developmental 

needs and abilities. Researchers suggest 
that children’s early experiences form their 
ethics and basic orientation toward the 
world, which is destined to last throughout 
their lives. Frequent interaction with 
natural elements makes children experience 
comfort, empathy, and love. Evidence of 
biophilia has been observed in children as 
young as 2 years old (Kellert, Heerwagen,  
& Mador, 2008). Developmentally suitable 
opportunities are essential to develop an 
inclination toward biophilia and imbibe 
learning about nature.

Child Psychology & Architecture

The proposed Child Development Center 
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is based on developmental psychology. 
The design incorporates research on how 
environmental stimulation affects human 
brain development.

This study is based on literature from child 
psychology design and biophilic architecture.

Children’s Concept of a House
Children can draw pictures even before 

they speak. Scribbling is part of their artistic 
development, no matter what age they start. 
A child’s first experience with a crayon is 
to explore it with his or her eyes, mouth, 
and hands. The very first marks a child 
makes on paper are the child’s first use of a 
communication tool and should be highly 
encouraged and praised. It is the beginning of 
the child’s literacy development.

When they start to make actual figures, 
children with diverse cultural backgrounds 
and generations draw indistinguishable and 
canonical shapes with rectangular pitched-
roof buildings as a sign of “home” (Figure 4) 
(Koks, 2000).

Other drawings by children demonstrate 
a general difficulty in visually grasping tall 
buildings. They have a preference for small 
houses. Accordingly, even children living in 
big cities’ multistory buildings use the same 
visual house pattern as those living in villages: 
mostly a one-story box for a single family. 
A study by Lazarević & Gašić-Pavišić (2002) 
showed that the minimal visual definition of 

the house concept includes walls, a slanting 
roof, a door, a lock, and windows. No child 
said that he/she had the adults’ model of a 
house—which is one of the most frequent 
in a child’s vocabulary (Lukić, 1982)—in 
his/her mind when drawing it. Drawings 
frequently determine which properties should 
be included and in what way according 
to children (Goodnow, 1977). Children’s 
drawings expose a house concept that is 
richer than that of a building: the house is a 
warm shelter connected to the outside world 
through its openings, a protected space for 
all the family members living together. “The 
house is small; the house has the roof, the 
door and the windows” is a child’s verbal 
definition, according to Vasi (1988).

Color Perception
Children love all types of colors, especially 

bright hues, and instantly react to them in 
a different way than adults. Various works 
show that children’s preferences change with 
age. Color is the bright side of childhood 
and the psychology of color seeks to study 
color as an element of human behavior: 
“Bold shades of red, orange and yellow can 
stimulate the mind and have an energizing 
effect on the body—beneficial for growth 
and development” (Abbasi, Talaei, Talaei, & 
Rezaei, 2013). Children use a limited palette, 
which eventually expands as they grow. 
According to De Giorgio (2014), red, orange, 

Figure 1: A child’s visual concept of a house in India (left) and Serbia (right).
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and yellow have numerous healing properties. 
Red energizes all the organs and senses. 
Orange is warm and cheering and has a freeing 
action upon the body and the mind, relieving 
repressions. It shows new possibilities and 
other options in life, stimulates creative 
thinking and enthusiasm, and helps assimilate 
new ideas. Orange also borrows many of its 
parent’s positive attributes and has a distinctly 
social nature that inspires interpersonal 
communication. Yellow is bright and cheery. 
It is associated with happiness and motivation. 
Soft, subtle yellows promote concentration 
while brighter shades can stimulate memory 
and metabolism.

Biophilic Architecture

Edward O. Wilson coined the term 
“biophilia” to describe the deep bonds 
between people and nature. He defined it as 
“the urge to affiliate with other forms of life” 
(Wilson, 1984). The Biophilia Hypothesis 
suggests that there is an instinctive bond 
between human beings and other living 
systems (Heerwagen & Hase, 2001).

Neuroscientists have found that a view of 
complex, dynamic natural scenes is literally 
a pleasurable experience. Most impressive, 
overall parasympathetic activity—which 
occurs when we feel relaxed—increased by 
56.1%, whereas sympathetic activity—which 
occurs when we feel stressed—decreased 
by 19.4% in subjects who walked through a 
forest (Park, Tsunetsugu, Kasetani, Kagawa, 
& Miyazaki, 2010). Contact with nature has 
been found to enhance healing and recovery 
from illness and major surgical procedures, 
including direct contact (e.g., natural lighting, 
vegetation) as well as representational and 
symbolic depictions of nature (e.g., pictures). 
Interaction in natural environments also 
increases problem solving, creativity, and the 
capacity to concentrate and focus (Ulrich, 
1993). Studies show that nature provides 
children with a buffer against life’s stresses 
and enables them to form social bonds. All 

children have a right to experience nature 
(Moore, 1997), where they can move more 
freely than inside a building. Their senses are 
stimulated by greenery and animals (Kellert 
& Kahn, 2002). Outdoor experience allows 
children to better interpret and extrapolate 
the differences of features and phenomena 
than an indoor experience.

Elements and attributes of biophilic 
design include natural patterns and 
processes, color, water, sensory variability, 
fractals, sunlight, plants and elements, and 
landscaping (Kellert & Kahn, 2002).

Children’s physical movement, cognitive 
scanning, and social transaction in a space are 
directly influenced by the spatial properties 
of the environment. These interactions 
involve complex sensorial and motoric 
actions in which a child finds information 
(Kyttä, 2003): “We must perceive to be able 
to move around, and we must move around 
to be able to perceive” (Gibson, 1979).

Water
According to numerous researches, water 

ranks among human visual preferences. It 
creates positive emotional responses to the 
environment. Benefits include “reduced 
stress, increased feelings of tranquility, 
and lower heart rate and blood pressure 
from exposure to water features; improved 
concentration and memory restoration 
induced by complex, naturally fluctuating 
visual stimuli; and enhanced perception 
and psychological and physiological 
responsiveness when multiple senses are 
stimulated simultaneously” (Browning, 
Ryan, & Clancy, 2014, p. 32). According to 
literature, it is also evident that landscapes 
with water bodies produce a restorative 
response. A space that connects with various 
natural elements evokes a “relationship 
to a greater whole, making the user aware 
of seasonality and the cycles of life. The 
experience is often relaxing, nostalgic, 
profound or enlightening, and frequently 
anticipated” (Ibidem, p. 36).
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Daylighting
Daylighting is crucial and plays an 

integral part of a healing, natural setting. 
Several works of literature suggest that 
an adequate and appropriate amount of 
exposure to natural light has a positive 
impact on human health. An ample 
amount of daylight obviates the necessity 
for artificial lighting that also results in 
sustainability through energy conservation. 
Studies on children showed that learning 
in natural daylight is 20-26% faster than 
in a closed environment. Another study 
suggests that the absence of daylight may 
influence a child’s daily performance and 
therefore eventually have an impact on 
annual body growth and sick leaves (Küller 
& Lindsten, 1992). Hence, we should 
incorporate daylighting into illumination 
design in therapeutic buildings.

Sensory Viability
A rich natural environment expands a child’s 

hidden potential, building up knowledge at 
each passing stage of development. Natural 

elements wrap the children within their 
diverse textures, colors, tastes, fragrances, and 
movement that further encourage curiosity 
and a motivation for learning.

Fractal
A fractal object exhibits self-similarity in 

its pattern across different scales. Objects of 
this kind do not necessarily display identical 
structure, but they feature the same “type” 
of structures in all scales (Weisstein, 1998). 
Fractals were first discussed by Mandelbrot 
(1982). According to various researches, 
fractal environments are healing and visually 
appealing since they are able to create a sense 
of harmony and scale. People mostly tend to 
prefer environments that have fractal self-
similar appearance (Salingaros, 2012).

Site Analysis

The proposed site for the Child 
Development Center is located in the Jorhat 
district of Assam, India. It is situated along 

Figure 2: Proposed location of the Child Development Center, Jorhat, Assam, India.
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the Jorhat-Mariani highway beside the 
Toklai River, as shown in Figure 2.

The climate is sub-tropical and humid with 
temperatures ranging between 37 °C and 7 
°C. The city of Jorhat lies at 93 m above sea 
level. The climate prevailing over the city 
is warm and temperate with a good deal of 
rainfall during summer. Jorhat receives an 
average annual precipitation of about 2,324 
mm and has a maximum humidity of 92%.

A 6 m-wide highway and a railway track 
that runs along the highway border the site. 
This adds to a 3 m-wide road toward the 
north, a 4 m-wide road east, and a cultivation 
land south. The site is surrounded by 
residential units, as shown in Figure 3. The 
site is buffered by extensive vegetation to the 
east and west, while the Toklai River flows 
along its western periphery (Figure 4). A 
small body of water passes through the site.

Figure 3: Site characteristics: main transportation network; residential,
commercial, and institutional use, and vegetation. 

Figure 4: Site characteristics: current use and proposed zoning.
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The total area is 25.23 acres. The 
development of the center would occupy 
14.93 acres, while 10.30 acres would be for 
future extension.

Understanding a Child:
Derivation of Built Typology

Deriving the typology of the building 
based on a child’s perceived house allows 
for achieving the child’s inner connection 
to the building. Therefore, the concept of a 
“one-story house” was chosen for designing 
the project. This applies the fractal concept 
by transforming it into the built environment 
design, as shown in Figure 6. The goal is to 
provide children with experiences to develop 
concepts of form, shape, size, quantity, color, 
and so on. Such concepts become clearer to 
the children who get the opportunity to test 
them out in diverse situations.

A building based on a fractal design where 
there is the harmonic unification of diversity 
is visually soothing for children. The same 
type of structures that appear on all scales 
can stimulate the cognitive functioning of 
children in terms of concept formation. 
The conceptual analysis incorporates the 
concept of fractal geometry as a guiding 
design element upon which the final form is 
determined. Fractal analysis for this design is 
based on a small scale in which the building’s 
self-similar components repeat at different 
scales. Proportion, scale, and harmony are 

Figure 5: Deriving a gabled volume.

Figure 6: Transforming a fractal into design.
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three essential design elements applied to 
the design and are used in a composition 
for achieving the qualities of order, form, 
sequence, and rhythm.

Figure 7 shows the exterior coloring of 
the buildings, which is meant to achieve an 
emotional, spiritual, physical, or mental 
energy balance.

The buildings, including the therapeutic 
and medical units, will be oriented from 
east to west. This will maximize interior 
daylighting (Figure 8).

Site Plan: A Cognitive Journey

In the site plan, the journey throughout 
the plot is designed for cognitive 
development. The user will engage each 
of his five senses to help process his 
understanding and perception of the 
place, hence forming a memory, as shown 
in Figure 9 and Figure 10.

The site design incorporates the science 
of human senses along its primary axis, as 
shown in Figure 11.

Entrance
As the users enter the campus, they 

notice the sculptures of playing children. 
This creates a vision of a homey 
atmosphere in their mind, which in return 
diminishes their sense of fear. Further, 
children see that the surrounding colorful 
buildings fit their image of a house. This 
makes them more inclined to the built 
environment. The colors stimulate their 
brain in different ways. Figure 12 shows 
the entrance to the campus.

Mound Clock and the Body of Water
The mound with the floral clock (Figure 

13) diverts the child’s mind into a friendlier 
atmosphere. Colorful flowers stimulate 
the brains of the children while the clock 
can be an instrument for learning time and 
numbers. Watching the fish swim peacefully 
with bubbles floating to the surface creates 
relaxation. The body of water is a biophilic 
element that can lower stress levels, boost 
creative thoughts, bring clarity, accelerate 
healing processes, and improve the overall 
well-being in the users.

Figure 7: Conceptual view of the units in color.

Figure 8: Orientation of the building.
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Figure 9: Site plan.

Figure 10: Site front elevation.
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Figure 11: The science of human senses incorporated into the site design.
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Figure 9: Site plan.

Figure 10: Site front elevation.
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Figure 11: The science of human senses incorporated into the site design.
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Pathways
The pedestrian path, the climbing wall, 

the seats, and the hiding house indulge both 
parents and children in various activities. The 
pedestrian wall turns into a learning journey 
due to pictures of alphabets and fruits.

The vegetation along the pathway to the play 
area mimics the sound of ocean waves. The 
path is narrow, only 3-ft wide for encouraging 
children to brush their hands along the noisy 
plants. The lavender in the garden plays on 
the color of the ocean and creates an intense 
identity with its scent (Figure 14).

The pathway to the units near the entrance 
has flowers on both sides to gently stimulate 
the sense of smell. On the right, a playground 
made with tires adds a landscape element and 
an enjoyable place for the children (Figure 14).

Entry to the Units
The gates (Figure 15) are designed for both 

parents and children. This creates a sense of 
scale that helps cognitive development. The 
pathway has a number of bamboo arches 
that stimulate the brain and a sense of space. 

Colorful pencil-like boundaries grab the 
interest of the children.

The Canteen and its Surroundings
The approach pathway to the canteen 

(Figure 16) features a stimulating climbing 
wall. The organic shape of the canteen 
stands out from the environment. This kind 
of design indicates that it is not like the 
learning environment. It is levelled skillfully 
for parents to be able to watch their children 
play while sitting in the canteen.

Pathway to the Hydrotherapy Unit
The columns along the pathway (Figure 17) 

mimic playful sounds of the surrounding local 
environments, such as seals and ocean waves, 
as children move next to them, triggering 
sensors. The pathway offers a waved ocean-
like surface, whose crests are 3-in tall over a 
length of 8 ft. 

Parts of the landscaping and the maze 
(Figure 17) contain edible fruit trees, which 
contribute to the sense of taste. All elements 
at the site are non-poisonous.

Figure 12: Entrance to the Center.

Figure 13: The mound clock and the body of water.
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Figure 14: Pathways.

Figure 15: Entry to the units.

Figure 16: The canteen and its surroundings.
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Early Care and Development
and Early Intervention Units

The Early Care Development Unit and the 
Early Intervention Unit have been designed 
by following the NAEYC planning norms 
(Arthur, Larson, Gillman, & Sussman, 2006). 
The units have been designed according 
to the age group of the children and their 
anthropometry. The design aims to create 
interaction among the user group and nature 
by using various design elements (Figure 18). 
The building is painted in orange. Figure 19 
shows the various design parameters used 
in the planning, as well as drawings and 
interior views.

Figure 22 shows all the units, namely 
the Administrative Block, the Director’s 
Residence, the Resource & Training Unit, 
the Early Intervention and Care Unit, the 
Respite Homes, the Staff Quarters, and the 
Hydrotherapy and Therapeutic Units.

Conclusion

It is crucial to implement biophilic 
components in design when buildings 
incorporate sustainable practices. Children 
should be able to absorb curriculum-based 
learning. However, they should also be able 
to enjoy biophilic spaces as an exciting 
opportunity that not only improves their 
cognitive performance and emotional 
well-being but also encourages them to 
experience nature in a positive way. The 
spaces consistently expose children to nature, 
encourage the formation of personal value, 
and provide multiple well-being benefits. 
Biophilic design can be a critical step in 

ensuring more sustainable societies and 
healthier ecosystems.

Figure 17: Pathway to the hydrotherapy unit.
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Figure 18: Design elements.

Figure 19: Design parameters.
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spaces consistently expose children to nature, 
encourage the formation of personal value, 
and provide multiple well-being benefits. 
Biophilic design can be a critical step in 

ensuring more sustainable societies and 
healthier ecosystems.

Figure 17: Pathway to the hydrotherapy unit.
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Figure 20: Early Intervention and Care Unit—drawings.
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Figure 21 (previous page): Early Intervention Unit—drawings.
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Figure 20: Early Intervention and Care Unit—drawings.
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Figure 21 (previous page): Early Intervention Unit—drawings.
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I originally qualified as a landscape architect 
and spent 20 years in the profession 

before studying visual arts. I have always 
been interested in the interaction between 
humans and nature—especially in an urban 
environment. I grew up on an isolated farm 
in KwaZulu-Natal, but have lived in a city 
(Pretoria) for all of my adult life. Our suburb 
is one of the oldest in Pretoria, and it used to 
be one of the most expensive. Over the years, 
the demographics have changed, with many 
previous residents moving out of the city. The 
government that came into power in 1994 
has little interest in preserving the historical 
aspects of the city, and the inner city has 
become a slum.

At the same time, the area still houses 
embassies and government offices. The 
current residents are a cosmopolitan mix 
of people from rural South Africa, other 
African countries, foreign diplomats, 
and South African professionals. I find it 
interesting to live in this area, as we are 
exposed to cultures and problems that one 
would not experience in a manicured, up-
market suburb. It is a constant challenge 
to try and find individual ways to improve 
the urban environment within the relentless 
decay and lack of maintenance.

I started experimenting with text-as-a-
medium during my visual arts studies at 
the University of South Africa, and this has 
become the distinguishing feature of my art 
practice. The Spiderweb artwork started as 
an experiment to see whether it would be 

possible to do such a delicate image/structure 
in text. I simply started typing, and kept 
adding text in order to fill the image. I was 
amazed when it took 13 complete books to fill 
the image! As the contents of the web grew 
increasingly complex, the possibilities and 
meaning behind the image started to emerge.

The web contains 13 languages, and the text 
in the full image is not legible except at a 
larger scale, as shown in the magnified details 
of different languages distributed throughout 
this issue of the Journal of Biourbanism.

The books are all from the Bible. This is a 
distinctive feature of my art making, and has 
a personal story behind it.

My father died at the start of my second 
year of visual arts studies. At the same time, 
our family farms were lost in a land claim, 
and my brother (a farmer) and his family left 
South Africa because of the crime situation 
in the country. This collapse of many of my 
foundations, which up to then had seemed 
unshakeable, was at the forefront of my mind, 
but all my efforts to make art around this 
theme were dismissed by the lecturers as too 
sentimental and traditional. 

My father was a very devout man, and his 
whole life revolved around the Bible. After 
almost a year of trying to find visual solutions, 
I started to experiment with writing Scripture 
in glue on transparent plastic sheeting. The 
resultant images were contemporary enough 
to please the lecturers, and the copying of 
Scripture became a meditative and comforting 
activity for me.
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The following year I wanted to continue my 
explorations of text-as-a-medium, but had no 
idea how to justify this conceptually. I had to 
find a theme for the year, however. A fellow 
student had lent me a book called Darwin’s 
Black Box by Michael Behe (1996), which 
deals with the process of blood coagulation, 
and how the irreducible complexity of certain 
elements cannot be explained by the theory 
of Evolution.  I thought this was fascinating, 
and when we had to present our themes for 
the year, I announced that I would be working 
with “Evolution versus Creation.” The lecturer 
became quite irritated, and told me to “Get 
away from the grandiose concepts, and start 
at the beginning!”

In desperation, I started investigating 
“The Beginning” as defined by science and 
religion. I did not find the singularity at 
the start of the Big Bang inspiring, but the 
simple sentence at the beginning of the book 
of John “In the beginning was the Word” 
made everything come together. When I later 
became interested in natural systems, text 
remained an appropriate medium—especially 
considering the fact that DNA is the longest 

word in existence.
Since then, I have been inspired to create 

ever larger and more complex text images. 
My initial text works consisted of Scripture 
chosen randomly, but when I realized that this 
was probably going to be a lifelong obsession, 
I decided to work more systematically. Since 
2009, I have been creating text images based 
on natural systems, which each contain an 
entire book, books, or section of the Bible. I 
type every word manually, and for this reason, 
I am only able to complete about one work 
per year.

South Africa has 11 official languages, 
and when I discovered that the Bible is 
electronically available, I started to create 
images in languages other than English, so 
that the text images would be interesting and 
accessible to other language groups as well.
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