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1. The current metropolitan structure – intended in the broadest of senses – cannot be 

understood by applying models from the 1800s: the contemporary megalopolis does not 
coincide with the Monumental Representation of Power, nor is it the Symbol of 
Domination. It is not the Transcendental Emblem of Human History, nor, certainly, is it 
in any way identifiable as the locus of Instrumental Reason, that reason which was, 
historically, able to symmetrically separate ideology from utopia, quality from quantity, 
the true from the false, order from disorder, civilisation from barbarism.                                                                                                                      
The meaning produced by urban thought, its concepts related to the idea of metropolis, 
has been transformed – or rather, it has moved, or been relocated: for example the 
concepts of extension, protection, continuity, limitation, centralisation, control. These 
have shifted especially because the meaning of internal and external have shifted: the fact 
of being inside or outside of the metropolis."!

2. Medieval city-planning, with its walls and trenches, or the fortress-city of the 
Renaissance, separated and protected the homogeneity of human settlement from the 
heterogeneity of the outside. A long process has transformed the boundless and chaotic 
land traversed in travelling into a mother-land filled with roots, with metals, with graves; 
a long process has made it into a concrete, controllable land upon which sedentary 
peoples have been able to engrave all kinds of meaning. Meanings, these, always based 
on the idea of appropriation of the land, of its humanisation and its domestication, land 
tamed into place in the creation of fixed points of domination over things and people.                                                                                                                 
The fixed point contains and protects homogeneity… and as such, the inside is ego, 
power, order, codes and the transgression of those codes. The outside is the plague, 
darkness, untameable beasts. The inside is time, meaning, human rhythm and human 
use; the outside is disintegration, chaos, the abolition of order and disorder. The inside 
is ethics, aesthetics, representation, causes, consequences…                                                                                      
The inside and the outside are separated by a limit, an irregular line, traversable in both 
directions. It is a line able to infect those who transgress it, it contaminates those who 
pass it with its irregularity. The traveller, he or she who comes from the outside, will 
always be external, a foreigner, a stranger, estranged.                                                                                                                               
Even the Greeks, who saw their citizenship as something transient and not possessed, 
as something connected to participation and not to ownership, denied the right to 
citizenship to those who had arrived from elsewhere, even if they had lived within the 
structure of the polis for years or for many generations. Although the foreigner was free, 
he or she was still not a citizen – foreigners were excluded from political life like slaves.                                                                                                                                      
The transit in the opposite direction, from the inside to the outside, is described in one 
of Sophocles’ tragedies: Ajax isn’t only he who dwells and hesitates at the line, but he 

!
� "1



who resolutely chooses to leave the community. Sophocles reflects on the fatal 
consequences of such a gesture: he who counts only on himself, without gods and 
against men, is destined to die; in the excessive gesture of escaping the community, Ajax 
effectively escapes life in itself.                                                                                                                                            
For the settler, the outside is impossibly vast; and the limitlessness of this outside is 
given by a mixture of elements both real and imaginary, traces preserved somewhere in 
memory and desires which project out onto the future. The outside is to the settler not 
a momentary flash, nor the elaboration of millennia of anxiety, nor a conventional 
hypothesis, nor a sign… the outside is an intense and ungovernable entity. External 
space, then, is not merely the reverse of internal space: it is the perturbation of internal 
space, it is the container of all if its destructive forces. The night of the outside is an 
anti-night, the gods are anti-gods, the men are anti-men, time is anti-time. External 
space is anti-internal, it appears as an a-reality.                                                                                                                 
The autonomous life of the nomad – like any life based upon freedom and on the 
practice of erring – is for the settler not the opposite of settling, but the very essence of 
settling transformed in its opposition. And like everything whose essence forcefully 
exits the ordinary, the settler finds it both repelling and appealing: it appears as some 
sort of purifying catharsis; the vision of the nomad makes the settler want to leave his 
ghetto, the shackles of his active life.                                                                                                             
The fantastical and at the same time atrocious region which lays outside of the still and 
of the central becomes coincident with the infinite screens upon which the settlers 
project – and exorcise – their own images; a place where an absence of ‘having to be’ is 
possible, a place which can become the concentrated locus of the perverse and of the 
anti-social. The settlers project their worlds onto the outside, with the hope of escaping 
the premonitory signs of their own ruination. "!

3. About thirty years ago, the American engineer Buckminster Fuller asked himself a 
question: ‘Why don’t we build huge domes over our cities?’. And he went on to design a 
huge dome which could cover the whole of Manhattan.                                                    
These days, Fuller’s project is still seen as utopian, and considered and remembered 
with the projects of the old utopians (Bruno Taut, Antonio Sant’Elia, Kurt Schwitters…). 
All people who operated in a closed, isolated, ahistorical and metahistorical context 
which allowed them to impose onto the future models created in the present: they 
created prophecies and, as such, saw the world to come with a double vision marked both 
by a sort of euphoric optimism and by a catastrophist, melancholy pessimism. Theirs 
was a full-speed sprint forward based on the nostalgia of texts like Plato’s Republic or 
Thomas More’s Utopia. The idea of utopia operated in a society in which the real was 
still opposed to the imaginary (for example, the scientific model was opposed to the 
utopian model: because the utopian model has no need for proofs nor demonstrations 
for it is only an image, and as such it has no pretence to tell the world things about the 
world).                                                                                                                                       
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But in fact, remembered now, Fuller’s project (if we can call it a project) now finds itself 
inhabiting a world which has both affirmed and verified how neither the real nor the 
imaginary suffice. It now circulates in a society for which objects and images have the 
exact same weight and importance: objects and images coexist on the same plane, 
because there is no longer a level separating them. Dead and living elements happen 
together, fluidly, melting into each other, without contours.                                                                                                                     
These days, then, the present moment is no longer an anti-utopia, and the real is no 
longer an anti-image. These days, Fuller would not invent a dome over Manhattan; 
rather he would discover that a dome over Manhattan already exists.                                                 
Those who criticised Fuller did so because the dome seemed to awake the sense of 
scandal – the hope or the fear – of effectively already seeing the translucent dome 
realised.                                                                                                                                  
The idea of covering a city isn’t that surprising in an era which produces heart 
transplants, artificial satellites, genetic manipulations and discoveries in space. It isn’t 
that shocking in a a society which automatically accepts all types of progress and 
regression, in a society akin to a giant sponge willing to absorb any kind of dome, any 
kind of simulacrum able to offer it some protection. Here we are, in the social situation 
predicted by Aldous Huxley, when he foresaw that utopias would become possible, and 
that the real question would have how to stop them from being realised."!

4. The physical dimension of the outside shrinks; and its metaphysical dimension is slowly 
cancelled. The external is absorbed by the internal, just another aspect of a diffused 
dispersion and neutralisation. Object and signs, beings and images mirror each other in 
an indeterminate coexistence.                                                                                                                             
Whether in areas of high or low population density, urban space is that of repetition 
without difference, of the standard, of a diffused aestheticisation and of infinite 
reproduction, of mass spectacle and of spectacular decoration. It is the realm of 
likeness, of demolition and of reconstruction, of a communication which is hyper-
communication and at the same time pseudo-communication. Urban space is no longer 
a place, it is a reference point for the circulation of ex-nomads, ex-settlers, ex-citizens. "!!

•"!!
Published in Bartolucci, Giuseppe (ed). Paesaggio Metropolitano. Milan: Feltrinelli, 1980. "
pp. 82 - 85.  Translation Flora Pitrolo. 
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