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Naples “these nineteenth-century transformations were not fully implemented, they stop on the
border of the streets like trapezoidal blocks that look as if they were built on residual areas, with
their strange geometry that contradicts the older one without manage to replace it.

Figure 3. The “middle-class” city. Pianta di Napoli di Federico Schiavoni, 1872-1880
2.3. The “City”

And then, there is the third city... During the Second World War the area was badly damaged by shelling
from allied ships. Soon after the end of the conflict, in 1946, the Reconstruction Plan for Via Marina, by
Luigi Cosenza, was approved. Before the war the project for the west side of the harbour and for the new
street -Via Marconi- started the construction of buildings whose dimensions and characters were clearly
“modern”. Some of the new buildings were of real architectural quality. Starting from this original
nucleus, the Plan drew a new Waterfront, built of low buildings and towers, that was to represent the
“modern” Naples, i.e. a new hygienic and orderly district that, once again, was to replace the Medieval
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city. In fact, the border of the presumed transformation was fixed on the Rettifilo and it included the total
transformation of the historical urban fabric damaged by shelling. So the new waterfront was not only a
scenic design but an out and out facade, the vertical representation of a very deep space that was
behind. In fact, this plan has been totally ignored. The Reconstruction Plan has only authorized some
building replacement, often without control or rules, concentrated only on the low border of the area.
The undeniable architectural quality of some buildings, like those by Antonio Scivittaro and Marcello
Canino, in no way exuses the total indifference about the transformations that followed like the building
of Palazzo Ottieri in Piazza Mercato and, not last, the “amazing” restyling of the Flotta Lauro Palace in a
city where any transformation raises controversy and debate.

The idea of building a new urban area, the modern one, on the waterfront should have had to face the
problem that the expansion of the harbour towards the east could damage the image of the city from the
sea. The aesthetic dimension of via Marina had to reconcile the new industrial development of Naples
with the tourist vocation of the city. “In a city like Naples, whose beauty should be used as another source
of employment, tourism, it is necessary to diminish the disadvantage deriving from the location of the
business harbour, giving to the coastal street an aesthetic character strongly marked as a commercial and
business centre” .

The enlargement of Via Marina coincided with the closure of the harbour towards the city, not only in the
modern area, built to a functional logic totally separate and extraneous to the urban fabric behind it, but
also in the ancient area — the one near Castel Nuovo- forever characterized by a very clear structure of
physical and symbolic relations with the city. These relations were sharply interrupted by the Customs
barrier that separated harbour and city from the 30s to 1990.
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Figure 4. The “City”. Luigi Cosenza, 1946

3. WORKING ON THE COMPOSITE CITY

These three ideas of the city coexist in our concept; this ideogram describes the physical form of the
contemporary city, the scenery of new social and economic phenomena. Today the “Quartieri Bassi”
are an important “composite urban form”. Inside there are the long narrow Medieval blocks eroded
by time, war and negligence; on the borders there are the new buildings that in their dimension and
orientation seem to be expressions of a theoretical design, totally alien from the original urban
structure. As we have seen, the origin of this urban state can be found in the specific resilience of the
“Neapolitan stones”, in that extraordinary opposition to any planned change that the city has always
put forward any kind of plan and urban project. This resistance makes it impossible to implement an
idea of the city except the “composite” city - because the city belongs to its inhabitants much more
than to its planners.

Never was this urban fabric beautiful but it was always extremely lively. The close relationship with
the harbour and the beach has always produced a complex social imprint, characterized by the
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presence of foreign people and by the strong confluence of more or less legal activities.

Figure 5. “concept”

The “functional” nature of this part of the city , as we have seen, gave life to a system of clearly
identifiable and recognizable “places”, not only for their urban form but also for the activities that
were positioned here (Borgo degli orefici , piazza Mercato, via dei Giubbonari). This urban fabric, so
dense and extremely dynamic and lively, for better or for worse, is today in deep crisis only partially
linked to the physical urban transformations. Of course the loss of a direct relation with the harbour
transformed the “water-front” in the “city-back” , but what really bears on the progressive loss of
identity of these places is that many commercial activities have been abandoned. The lack of some
infrastructure and the progressive inappropriateness of others has caused many economic activities
to be outsourced . Until the 1990s this area was the core of the wholesale trade, then the building of
the CIS (the new wholesale centre) in Nola deprived these places of their meaning and led to the
closing down of many wholesale stores. After the opening of Tari —the new goldsmith centre- in
Caserta, “Borgo Orefici” survives substantially as a business incubator, trying to play an active role in
the economic, social and environmental regeneration in spite of many difficulties. New immigrants
have occupied empty houses and shops, reinterpreting the old idea of “fondaco” , so a single ethnic
community is located in a single street. But while in the past, the concentration of similar activities in
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a street had substantially positive implications as it allowed an easier provision of raw materials and
a clear identity of the area as a specific functional part of the city, the present concentration of a
single immigrant community in a single street does not support their integration and produces a
sequence of ghettos. What sometimes survives the sudden loss of meaning of the “places” are some
public spaces like the “vacuum” of Piazza Mercato used by the “at-risk” teenagers of the district as a
football field, by Moslems as a prayer area during Ramadan, and by Neapolitans -still- as the place to
celebrate the Madonna del Carmine, the black Madonna (which Neapolitans call “Black Mum”), or
the night of the Befana.
Recently the Department of Architecture of University Federico Il has developed a consultancy
within the Main Unesco Programme for the regeneration of the historical centre. In particular, in this
district we decided to work on the area of Mercato linked to the Greek and Roman city by a
“thematic axis” connecting the lower Decumano (Spaccanapoli) to the “low city”. By a thematic axis
we intend a path characterized by a precise (and sometime lost) identity. Another “thematic axis”
links the area of Mercato to Borgo Orefici. The so called “Decumano del mare” passes through the
area of Orefici- already restored- and reaches Piazza Mercato beside the Sant’Eligio Church. Next, it

marks the linear border of the square along the “monstrous” Palazzo Ottieri and joins the axis of
Corso Garibaldi, passing the Church of Madonna del Carmine.
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Figure 6. The “fuzzy” space of Piazza Mercato

025:009



Paola Scala

We will now present a hypothesis for Piazza Mercato, considered as a possible hub, able to reactivate
a system of physical and functional relations oriented to give back identity and meaning to the whole
area. As we have seen, the square has undergone many urban transformations that have made it an
internal periphery: generally speaking this condition was tolerable (and perhaps also provided
protection against other incongruous developments) while this place kept its strong identity as a
wholesale centre. When this function was replaced, the condition as an internal periphery appeared
more forcefully with the usual consequences, i.e. decay, abandonment, irregular use of public space.
The inclusion of the square between the areas of the Main Unesco Programme, allowed us to look at
it from a different point of view, i.e. not anymore a peripheral area of the “low city” but an important
part of the historical centre. Starting from this viewpoint, Piazza Mercato can be interpreted on one
hand as a “central place” of the contemporary historical city, according to its double character of
enduring physical “vacuum” and of public space; on the other hand the square is an economic and
social focal point, able to reactivate and to improve the activities that represent not only an
important historical heritage but also a new possible economy. Finally, it also represents a
preferential point to enter the historical city from the east. As the “east gate” for the historical
centre, the square can also revitalize some paths crossing the area, improving their urban meaning.
As with other places of the Neapolitan historical city, the area of Piazza Mercato gathers together at
least four main categories of user: the inhabitants, the old and above all the new ones, that still live
gathered inside the compact urban fabric around the square; the economic workers- still present in
the debate on the future of the area- that still seize (or could seize in the future) spaces fronting the
street; the city people that still use some specialist commercial places; the tourists (at the moment
not many) that visit the square and\or the monuments around the “vacuum”.

Starting from these considerations linked to the way of using the square, the project not only absorbs
the adjacent Piazza del Carmine, that represents a possible new link with the harbour, but it includes
the many routes flowing into the square.

Around the square some particular routes have a specific importance: the two parallel streets coming
from the west and the perpendicular one that connect them. On one hand these streets give direct
access to the Rettifilo and to the southern part of Via Duomo, on the other hand they expand the
space of the square towards the area of Orefici, that has been recently restored and aims to
rediscover a local identity linked to the commercial vocation of the area.
Linked to this common planning objective, the two parallel routes have different urban meanings:
the southern one is the last part of the “decumano del mare” that arrives, to the west, in the area of
Castenuovo, running along the entire district; the northern one runs towards Piazza Nicola Amore
reaching the academic area and arriving in the southern part of the ancient city.

Also “via del Lavinaio” has a dual urban meaning: on one hand it represents the way to recover a
“tipomorfologico” memory that marks the forced relationship between the ancient rain path and the
basin of Piazza del Carmine; on the other hand it shows the relationship and the potential continuity
— broken by the Rettifilo- between the Lavinaio and the southern part of Forcella and consequently
between the west side of the historical centre and the southern border of the city.
The urban meaning of other streets involved in the project is different. Via Sopramuro, via
Carmignano and via Nolana continuing the ancient via Furcillensis as far as Porta Nolana have first of
all a functional aim. A local market still survives in the two axes that in succession represented the
western border of the historical city, while via Nolana, together with two alleys, Il and | “traversa
Garibaldi”, connects Piazza Mercato to the Circumvesuviana Railway and, through Corso Garibaldi, to
the Central Station. So Piazza Mercato could be, not only the access to the historical Centre, but also
the new gate towards Pompei, Vesuvius and Sorrento for tourists coming from cruise ships.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

Thus, this “composite city”, so rich and so full of contradictions, seems in search of places where it is
possible to activate a synthesis between old and new meanings, using a project able to give a new
identity to the places, filling the vacuums that time has created, not only from a physical point of
view, but overall because they have lost their urban meaning and their awareness.

But how can we activate and where can we find this synthesis? Is it possible (and if so, how) to join
the contradictions due to the diachronical presence of so many cities into a conscious
transformation? What is the role of the different actors in this transformation process? What does
the city, both as a society and as a public administration, expect from architects today? Can a
qualitative interpretation of the contexts sustain the public administration to overcome the
inevitable bureaucratic impasse due to a strict interpretation of the rules? Or, on the contrary, does
the new architecture, designed by archistars, represent the only way to overcome the apparent
paralysis of our cities? Is it still possible to work on the personal poetry and on the brand of a single
architect or, instead, as La Cecla writes, is it better to work on the ability to read the contexts that
architects take for granted but which isn’t so... an ability “to map” not only the quantitative aspects
of villages but also the qualitative ones? Does one logic cancel out the other?

To answer the many questions posed by this unexpected city, it is necessary to change our point of
view. We have to start again, not from the strengthened structure of the buildings, of the
architectural typologies, narrating so well the never-realized “ideas” of city, but from the empty
space, from that fluid substance, so dynamic and vital, that nobody could ever crystallize it into a
form, as Seguro’s design shows,starting again from a new concept of public space nearer to the
needs and characters of the composite city. In the 90s Koolhaas (Koolhaas, 2001) underlined the
contemporary mutation of the concept “public space” that in the “shopping-age” corresponds to the
shopping-mall; this radical and revolutionary thesis records the full acceptance of the contemporary
society and of consumer logic. Many people accuse the Dutch architects of being too cynical, because
faced with the failure of the social role of architecture, represented by the main utopias of the past
age. He does not look for redemption but he accepts reality, refusing to act directly on a landscape
and only records its complexity; he surrenders to disengagement logic that records the “ugly” as an
aspect of the contemporary landscape and makes architecture free to roam in the territories of
image, completely uninterested in the characters and in the context of the places where it takes
place.

However, Koolhaas wrote about a conceptual change that overcomes the transformation of the
public space in the shopping-mall. He spoke about a public space that is no more a concrete form but
a “fluid space” where many networks meet, from the infrastructural and technological to the more
immaterial such as media. The global crisis running over our world perhaps

brings into question the concept of public space as a “global space”, absolutely uninterested in the
place where it is, but reinforcing the idea that it has to be more appropriate to the needs of the
contemporary society. So the contemporary public space is no more a “monumental” form wearing
past memory, the new interpretation of ancient archetypes (foro, agora, piazza), but it is a relational
space, a new dynamic structure open and flexible, ready to receive new uses, new cultures, new
requests. As Manuel Gausa wrote, the matter of relational or convivial city puts the transfer from the
ancient public space, that was unitary and representative, to the actual relational space, more
versatile and interactive.
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So the project to “recycle” this composite city is first of all a re-connecting project, where using this
word we are not thinking about a generic re-binding between different parts of the city and of the
landscape, made possible by a big infrastructural project. On the contrary, we can work on the
building of a fine web of relationships working, not only on a physical level but above all on a
symbolic level, to find a new sense (a new in-formation) for those places that have lost their
identity. A new connection that can be created using the logic of a weak and widespread modernity,
rejecting the pretention of a scientific rigour in favour of a “fuzzy” thinking, that no longer represents
the purity of geometry and the rigour of mathematical lines but that represents very well the blurred
reality of the galaxy, of its evolutive level, i.e. a nebulous level halfway between mass and energy.
(Branzi,2006).
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