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Welcome to Paradise

Text in catalogue by Fortunato D’Amico
The oil era has come to an end. So says Jeremy Rifkin, the most influential prophet of the green economy, in books, university lectures and conference halls around the world. We have entered the era of the third industrial revolution, in a moment when humanity has already used up half of the oil available on the planet. Therefore, we are forced out of practical and economic necessity to turn to natural energies for the future; in short, the cost of extracting black gold can no longer be sustained by the globalized community. According to experts, the climax of this critical situation will occur between 2010 and 2020. Prices will continue to rise and the economy to stagnate.

The cost of oil will lead to major political and social instability in this period. For more than a century and a half, the planet has adopted oil as the central element of its social existence and of the planetary economy; there is not a moment when we do not feel its presence. Food, medicine, transport, climatization systems, construction materials, furniture – so much of the anthropized universe that surrounds us depends in one way or another on oil.

Can we still hope to save the savable in the face of this catastrophic vision of the planet? Maybe, say the most optimistic of the analysts and prophets of a sustainable future, provided that we vigorously and jointly pursue the goal of reintegrating our lives into the Earth’s natural cycles, respecting the environment and using the ecosystem’s resources parsimoniously.

If these conditions are met, bringing us to the end of a journey begun in 1850 with the birth of the oil industry that changed the face of the Earth, Jeremy Rifkin promises that the year 2050 will mark the complete changeover from an economy based on oil to one based on hydrogen, a renewable energy source.

At that point, every architectural edifice built in accordance with effective existing regulations to limit consumption will be able to produce enough energy to meet the needs of its users by using photovoltaic technology to obtain hydrogen through water electrolysis, without emitting any CO2.

Decentralizing energy production and managing it on a micro scale will eliminate the need for the supplies of the major corporations and agencies that handle the trade of oil energy sources today. This will allow for a redistribution of power within the social system and thus usher in a new epoch of political and social stability.

In our search for the new promised land in this third millenium, the West has rediscovered the culture of nature, in a wide range of forms and aspects. It has developed in tandem with the harshening of the general conditions of people’s lives caused by the energy crisis and its economic and social implications. These contingent implications regarding nature and production systems are omnipresent in the means of communication and in the globalized expectations for future Expos. However, as we move from material aspects to more cultural, philosophical, artistic, architectural and technological ones, condemnation of the purposes and objectives of the merchandise system born of the industrial revolution has intensified; in fact, the very historical processes that have determined the development of contemporary society have been brought into question. 

Inevitably, even such protest is marketed and reduced to commercial ends, as can be understood by reading magazines or lending an ear to the communications of the mass media. We are witness to the endless proliferation of advertising campaigns, industrial communications, financial operations, political manoeuvring, speculative building and the like, passed off as proposals to save the planet. Ecological-sustainable-renewable-eco-compatible-nature-landscapegreen-etc.-etc. are the terms used again and again in the green vocabulary, pronounced by us critics, journalists and designers struggling to describe this renewed sense of creation. Their excessive use in the media, however, has already rendered them obsolete.

Cultures and Cultivation in Globalized Nature Concern for nature and its resources, spurred by problems of energy supplies, calls for a careful assessment of the use of the habitat, of areas devoted to human activities and of public spaces. Environmental analyses must face the questions of biodiversity, transgenic technologies and the uncertainties of the outcome of the decade’s great migrations, which have generated movements and mingling of peoples of different ethnic groups.

These unstoppable flows of people with their cultures mixing and relating to each other struggle 
to establish themselves in the megalopoli of Asia, in the old cities of Europe and in disused industrial centres prey to profound identity crises provoked by the ethno-cultural changes in the local communities. Unforeseen transformations of both anthropized and natural spaces are occuring even in those areas of the world that for decades had been free of migratory movements of their own nationals or of foreign peoples. The computer revolution has transported peoples, cultures and landscapes into the new digital world, a virtual planet that can be visited by anyone with a computer hooked up to the Internet. Thus there is a new stage that puts everyone in the limelight; suddenly and forcibly we are all players in the virtual public space, vulnerable as far as our privacy goes yet free to “navigate” with no restrictions whatsoever.

Data flows through the Internet’s digital networks and joins to shape modern multi-racial cultures, bringing a new way of thinking about the landscape, though one that is still caught between the virtual and the real worlds.

Cultures and crops of the land manifest in the real world on the stalls of our markets that sell foods and products unknown to us Westerners only a decade ago. Throughout Europe, even in small provincial centres, one can dine in a Chinese or Japanese restaurant or taste Arab cuisine like kebabs.

Will these food cultures newly associated with places far from where they originated eventually replace the crops of those regions? Tomatoes, potatoes and rice, exported from continents outside of Europe in centuries past, contributed to transforming the rural landscape and technology of agricultural work in our lands, bringing positive new stimuli to the life of the countryside.

Today we are subjected to a nature of globalized agriculture, full of oil-based chemical  fertilizers; and it is oil that powers the equipment, tractors and means of transport and goes into

the packaging for food to be shipped to markets around the world.

This is a type of agriculture that needs to be kept under control by promoting highly diversified, organic cultivation. This will help reduce the pollution and waste of industrialized agriculture and encourage the resurgence of a food chain in which products are consumed where they are produced. The huge shopping mall supermarkets, located far from the city’s residential areas, mark the shift in shopping habits from frequent food purchases to less frequent ones, weekly or even monthly.

In the absence of useful information and lacking a basic knowledge of how to manage their own diet correctly, consumers are accustomed to choosing pre-packaged food to throw into their shopping cart. Other than the price, the product’s only appeal is its conformity to the stereotype image of that food, which is often confirmed by a supposed stamp of quality on the label and advertised in the media. 
Still another problem that bedevils agrarian scientists and nutritionists is the change in meterological conditions that no longer correspond to stable seasonal cycles. Climatic changes and the increase in the temperature of the planet, emissions of greenhouse gases and harmful airborne substances all require further attention by agriculture and fish resources researchers and experts. Likewise, they must focus more on the increasingly polluted waters used to raise and deprived of their potential as a natural resource that has characterized and shaped the environment for millennia and facilitated the anthropization of terrestrial spaces as well.

It is impossible for any serious designer of transformations to think of planning the environment, architecture, art or politics without taking into account the complexity of the huge change taking place and the internationalization of local districts. Any operational proposition must examine the values of the local culture and compare them to the values implicit in the model of the sharing of consumer goods and of knowledge on a planetary scale. This comparison will bring any discrepancies to light, making it possible to evalutate them and initiate decision-making processes.

Without this awareness, projects degenerate into a mere stylistic exercise. Lacking any real content, they no longer assign their goals to the sharing of common needs nor are they even holistic acts of reconstructing the universe.

On the other hand, these ideas are crucial to the philosophy that has inspired the English and French over the centuries, and the Lombard nobility and the Piedmontese in the 1400s and 1500s, as well. Under the influence of the House of Savoy, the latter worked to save the “earthly paradise” and its agriculture, building irrigation canals and draining entire regions that had been neglected by the clergy. In this way, they protected the monasteries that the peasants viewed as the embodiment of the idea of celestial salvation.
Philosophies of Inhabiting the Social Landscape

Cities are born out of the green and are settled in the natural environment, in constant exchange with the surrounding context and obtaining from it the resources needed to expand.

Their growth and development are governed by the natural cycles of the seasons and the  movement of the stars. In agrarian cultures, the year is punctuated by the rituals of holidays and

seasonal commemorations related to their knowledge of astronomy. Deciding a settlement’s orientation was a sacred act as proven by the auguries and omens consulted in founding ceremonies.

The axes or entrance gates generally faced towards the position of the sun or a particular star at a given moment of the year, while the buildings around them served both to receive visitors and residents and to indicate the time of year. Marking the passage of the stars along the same coordinates as the orientations, the architecture of the city of different periods after the founding traces out the culture’s celestial knowledge.

The birth of the city was generally contextualized in suitable places which could be reached easily by sea or rivers and other territories with walkable routes. Instead, other communities were founded on the notion of isolation and protection. Cities are places built to receive diverse

cultures from all over the world, which are then mediated by the sharing of common objectives. The appearance of the city marks the birth of civilization and the need to establish sites specifically structured for meeting and getting to know other people.

The exchange and sharing of goods and cultures born between different ethnic groups is the principle that makes the invention of social communities feasible. Common services and systems make it possible to carry out the various human activities and improve the quality of coexistence within the cultural diversity.

Over time, cities lose the knowledge of their own origins. The urban labyrinth, finished by inhabitants who came long after the founding fathers, becomes a confusing cage where historical vestiges clash with newer constructions that are more and more disassociated from any relationship with the sky or nature. Agriculture, the art of transforming the land and mankind’s progress, has moved further away from the urban enclosure, altering the way of experiencing the collective anthropization.

In his Lezioni di agricoltura, published in Turin by Luigi Conterno Editore in 1853, Giuseppe Borio effectively summed up the transfiguration of the original concept of the city now becoming

redundant: 
With the rise of the city, agriculture became settled and took a place within the social orders. The job of the farmer, which had been shared by all in the patriarchal tribe, was now divided off and assigned to a particular class. But in the cities founded on slavery of the defeated or the indebted, agriculture was no more than a back-breaking job carried out of necessity and unthinkingly by slaves.

In Rome, it became a free territory, carried out by free men. The art progressed, and the Roman citizen fed his family with the output of his few jugers. At first this was no more than a domestic exercise, a private discipline, given that property was divided and confined.

With the introduction of larger estates, the art became the occupation of specialized people; it took flight and experienced great improvement.

But with the demise of the large properties and the landowners’ abandonment of the fields to slaves and sheep-farming, agriculture declined, and with it declined the civilization and grandeur of the Roman Empire.
Certainly the progressive exclusion of agriculture from the residential territory influenced each different epoch to create gardens and ornamental parks to compensate for the loss of the  culture/cultivation from which the city itself had sprung. Egypt, Greece and Rome, not to mention the medieval, Renaissance and baroque periods, have bequeathed a wealth of indications to help understand the language of the artificial landscape designed to create decorative oases.

Artificial lakes, nymphaea, statues, small temples, gazebos and paths decorated with figures are all elements used to recreate the agrarian landscape in miniature and arrange it for the contemplation and amazement of city residents. City people from every epoch expressed a need to return to a rural state. Around 1850, in the midst of the Industrial Revolution, John Ruskin advised his contemporaries to adopt a healthier lifestyle than that imposed by the nascent capitalism in the process of uprooting the culture of merchandise from the ethics of nature, obsessed with furthering the impetuous productivity of goods. Throughout the second-half of the nineteenth century, John Ruskin worked to merge ethical and social values with the

aesthetic mediation underlying the production of artefacts, bringing the culture/nature relationship to the forefront of the debate.

In the early decades of the last century, Rudolf Steiner, founder of anthroposophy, first advocated the principles on which modern biodynamic agriculture was launched. He believed

that agrarian activity had to involve measures to maintain the fertility of the earth, to keep plants healthy so they could resist disease and parasites and to produce food of the highest quality. These objectives could in fact be reached by using the resources nature provides, without resorting to artificial fertilizers.

But regardless of the environmental aims and admonitions of these precursors, the twentieth-century city formulated reduced spatial solutions to remind city dwellers that they live on a green planet. Public space, brought to a critical point by transportation systems and rampant cementification, became reduced to the creation of poorly equipped public playgrounds and of metropolitan parks, recuperated from the debris of urbanization in the troubled outskirts, often difficult for families to reach and enjoy.

In the 1960s and 1970s, city residents satisfied their need for green with ritual Sunday picnics in rural areas outside the city centre, but this habit died out after the crisis of the 1970s caused by the sudden leap in the cost of oil. With greater austerity came the first Sundays on foot, with cars banned by new traffic regulations. Residents’ mobility was ensured by public transport or by bicycles, which began to circulate again in cities poorly suited to handling them.
The Culture of Nature in the Contemporary City

The search for a philosophy of life that makes more room for nature has become a virtual leitmotif of the communications and objectives of both public and private institutions. It is also expressed by inhabitants of the Western world themselves, who have become increasingly committed to saving energy and protecting the ecosystem. This revolutionary shift has brought architecture, land, the environment and the landscape back into the forefront, where it plays a decisive role in determining the future of the planet.

Now the latest breed of urban parks is springing up, conceived and built by internationally known architects and landscape designers. Here and there around them grow unauthorized kitchen gardens, tacitly accepted to allow people to escape the city’s concrete grip, as well as legitimate gardens planned by state agencies and revived at the perimeter of inhabited centres of all sizes.

Recycling materials and waste is another necessity that has developed into a regular practice, both ethically sound and in line with the goal of safeguarding the planet by reducing pollution, limiting consumption and adopting a sustainable lifestyle.

In fact, the philosophy of the objet trouvé that brought fame and notoriety to artists of the dada and Arte Povera movements has evolved into the theory of recycling in order to create new forms and applications of materials in architecture and design. The concept of “vintage” in design and furnishings is becoming more and more popular among people of all social levels; even the city itself is vulnerable to “vintage”. As the European Landscape Convention (Florence, 20 October 2000) states, restoring the landscape means not wasting anything at all. The Convention shall be “applied to all the territory of the participating countries and concerns natural, rural, urban and peri-urban spaces. This includes all lands, interior bodies of water and the sea. It concerns both landscapes that may be considered to be exceptional as well as everyday and blighted landscapes.”

In the third millennium, upgrading the land and integrating blighted areas into a more homogeneous whole are crucial to the new concepts of public space. Long walks, paths through green areas and bicycling on special paths offer city residents new ways to enjoy the city at the slower pace of a more relaxed lifestyle.

The concept of “green” is changing. It is no longer just an addition to the street furniture but has become an essential component of the city, designed to fulfill social, functional and technical needs. New York’s High Line, for example, an elevated open-air park, is helping to transform one of the great metropoli of the world into a “green city”. The neologism “agritecture”, coined recently in the United States by combining the words “architecture” and “agriculture”, refers to salvaging urban structures and facilities and abandoned industrial areas by adding green areas and renewable energy facilities to upgrade these spaces of anthropized life.

New York’s Mayor Michael Bloomberg has proposed installing wind turbines on skyscrapers to exploit to the maximum the winds blowing in from the Atlantic Ocean. In the hopes and dreams of both Americans and Europeans, cars are replaced by bicycles. Bike sharing systems are popping up everywhere and governments and civil services in many cities around the world are promoting the use of bicycles for inner-city traffic.

Holland has built more than 6,000 kilometres of roads for the exclusive use of cyclists, while likewise for Germany, with bicycle routes nationwide from the Danube to the Rhine, such construction has become the rule. France as well has adapted many of its little-used but well maintained roads for bicycle tourism for aficionados, whose prediliction is validated in the home of the Tour de France.

Similarly, the Raggi Verdi (Green Rays) project in Milan, conceived by Andreas Kipar and the LAND Studio, represents a new vision for the territory in the form of eight green paths radiating

out from the centre of the city to the outskirts, connecting fragments of the territory that have been disconnected and blighted by the industrial growth and speculative logic of the last century. The upgrading of public spaces in order to improve the quality of life in ailing urban complexes begins with the attempt to slow down the city’s frenetic pace, making residents aware of the public spaces and their footpaths through areas of green. 

Culture_Nature

For approximately two months, a series of exhibitions and encounters will take place in the Spazio Thetis park in the Arsenale Novissimo in Venice to appraise the state of the culture of dwelling in harmony with people and the natural habitat. As one of the parallel events of the 2010 Architecture Biennale, Culture_Nature offers not only a display of models and installations

by architects, artists and designers, but also encounters with experts, philosophers, film directors and all those interested in the contemporary debate on these major changes of our times.

Rather than simply being an exhibition that adds new elements, Culture_Nature is open minded and designed to integrate. It does not simply sum up the disciplines involved in architectural,  landscape, art and design projects. Distancing itself from dogmatic and traditional positions adopted to resolve the complex problems afflicting contemporary society, Culture_Nature deals with a range of highly fluid situations which are often ignored by critics or subject to rigid classifications that hinder a real understanding of the transformations taking place on the various levels of a given project.

Culture_Nature seeks to demonstrate different points of view, based on principles and a mentality inspired by nature, the environment and the needs of people in the context of their real lives.

Like throwing I-Ching coins into the air to establish a syncretism with all the other laws influencing the possibility of interpreting complex situations, the system adopted by Culture_Nature draws on the visitor’s personal interpretation and his individual knowledge. Thus

visitors become oracular interpreters taking responsibility for an immediate future that has been made visible – if, that is, they recognize and embrace the stimulating possibilities implicit in the fertile network of relationships brought to light in the exhibition-event.
Art and Nature in the Third Millennium

Following the land art and conceptual art movements, the dialogue between art and nature has freed artists from the mere decorative representations of garden art. Symbiosis with and integration of nature must be respected, even where anthropic interventions involve  contemporary choices, if we want to carry on a conscious conversation with the universe and the surrounding habitat.

In the third millennium, at the dawn of the third industrial revolution, there is even a third garden of paradise to complete the triad of responses. Michelangelo Pistoletto is an internationally renowned artist whose book Venere degli Stracci, published in 1967, challenged the world with a new concept of beauty created out of refuse and the waste materials of contemporary society. Now, in his recent essay Terzo Paradiso (Marsilio, 2010), Pistoletto sums up the vision of art as a commitment to bringing nature Into society (http://www.cittadellarte.it/progetti.php?prog=32).
What is the Third Paradise?

It is the fusion of the first and second paradise.

The first is the paradise in which life on earth is totally governed by nature.

The second is the artificial paradise, developed by human intelligence through a process that has now reached globalizing proportions. This paradise is made of artificial needs, artificial products, artificial commodities, artificial pleasures and indeed of every form of artifice.

It is made of an utterly artificial world that is polluting, fouling and eroding the natural planet at an exponential rate, generating irreversible processes that lead to extinction.

Indications of the danger of a tragic collision between these two spheres are everywhere.

The project of the Third Paradise involves managing this artifice, that is, science, technology, art, culture and politics, in such a way as to restore life to the Earth. The Third Paradise marks the transition to a new level of planetary civilization, essential to guarantee the survival of the human race.

The Third Paradise is a new myth that leads every individual to assume responsibility in this grave predicament of our times.
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