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ABSTRACT

Cities are spatial aggregations of capital and
culture that host and serve a vast array of different
and often contradictory publics. For this reason,
cities need spaces that accept and encourage
multiple types of representations and forms of
expression: planned and spontaneous, regulated
and unregulated, permanent and temporary. This
essay argues that emptiness is a spatial quality
that can satisfy these needs and that urban voids
are a paradigmatic example of empty spaces.

The term “void” implies that these spaces are
emptied of the value typically associated with
cities as places of capital accumulation. But this
emptiness (of capital, real estate value, efficacy, or
production) is what enables other sensibilities and
opportunities to emerge. In other words, a lack of
value is what makes these vacant spaces appear
as marginal, and this marginality is precisely
what gives the urban voids the possibilities for
publicness that other urban spaces do not have.
Despite the social opportunities offered by urban
voids, the evanescence of emptiness ultimately
exposes the limits of urban voids.

KEYWORDS
Emptiness; Public Space; Urban Voids; Void;
Terrain Vague
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1 Introduction

As fabrics of capital accumulation, cities are physical entities
capable of attracting, absorbing, and holding capital. As David
Harvey has argued, “cities have arisen through geographical
and social concentrations of a surplus product.”"' Following
this line of thought—which has been discussed by many
authors but is exemplified by Harvey—cities can be described
as continuous resource-consuming and capital-holding
spatiotemporal fabrics.

As fabrics of cultural accumulation, cities host and serve a
vast array of different and often contradictory publics. Non-
urban environments are mostly characterized by congruent
publics with similar needs and desires. This coherent condition
results in stable and recognizable social and urban fabrics (for
example, dormitory cities, central business districts, suburbs,
or villages). In contrast, urban environments are characterized
by incongruent publics defined by a mix of different cultural
interests and needs, expressed and satisfied respectively by
different types of public space.

This dual condition as aggregators of capital and culture
characterizes urban fabrics. While the tensions between both are
experienced in many of the cities’ realms, public space appears
to be where these pressures can be felt most evidently. Due to
their role and meaning in the construction and definition of
the public realm, public spaces are expected to embody a well-
defined character and gravitas typically connected to a cities’
economic stability and vitality. Due to the public’s diversity,
however, these spaces must engage with temporary, overlapping,

and often contradictory sensibilities and occupations.
2 Emptiness as a Synthetic Spatial Quality

There are different ways to engage with these overlapping
realities. From my perspective, emptiness is an abstract spatial
condition that allows me to work on this overlapping condition
as both independent and interrelated realities. With the term
emptiness, [ am referring to both designed spaces that appear
to be empty and to the process of emptying space from a
concrete characteristic. This emptying process opens up space
for unplanned or unexpected uses and meanings coming from
different citizenries. To enable this simultaneous process of
emptying and opening up space, the spatial imagination of
emptiness must itself be kept empty. Summarizing, I use the term
emptiness in this article to refer to this dual spatial condition
that applies to both citizens and designers: emptiness refers to

both empty space and empty expectations.
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For this reason, while emptiness is usually understood to be
an absolute condition, I argue that emptiness is better described
as a useful horizon of possibilities for the imagination of the
public realm. Accordingly, I propose treating emptiness as a
mathematical limit, a condition to tend to, but that cannot and is
never fully reached.

While there are different types of spaces that could be argued
to satisfy this dual nature of emptiness, in this article, I briefly
discuss urban voids as one of its most exemplary. The term void
can project bad connotations when discussing urban spaces—as
some people mistake void for vacuum—and, thus, the expression
“urban void” could be misunderstood. People interested in
redefining the city according to other ideologies or points of view
that are not exclusively economic (ecological sustainability or
social diversity, for example) might argue that these spaces are
not empty. To them, these spaces are, in fact, full of alternative
(non-economic) potential. Due to their marginality, these spaces
offer opportunities (ecological or social, for example) that other
public spaces do not—and cannot. Following this line of thought,
it could be argued that another term should be used—even if it is
only for practical reasons.

However, I do not use the term void to imply that these spaces
are emptied of everything—in other words, a void should not be
confused with a vacuum. The term void means that these spaces
are emptied of the value typically associated with cities as places
of capital accumulation. But this emptiness (of capital, real estate
value, efficacy, or production) is precisely what enables other
sensibilities and opportunities to emerge. In other words, a lack
of value is what makes these vacant spaces appear as marginal,
and this marginality is precisely what gives the urban voids the
possibilities that other urban spaces do not have.

3 Urban Voids as Outsides to Capital and Culture

Urban voids are residues of capitalist processes of
urbanization. They are leftovers, abandoned places that no longer
yield the planned and desired output. As such, they are empty
of value, productivity, and efficiency. The whiting out of capital
turns urban spaces into a marginal state but, simultaneously,
provides them with potential and opportunities. Therefore,
urban voids are gaps, intentionally or accidentally left outside
of the continuum of space, organization, power, representation,
infrastructure, and control of the city. Urban voids are places
where both capital and social management are no longer in
existence.

In 19935, Ignasi de Sola-Morales published “Terrain Vague,”
an article that launched widespread interest in the city’s vacant
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areas within the design disciplines of the built environment
(architecture, landscape architecture, and urbanism). He
used the specific term “terrain vague” to refer to the kind of
spaces that today are generically known as urban voids. In
his now well-known article, de Sola-Morales argued that the
terrain vague should be characterized as “internal to the city
yet external to its everyday use... These strange places exist
outside the city’s effective circuits and productive structures.”"”!
He further described the terrain vague as “foreign to the urban
system, mentally exterior in the physical interior of the city, its
negative image, as much a critique as a possible alternative.”” In
other words, the terrain vague exists within the city but does not
belong to it; the terrain vague is located “where the city is no

I Following de Sola-Morales’ line of thought, it can be

longer.
argued that urban voids are part of the city, but they are located
outside of its everyday use. They do not satisfy any functional
need, and as a consequence, they are not part of the city’s formal
productive or playful tissue. While they are located inside cities,
urban voids are separated from their surrounding environments,
becoming spaces of seclusion located outside of cultural norms.
Due to this condition as exteriors to urban space, urban voids
can be described as places outside to both capital and culture.

Urban voids are both evidence and respite. They are evidence
of the urban fabric’s capacity to dominate people’s lives,
but they also offer a respite from this dominance. Devoid of
urbanity, without apparent control, and appearing as open and
available, marginal spaces allow for the emergence of individual
spontaneity.

Urban voids are both failures of collective will and
becomings of individual spontaneity. Due to their categorization
as failures, they are represented as marginal within the social
and cultural imagination. As potentials, however, they become
places of seclusion that can help unleash people’s imaginations.
This simultaneous double perception is what makes urban voids

an alternative to common public spaces.

4 Emptiness as Spaces Framed in Time or Temporalities
Enclosed in Space

Urban voids have boundaries that are more defined and less
porous than most types of public space. Because of their clearly
defined containment, urban voids can be considered clearings
of capital within the urban fabric. Due to both their marginality
and containment, urban voids are localized bounded spaces that
allow for unregulated sociocultural freedoms.

In their article on urban voids as nameless spaces, Stefano

Boeri, Arturo Lanzani, and Edoardo Marini address urban
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voids’ value within discussions of public space by arguing that
the possibility for a collective identity “must be sought at two
extremes. On the one hand, we can seek it in the case of visible
‘public’ spaces, in which society renders explicit a collective
identity which is increasingly defined by the possession of certain
At the other
extreme, this meaning can be rediscovered in a more personal,

consumer goods and the utilisation of services....

hidden geography of places, in whose intimacy a more limited
community meets, connected by networks of neighbourhood,
parentage, ethnic or regional factors; a waiting room of a small
railroad station, which becomes a point of encounter for natives
dispersed by immigration; or vacant lots near a residential area
of single family houses, periodically used for football games.”"!
Urban voids can offer a new type of public space that enables the
temporary circulation of different collectivities and individualities.
It is essential to note that this possibility arises primarily because
of the urban void’s boundedness as a clearly defined space interval
within the city.

In referring to the urban void qualities, some authors have used
terms and expressions that speak of a dual spatial and temporal
character. For example, Luc Lévesque uses the label “interstice” to
name these spaces and points out that this term implies a double
dimension, both spatial and temporal.”! Furthermore, in many
cases, authors have used expressions that reflect both spatial and
temporary qualities by using a combination of temporal and spatial
terms. This tendency was already started by de Sola-Morales
with the use of his original term, “terrain vague,” which, as he
explained, etymologically refers to an oscillating and fluctuating
extension of ground.”’ Other authors have explored a similar line
of thought. For example, Urban Catalyst uses the expression “time
gap” to refer to urban voids as moments of “standstill between the
collapse of a previous use and the beginning of new commercial
development.”'®!

In addition to its spatial containment, the quality of its
temporary duration also plays a fundamental role in an urban
voids’ constitution. Urban voids are not merely temporary spaces
due to their character; the activities that take place in them also
have limited durations. For this reason, urban voids could be
defined as spaces framed in time or as temporalities enclosed in

space.

5 The Aesthetics of Underspeciﬁcation®

The purest forms resulting from processes of capital
accumulation and consumption—office towers, airports, or high-
end shopping malls, for example—are highly specified spaces to

the extreme that local circumstances such as site, climate, and
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others become unimportant. For this reason, these spaces always
appear as self-similar and tend to be almost identical regardless of
their location. While this specification level is logical according to
their aims and roles as nodes within the economic system, these
spaces should be considered overspecified from any other urban
perspective.

In opposition to this condition of overspecification, urban
voids are the purest form of capital dissipation and idleness
in cities. They can be considered the residue of the processes
associated with capital accumulation and consumption. As
suggested by Michael Greenberg, Frank Popper, and Bernadette
West in their article on temporarily obsolete abandoned derelict
sites, “every city has them; scattered, random unused parcels of
land of varying size and shape.”"”!

Robert Smithson recognized the duality existing between
urban accumulations and their counterparts, urban voids. In
his text “A Tour of the Monuments of Passaic, New Jersey,”
he surveyed Passaic’s overspecified and underspecified urban
components—infrastructural elements and commercial spaces as
well as abandoned and underused spaces. Smithson argueed that,
regardless of their nature, all these components share a similar
fate and achieve monumental status through sheer ubiquity,
anonymity, and apparent unavoidableness. This seemingly
confounding situation—how can infrastructures and commercial
spaces have the same status as urban voids?—Ileads him to ask if
Passaic has, in fact, “replaced Rome as The Eternal City?”® His
response, stated even before he asked the question, is evident as
“that unimaginative suburb could have been a clumsy eternity, a
cheap copy of The City of the Immortals.”!*

For this reason, we know what urban voids look like
regardless of where they are located. This characteristic makes
such spaces uniquely different from traditional forms of public
space, which tend to pay attention to their circumstantial and
local context—as it appears via cultural identity, neighborhood
characteristics, or urban regulations. Since the urban void emerges
as a residue, their character is not influenced by these local
factors, and, as a consequence, they tend to appear as siteless.
The surrounding urban and sociocultural context does not give
the urban void a unique character: they all look quite similar
regardless of location (Fig. 1 ~ 9). As argued by Christophe
Girot, the urban void is a “universal artifact” whose “ambiguity
is as pervasive as their ubiquity: culture-less and placeless, the
‘terrain vague’ looks identical no matter where it is found.”"”
While this lack of specification usually tends to be perceived
as a negative quality in the definition of public space, in the
case of the urban void, however, it should be considered as the

enabling and liberating factor for the emergence of an alternative
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kind of public space. As a result of both unspecification and
underspecification, placelessness gives urban voids a ubiquitous
and anonymous appearance that further strengthens their public
potentials.

6 An Opportunity for Citizens: Enjoying Emptiness
Due to their status as marginal spaces, these spaces offer

freedoms distinct from and not found within traditional public
spaces. The emergence of this alternative type of publicness can
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also be considered a result of a temporary process of whiting
out typical public decorum or expectations. Daniel Campo has
richly described the experiences afforded by one such urban void,
the abandoned yard of the former Brooklyn Eastern District
Terminal: “It served basic recreational needs of some but not all
local residents—including a place to experience beauty, solitude,
play, or the company of others—but was no mere substitute for
a city park. People could and did do what they wanted, whether
it was to swim in the river, have a barbecue, build a skatepark,
practice loud music, play with fire, or create art out of found
rubble.... It was a place without explicit rules: You did what you
wanted, but with the understanding that others would do the

1
same.”!"”!

7 A Role for Designers: Protecting the Void

Despite their emptiness, urban voids can have as much
presence as built forms. Jason Young aptly describes this
condition in his study of Detroit, “Density of Emptiness,” in
which he analyzes the presence acquired by emptiness in a city
that has undergone successive processes of unbuilding and decay.
In this text, Young describes emptiness as the primordial spatial
quality of Detroit’s urban experience, which stands in opposition
to the typical congested experience of traditional urban fabrics:
“Emptiness perforates density, countering the mental effects
of congestion with a ‘fullness’ and a sense of expectancy all its
own.”!"!

As available land, urban voids can always be developed

and thus reintegrated into the city’s fabric. In many instances,
this might be the necessary line of action due to social or
environmental circumstances. However, if the context does not
require a complete reintegration, then urban voids should be
protected to fulfill their potential as alternative public spaces.
The question that emerges is, how can this opportunity be made
physical without destroying the qualities that made it possible in
the first place? As Stéphane Tonnelat succinctly phrased it, the
question is: “how to retain in a built project the indeterminacy
of the interstice that made it attractive in the first place?”'"”!
Particularly, how can freedom and indeterminacy be enabled
through disciplines that epitomize and generally require power
and authority?

Several authors have expressed doubts about the ability of
Architecture to exercise this change. For instance, Gil Doron has
used the term “transgressive zone” to refer to the fact that urban
voids are defined by the disciplinary limits of Architecture and
Urban Planning. Rem Koolhaas has also expressed similar doubts

when reflecting on the manifesto on the conceptual reframing
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and spatial re-imagination of the city of Berlin, Berlin: A Green
Archipelago, which he produced jointly with Oswald Mathias
Ungers: “Where there is nothing, everything is possible. Where
there is architecture, nothing (else) is possible.”'"* It is worth
noting that while these concerns have been explicitly expressed
about Architecture, the disciplines of Urban Planning exhibit
similar deficiencies. Out of the main design disciplines of the
Built Environment, Landscape Architecture seems to be the only
discipline that might approach this transformation with the right
sensibility.

In many cases, the emptiness found in urban voids has not
been accepted or appreciated. While some type of remediation
might sometimes be necessary due to prior uses, the reclamation
processes imagined by most authors to develop an urban void
would inevitably destroy the void’s emptiness. Consequently, the
first role of any design process engaging with an urban void should
be to protect its voidness so that it can retain its qualities as an
opening in the capitalist continuum of the city that can allow for
true publicness to emerge.

In Colonizing the Void: Adriaan Geuze, West 8 Landscape
Architects, Rotterdam—a book published on the occasion of the
Dutch contribution to the 1996 Venice Biennale—Hans van Dijk
argues that architects and urban designers are beginning to realize
that the void, rather than space, is the real concern of architecture
and urban design. However, he points out that there are significant
differences between both terms—one does not merely replace the
other—and that the void presents new disciplinary contradictions
that have not yet been thoroughly discussed. “The void points to
the absence of intentions. The void is the absence of architecture.
The void is the domain of unfulfilled promise and unlimited
opportunity. It is the projection screen of our desire.”!""

This lack of intentions is precisely what gives the void its
characteristic potential. To take advantage of the opportunities
they present, urban voids need to be protected in this specific state
that precedes the formalizing of any intention. When voids are
filled with intentions, their emptiness evaporates, as intentions
will inevitably be materialized with design plans that prevent
the appearance of other opportunities and possibilities. For this
reason, the first step of any design act conceived for an urban
void must be the protection of the void in its indeterminate and
ambiguous state. Paradoxically, this first intention must absolutely

ensure that the void lacks any other additional purposes.

8 The Limits of Emptiness

Despite the social opportunities offered by urban voids,

emptiness also poses risks. As byproducts, urban voids are
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not spaces originally designed through conscious acts and,
therefore, are not endowed with permanent meanings. For
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