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Introduction

Today, it is already well acknowledged that cities, far from being
«a static monument or group of buildings», are rather «subject to dy-
namic forces in the economic, social and cultural spheres»1 that have
shaped and still keep shaping them. This recognition of «the dynamic
nature of living cities»2 proves to be «the key to understanding and
managing any historic urban environment»3. Indeed, historic cities
are at the center of many challenges, for example, there is the tendency
that «city centers risk becoming theme parks of heritage or banal
spaces»4. To tackle these challenges, there needs to be «the reconcili-
ation of the preservation of historic cities with social requirements
and economic development and the need to find solutions or options
for the future in accordance with the principles of sustainable devel-
opment», which can be achieved «particularly through urban planning
measures to preserve and rehabilitate historic urban districts»5. To
this end, «the need for linking policies, techniques, people, culture,
the environment and the economy»6 is indispensable. As essential
components of the genius loci, vitality and livability of historic cities,
and more importantly, as a stage where all urban elements come into
play, public spaces are drawing increasing academic attention. As a
result, «the new urban planning is focused on priorities such as pro-
duction and the regeneration of public spaces, as specific areas of
identity, social exchanges and life»7. Public spaces are also considered
as an indicator to measure the quality of physical transformations8. It
is notable that there is a lack of literature concerning public space ho-
mogenization and urban landscape mutation in general, which is still
largely focused on historic urban landscapes (HUL)9.

In fact, since the abandonment of the material-centric, static view
of heritage and its preservation, the recognition of the dynamic nature
and specific needs of cities as living heritage has paved the way for a
HUL approach. The HUL approach has put emphases on «the impact
of contemporary development on the overall urban landscape of her-
itage significance, whereby the notion of historic urban landscape goes
beyond traditional terms of ‘historic centres’, ‘ensembles’ or ‘surround-
ings’ [...], to include the broader territorial and landscape context»10,
and more recently, «the integration of historic urban area conservation,
management and planning strategies into local development processes
and urban planning, [...] for which the application of a landscape ap-
proach would help maintain urban identity» while recognizing that
«urban heritage is for humanity a social, cultural and economic asset»11.

The HUL approach therefore demands that current urban management
processes take into full account a broader context, both in terms of
landscapes and in terms of values to be preserved. In this sense, such
an approach sees the urban environment as an evolving continuity and
a dynamic totality where there is a «stratification of previous and
current urban dynamics»12, a cultural landscape where there is «an in-
terplay between the natural and built environment»13 as well as socio-
cultural and economic assets where there are intangible values related
to diversity and identity associated with historic urban heritage which
can fuel sustainable urban development14. It is worth noting that not
only UNESCO, but other international instruments have also rejoined
the HUL approach. ICOMOS, for example, in response to the urban
landscape issue during urban development, proposes the principles of
«innovation in continuity», «innovation by preserving» and «continuity
and coherence with the existing spatial layout»15. The Council of Eu-
rope, in its European Landscape Convention (2000), acknowledges
landscapes’ role in forming the European identity and local cultures,
contributing to quality of life as well as fostering a harmonious rela-
tionship between social needs, economic activity and the environment16.

All in all, managing historic cities with the HUL approach reveals
the fact that contemporary theoretical improvement cannot do without
considering empirical evidence and the macro environment. Its necessity
and rationality rest on such a contemporary context that, «conditions
have changed and historic cities are now subject to new development
pressures and challenges» and «profound changes have occurred over
the past 30 years relating to the concept and perception of heritage»17.

On the basis of the above-mentioned international instruments
concerning the HUL and the rationale that urban regeneration pos-
sesses the capability to serve as a promising tool to address urban
challenges, this paper maintains that public spaces in historic cities, as
living habitats, have a significant role to play in maintaining the vitality
and continuity of the HUL. This is simply because public places can
serve as crucial spaces where socio-cultural, economic activities and
urban functional innovation take place, social shocks from urban
transformations can be buffered and reconciled, as well as identity,
values and diversity are expressed and maintained. They therefore
demand spatial regeneration according to the HUL approach to im-
prove and contemporize their functionality that determines urban vi-
tality and livability, especially facing transformations and/or uncer-

Towards a Diversified Historic Urban Landscape: 
Diversity-based and Innovation-driven Spatial Regeneration of Public Spaces
Verso una diversificazione storica del paesaggio urbano. 
Diversità e innovazione, fondamento della rigenerazione degli spazi pubblici

Yapeng Ou, Marina Fumo



tainties in the socio-cultural and economic spheres. In such a spatial
regeneration process, a synergy between cultural and natural diversity
as well as functional diversification through spatial innovation can
serve as an effective remedy both on socio-cultural and landscape
levels for public space homogenization and urban landscape mutation.
All in all, spatial regeneration of public places in historic cities can be
HUL-guided, diversity-based and innovation-driven so as to shape
public spaces of inclusiveness, diversity and livability.

Public Spaces and the HUL Approach. 
Significance and Problems of Public Spaces

Public spaces are significant for historic cities. To begin with, they,
as living habitats, have a significant role to play in maintaining the vi-
tality and continuity of the HUL. This is simply because public places
serve as crucial spaces where socio-cultural, economic activities and
urban functional innovation take place, social shocks from urban
transformations can be buffered and reconciled, as well as identity,
values and diversity are expressed and maintained. Also, public spaces
in historic cities, as important components of their urban landscapes,
determines the vitality of urban culture as a whole. This is because
that the physical representation of ‘culture’ is often «automatically re-
flected in the land and the properties that surround the cultural facility
or public space»18. As a result, the quality of urban landscape and
urban spaces decides also the state of culture, and finally it also has an
impact on community.

Secondly, they are principal contributors to the quality of life - by
serving as living habitat, and urban inclusiveness - by promoting di-
versity and free cultural expressions. According to the OECD19, life
satisfaction, affects and eudaimonics are three distinct but comple-
mentary components of subjective well-being, an essential indicator
of quality of life. As a common habitat for socio-cultural and economic
activities, public spaces are significant for quality of life, since they
first of all are places where people can relate to both the material and
immaterial dimensions of the urban environment, and in so doing

their identity is formed and values are carried on. According to the
Flash Eurobarometer 419 survey20 on ‘Quality of Life in European
cities’, the average satisfaction with regard to public spaces such as
markets, squares and pedestrian areas in 26 European capitals is gen-
erally quite high: 73% in 2012 and 75% in 201521. As is shown in the
graphs 1 and 2 below, data analysis reveals, taking the 6 Italian cities
for example, a strong correlation between the satisfaction of the public
spaces and that of living in the city: the more inhabitants are satisfied
with their city’s public spaces, the more satisfied they are to live there
[graph 1].

However, facing the pressure from urban transformations in the
process of urbanization and globalization, public spaces in historic
cities are on the one hand subject to the the negative effects of urban
landscape mutation and even degradation instead of continuity. On
the other hand, the degradation of public spaces also brings further
landscape degradation, given that they are indeed an inseparable, or-
ganic part of the urban landscape. Van Oers22 argued about the ten-
dency towards a concentration of urban regeneration and development
projects in historic inner cities, which pose structural or visual threats
(infrastructure projects, contemporary architecture and tall buildings)
to their inherited urban landscapes. Apart from the negative impacts
on urban landscapes, these inconsistent urban development projects
run the risk of damaging the social and cultural ecology of a certain
historic area, leading to the transmutation of the attributes and func-
tions of public spaces [graph 2].

Prospects: Diversity as an Inherent Value in the HUL

With regard to the above-mentioned significance of public spaces
in historic cities and problem faced up by public spaces in historic
cities and by the HUL as a whole, diversity, both cultural and natural,
is an innate requirement of the HUL approach. Not only «cultural di-
versity mirrors biological diversity» and «diversity in humanity and
diversity in nature are inseparable»23, but also «urban livelihoods and
wellbeing are closely connected to the status and trends in biological

348

Graph 1. Satisfaction rate of public spaces in 6 Italian cities in 2012 and 2016 (© Ya-
peng - source: Eurostat, 2016).

Graph 2. Satisfaction rate of living in 6 Italian cities in 2012 and 2016 (© Yapeng
Ou).
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and cultural diversity»24. As a matter of fact, the HUL is actually a
result of dynamic interaction between the cultural and the natural,
where cultural and natural diversity has jointly shaped the landscape
diversity. Over time and space, the HUL has incorporated economic,
socio-cultural and geo-environmental processes, which makes the
HUL a biocultural one. 

The European landscape, for example, is «predominantly a bio-
cultural multifunctional landscape», which is believe to possess the
capability to «provide a crucial and effective space for integration of
biological and cultural diversity for human wellbeing». In fact, the
need of joining biological and cultural diversity so as to reinforce
urban resilience seems increasingly urgent in our time when cities are
challenged by climate change and environmental degradation. In this
sense, diversity is crucial to maintain the vitality and evolving, dynamic
nature of the HUL, which demands public spaces to serve as medium
for diversity of cultural expressions. The diversity of cultural expres-
sions in return will enrich the HUL, while paving the way for exchange
of ideas and then social and cultural innovation.

In addition, diversity, especially the cultural one, is essential for
public spaces to fully function as meeting points where people of dif-
ferent cultural and religious to relate to each other through commu-
nication based on mutual learning, mutual influence and mutual com-
plementation, thus contributing to (a multicultural) community
development. It is certain that this intercultural communication is in
the form of equal ‘dialogue’, which «will not lead to cultural hegemony
and cultural homogenization, but rather will bring the prospect where
the diversity of human value keeps increasing»25. In a multicultural
community, this communicative mechanism has a significant role to
play in the process of community development which is «driven by
communication and fueled by diversity»26. First, communication is
crucial for community, the state of diversity means a lot to community,
in that it largely determines its cohesion and solidarity among members
of different cultural groups. As essential cultural fuels for building
community, ethno-cultural diversity as well as other forms of diversity
will prevent cultural homogenization and cultural hegemony from
happening. More importantly, diversity, pluralism-natured, will provide
a free, open identity space for minority groups. All this is impossible
at the absence of public spaces which allow diversity.

Public Space Regeneration

The regeneration of historic cities needs to be implemented «in
an interdisciplinary, democratic way in order to transform historic
districts into more congenial living spaces»27. In this regeneration
process, public spaces, as a stage where all urban elements (socio-cul-
tural, economic, political, identity, etc.) come into play, are thus a per-
fect touchstone to try the HUL approach. The HUL approach in
essence is a holistic approach to address complex urban issues, in that
it creatively incorporates different approaches, namely heritage, eco-
nomic, environmental, social and cultural, where all component ap-
proaches are complementary to each other. Therefore, a synergy needs

to be formed so that the HUL approach can tackle at the same time
related issues and thus help improve the functionality and livability of
historic cities through a process of spatial and functional regeneration.
In this process, diversity and innovation are two major values that are
innate in the HUL approach.

Diversity: towards Cultural-Natural Synergy

Loss of diversity more often than not leads to urban landscape
degradation in historic cities and ‘spatial homogeneity’. Public spaces,
especially non-lieux ones, when properly regenerated, can turn into
living spaces which enrich urban landscape. On the one hand, public
space regeneration which nurtures cultural diversity can promote
social inclusion and integration, by enabling free expression of cultural
diversity [image 1]. On the other hand, public space regeneration can
also vividly demonstrate the organic link between cultural diversity
and natural diversity [images 2-3], having thus the potential to inspire
both creative functional and physical regeneration.

2. Urban grazing near Les Invalides, Paris (© Yapeng Ou, 2015).

1. Souk-like multi-ethnic market bellow the railways at the Barbès-Rochechouart
metro station, Paris (© Yapeng Ou, 2015).



Innovation: towards Functional Diversification

Functional regeneration is a natural response to traffic and tourism
pressures, need of a higher quality of life as well as inner city functional
changes following urban development in historic cities.

The perception of urban landscapes is articulated in the perception
of public spaces (streets, squares, etc.) and the buildings overlooking
them. It can therefore be said that the perceptual component ‘building
facades’ affects a lot about the quality of the urban landscape on which
they are facing. This simple consideration, was the assumption of a
major urban renewal campaign started in 1985 in Barcelona that, even
today, can be considered an innovative practice among urban sustain-
ability interventions. Barcelona posa’t guapa (Barcelona makes yourself
beautiful) was the name of the campaign conducted by the Barcelona
Municipalities to raise awareness of the Programa de Medidas para la
Protección y Mejora of Paisaje Urbano (Program of Measures for the
Protection and Improvement of Urban Landscape) directed to encour-
age the rehabilitation of buildings, architectural elements and urban
spaces of the city. The campaign was developed in six phases between
1986 and 2009, in which 100 million euros were invested and 27,000
buildings (one third of the total of the city) were restored, paying a
special attention to even the smallest public spaces. The city in those
years was an interesting experimental site on social functionality and
popular artistic, innovative beautification of countless urban spaces of
different sizes and importance. The true urban miracle was seen in the
oldest quarters (for example, Ciutat Vella and Gràcia) where degraded
and unused public spaces became vital parts of the urban fabric with
painstaking urban design that would allow for a variety of functions,
such as pause, socializing and games for various age groups of the local
residents [image 4].

Another example of innovative functional regeneration can be the
Coulée verte René-Dumont or Promenade plantée (tree-lined walkway),
the first green space constructed on an elevated viaduct [image 5]. The
Promenade is a 4.7 km elevated linear park built on top of the obsolete
Vincennes railway line in the 12th arrondissement of Paris. The parkway
rises 10 m above the surrounding area and forms the Viaduc des Arts,
over many art galleries and shops. The shops are located in the arches
of the former elevated railway viaduct. Needless to say, this project has

creatively transformed an abandoned industrial heritage into a living
public space characteristic of mixed use and multiple functions while
enriching the urban landscape of Paris.

Conclusions

The HUL approach proves to be an effective tool for regenerating
historic cities, in that it integrates historic urban environment manage-
ment into urban development agenda while preserving both tangible
and intangible values, promoting diversity as well as encouraging inno-
vation. In other words, by regulating the dynamic urban process, it mit-
igates and alleviates negative impacts on the HUL both on tangible (ar-
chitecture, landscape, urban fabric, etc.) and intangible (values, traditions,
identity, typology, phenomenology, etc.) levels during the process the
modernization of historic urban environments. There is hence a recon-
ciliation between preserving the values embedded in the HUL and con-
temporizing the physical, structural and material elements within the
urban environment. Consequently, the HUL approach helps achieve a
balance between urban heritage and landscape preservation and socio-
economic development, while satisfying the contemporary needs of in-
habitants. 

The HUL approach encourages and serves as a guiding principle
for the regeneration of public spaces, which can improve and contem-
porize their functionality that determines urban vitality and livability,
and guarantee the continuity and dynamic evolution of the HUL while
enriching it. In such a spatial regeneration process, a synergy between
cultural and natural diversity as well as functional diversification through
spatial innovation can serve as an effective remedy both on socio-cultural
and landscape levels for public space homogenization and urban land-
scape mutation. Therefore, a regeneration methodology of public spaces
that is HUL-guided, diversity-based and innovation-driven proves to
be an effective tool for the management of historic cities.
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3. Campo di Grano (Wheat Field), Milan (© Yapeng Ou, 2015).

4. Open spaces of Barcelona before (left) and after (right) “Barcelona posa’t guapa”.
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Abstract

Gli spazi pubblici, che rappresentano importanti elementi al-
l'interno del paesaggio storico urbano, spesso hanno funzioni mo-
notone e si presentano come  non-luoghi privi di vita. Considerando
i processi dinamici urbani attuali e i possibili processi di degrado
del paesaggio nelle aree storiche a seguito della urbanizzazione e
della globalizzazione, il contributo sostiene che la diversità incre-
menta la vitalità degli spazi pubblici nelle aree storico-urbane, le
quali richiedono una innovativa rigenerazione spaziale. In tal modo
si potrebbe coadiuvare la diversità culturale e allo stesso tempo ar-
ricchire lo stesso HUL.

Con questo obiettivo, il contributo dapprima fa una disamina
sugli strumenti internazionali in relazione alla diversità e al pae-
saggio urbano, focalizzando l'attenzione sulla loro applicabilità
nel contesto socio-culturale e in quello del paesaggio urbano. Su
questa base, si analizzano i significati e i problemi degli spazi pub-
blici in relazione all'HUL e si evidenzia il ruolo della diversità
come soluzione reale sia per il livello socio-culturale, sia per quello
relativo al paesaggio. 

Infine, per conformare gli spazi pubblici della diversità e in senso
dinamico, il contributo propone una metodologia di rigenerazione
degli spazi cioè HUL-guided, diversity-based a innovation-driven. Per
meglio illustrare le questioni riguardanti diversità e innovazione, saranno
argomentate delle good practices, di Milano, Parigi e Barcellona.
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Bay of Naples. Integrated strategies for the conservation and fruition of the cultural landscape

The volumes contain the results of the multidisciplinary confrontation about The Bay of Naples. Integrated
Strategies for the Conservation and the use of Cultural Landscape.
The Bay of Naples, whose image is celebrated all over the world through numerous old pictures, photographs and
paintings, is a real paradigm of natural and cultural landscape in the collective historical imagery. Its resources and
criticalities, physical connotations and immaterial expressions – related to the most ancient roots of a world that
had its development and extraordinary history in the Mediterranean – have been here analysed.
The multidisciplinary collection is composed of two volumes: the first one concerns different disciplinary fields, such
as nature, geography and history, urbanism, architecture, archaeology, and different forms of cultural production.
The second books treats interpretative topics related to the cultural landscape, investigating their nature and dec-
linations from the viewpoint of the bay enhancement.
In the two volumes, heterogeneity and richness meld blend together and it is hoped to have reached a knowledge
and interpretative state hopefully harbinger of methodological approaches, aware of the resources and the complexity
of their management.

I volumi contengono i risultati di un confronto tra studiosi ed esperti di discipline umanistiche e scientifiche sul
tema della Baia di Napoli. Strategie Integrate per la Conservazione e la Fruizione del Paesaggio Culturale. 
Della Baia di Napoli, la cui immagine è celebrata in tutto il mondo attraverso innumerevoli vedute, fotografie,
dipinti, fino a farne diventare un paradigma di paesaggio culturale nell’immaginario storico collettivo, sono state
indagate risorse e criticità, connotazioni fisiche ed espressioni immateriali, afferenti alle radici culturali più antiche
del mondo che ha avuto nel Mediterraneo il suo straordinario svolgimento.
La raccolta pluridisciplinare trova posto nei due volumi: il primo riguarda diversi ambiti tematici, dalla natura alla
geostoria, dall’urbanistica e l’architettura all’archeologia, fino alle diverse forme di espressione culturale.
Il secondo volume accoglie le questioni interpretative del paesaggio culturale, indagandone natura e declinazioni
in un’ottica di valorizzazione.
Eterogeneità e ricchezza trovano una fusione dei due tomi oggetto di questa corposa pubblicazione con cui si
spera di avere raggiunto uno stato conoscitivo ed interpretativo foriero di approcci metodologici consapevoli delle
risorse e della complessità della loro gestione. 




