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Hypothesis: The buffer zone of the walled city of Nicosia can become a unifying 
space for the city’s two communities and its diverse past and future
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abstract 

It is a very common sight in many cities of  the world to have 
in a material or immaterial form some sort of  walls. Defense 
walls still exist in cities, being gradually integrated in the 
urban fabric and the public infrastructure, however other 
types of  limits have emerged in the last centuries. Political 
division lines or socioeconomic limits divide contemporary 
cities. 

The example of  Nicosia is taken as a case study. An 
intersection of  different types of  urban limits is met in the 
case of  the divided capital. Starting from the 16th century 
when the medieval walls were built, the city is marked with 
different types of  urban limits with the last one being the 
buffer zone, a neglected no man’s land that divides the 
island’s north and southern part. The space between the 
limits is slowly decaying trapped in the moment of  division 
while the urban fabric that surrounds it keeps changing. To 
think of  an afterlife for these spaces requires to be viewed 
from a different perspective, the underutilization, the 
collapsing ruins of  past should not be perceived as a dead 
corpse waiting for rebirth but as the main element for any 
possible regeneration process. 

The proposal uses the theory of  field conditions as the 
background on which it is articulated. The same elements 
that define each of  the limits become the primary design 
strategies. The theory developed by Stan Allen aims in 
generalizing any spatial matrix capable of  unifying diverse 
elements while respecting the identity of  each.

Thus the buffer zone becomes the site of  intervention, in an 
attempt to become again a vital part for the city, the chaotic 
differences and the diversity of  elements that  form Nicosia 
today can be the solution to its division.

Keywords : urban limits, void, walls, trace, division, decay, buffer 
zone, grid, field conditions, hortus conclusus
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The first chapter of  the research orbits around the concept 
of  the buffer zone, yet in an effort to discover a common 
ground between the two primary limits of  Nicosia, the 
buffer zone and the walls, the term no man’s land is used. 

The first part deals with the origins of  the term, the history 
of  the city of  Nicosia and its medieval walls are the main 
topic of  discussion, while the moat, the space between the 
inner city and the outskirts of  the walled territory are 
considered as a third type of  no man’s land. 
 
Moreover a further analysis of  other walled cities in Europe 
and the world is made, and a research on the transition of  
these walls from massive defense mechanisms to the 21st 
century. The main focus is on this change of  utilization 
from an army weapon to a potential public space for the city. 

On the second part of  the first chapter I emphasize on 
the second type of  no man’s land, the buffer zones which 
fall between two opposing forces. Through a different 
perspective these limits and constraints for a city’s 
expansion are studied under a new prism, as opportunities 
for the public space. Through a series of  case studies of  
theoretical projects from the 70s and earlier examples, the 
idea of  limitless cities or cities consisting only from limits 
is brought under study. 
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The origins of no man’s land
From the ancient times people have been building walls. Defense 
walls or walls to enclose a certain area which then carried a higher 
meaning as some sort of  authority.  Walls have remained in the 
same place for centuries until they lost their purpose, of  defending 
the city. The last centuries different walls are taking over cities, 
to divide areas of  political conflict, to exclude immigrants from 
entering a place or to divide based on socio economic criteria. Lastly 
an invisible wall can be digital (excluding people from internet 
access) or even an invisible wall that best on our experience of  
living the city prevents us from going into dangerous areas. 

Cities that still have a physical presence of  a wall or the trace 
of  a preexisting one are deeply affected by the limit of  the wall. 
Modern day societies need to choose how to utilize former walls or 
existing ones and set the priorities of  any potential intervention 
on the body or the trace of  these walls. While building a wall 
means also denying interaction, walls can also be a place of  social 
interaction.

The case of  Nicosia requires to be understood primarily through 
the concept of  this enclosed medieval city. The walls of  Nicosia 
built in the 16th century from the Venetians who conquered the 
island at the time, stand in perfect condition until today, dividing 
the old part of  the city from the new. The city remained inside the 
medieval walls until the early 20th century when the first parts of  
the walls were demolished to create openings for cars. 

To understand the human geography that encloses the urban 
limits of  Nicosia, the term no man’s land is used. Today the term 
is used to describe the space on a battlefield between two opposing 
armies, a buffer zone between two countries or a parcel of  land 
unclaimed by local authorities. 

Alasdair Pinkerton¹, an expert in human geography states that 
people fail to realize that this term has a 1000 years history. “It 
first appears in the Domesday Book in the late 1000s to describe 
parcels of  land that lie just beyond the London city walls,” he says..

We can easily track a common pattern in the case of  Nicosia when 
discussing no man’s lands. This pattern suggests a connection 
between the expansion of  the city until the 19th century when 
it was enclosed and limited by the walls and after 1974 when the 
buffer zone was created. 

1. Caffret, J. (2015). Adventures in 
No Man’s Land. Retrieved 26 June 
2021, from https://www.bbc.com/
news/magazine-34319540
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F01: The city of Varosha in 
Cyprus trapped between the two 
communities is considered a ghost 
town since 1974, a typical example 
of no man’s land. 
Photographer: Michael Kirian
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The venetian walls
The Venetian walls of  Nicosia are considered a prototype for the 
renaissance defensive architecture. To understand the city and 
the situation the proposal deals with, we need to understand this 
important landmark that defined the city since the 16th century. 
During the Lusignan period the city became a wealthy capital 
with palaces and mansions to house the feudarchs. The city then 
expanded greatly but it was narrowed by the Venetians after 1489 
in order to achieve better protection from the Ottoman threat. The 
two thirds of  the city were demolished and only the northwest part 
was kept, which was away from the hills that surrounded the city 
and could be used in a possible siege of  the city by the Ottomans. 
The new more efficient defense system of  Nicosia was assigned 
to Giulio Savorgnano who was invited along with the Proveditore 
Generale, Fransesco Barbaro to reconstruct the fortification 
of  Nicosia. The new fortifications were designed based on the 
exemplary European renaissance architecture and implemented 
such innovations in its construction that is considered a standard 
of  military architecture. Beside the most efficient defense of  the 
new design, it was also in line with the concept of  the ideal city 
form of  the Renaissance. 

The Venetian walls have a circular shape with a circumference of  
5km. eleven heart shaped bastions are contained with pentagonal 
shape and rounded edges. These bastions were named after eleven 
Venetian families who donated funds towards the constructions 
of  the walls, although the material of  the walls, the characteristic 
Cypriot limestone was taken from the houses and churches that 
were demolished from the reduction of  size of  the city’s area. The 
city was connected with the outskirts through three gates, Paphos 
Gate (Porta San Domenico), Famagusta Gate (Porta Guiliana) and 
Kyrenia Gate (Porta del Provveditore). The first two lie on the 
turkish occupied side of  Nicosia while the last one on the south 
part of  the Republic. From the eleven bastions two lie in the UN 
buffer zone, Rocca Bastion on the west and Flatro on the east. 

 The walls have a series of  flaws² that lead to their failure but 
despite all that the design of  the walls incorporates innovations 
and techniques that mark the beginning of  a new era in renaissance 
fortification construction. These include the positioning of  the 
gates in close proximity to the adjoining bastions to keep them 
protected in times of  siege and also leaving the upper part of  the 
wall unlined with masonry in order to increase its ability to absorb 
impact from cannon shot. 

2. As it is stated by Dragos 
Cosmescu, The relatively low height 
of the curtain wall, the absence of 
outworks and the lack of significant 
water flow inside the moat were 
some of the reasons for failure. 
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F02: Aerial view of Nicosia in the 
early 20th century. The expansion 
outside of the medieval walls had 
just started

F03: Nolli plan of the southern part 
of the city. The in between space of 
the old city and the new city is where 
the walls and the ancient moat are 
located. The rigid limit takes the 
form of a blank void in a nolli plan 
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The buffer zone
The United Nations Buffer zone is a demilitarized zone that 
was established in 1963 and extended in 1974 after the Turkish 
invasion of  Cyprus. Duncan Sandys drew the agreed cease fire line 
on a map with a green chinagraph pencil which became known 
as the Green Line after the intercommunal violence of  Christmas 
1963. The Green line stretched from both ends of  the island 
following the invasion when Turkey occupied 37% of  the Cypriot 
Territory. This was declared in Geneva in 25 July 1974, the joint 
declaration was:

A security zone of  a size to be determined by representatives of  
Greece, Turkey, and the United Kingdom, in consultation with 
UNFICYP, was to be established at the limit of  the areas occupied 
by the Turkish armed forces. This zone was to be entered by no 
forces other than those of  UNFICYP, which was to supervise the 
prohibition of  entry. Pending the determination of  the size and 
character of  the security zone, the existing area between the two 
forces was not to be breached by any forces.

— Tripartite Conference & Geneva Declaration3

The geography of  this buffer zone varies greatly as it crosses 
through mountains and valleys, cities and villages of  the island. 
In some cases abandoned villages (Achna, Petra) are found in the 
moment of  the invasion, in other occasions entire villages are still 
in the territory of  the UN buffer zone like Athienou and Deneia 
in the controlled area of  the Republic. Near the city of  Morphou 
the orange fields are disrupted by uncultivated areas. The city of  
Famagusta in the east coast of  the island, once a popular summer 
destination for movie stars from all over the world, is today a 
ghost town trapped in time. Although it is officially occupied by 
the turkish army the city remained uninhabited since it was an 
entirely Greek Cypriot city before the invasion. The turkish army 
decided to keep the city under their control to use it as a pressure 
level in the negotiations with the Republic of  Cyprus, a state 
which still stands today. The city is an interesting example of  a 
coastal tourist destination with various examples of  modernist 
architecture of  the 60s and 70s kept intact for the past 50 years. 
 
Through my investigation for several other buffer zones across the 
world I interestingly found out that in most cases the buffer zone is 
the result of  the in-between space of  two parallel lines projected 
on the ground. That is not the case in Cyprus where the limits of  

 3. “Tripartite Conference & Geneva 
Declaration”. United Nations 
Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus. 
Retrieved 19 December 2011.

F04: Changes in the buffer zone.
Near Astromeritis the buffer zone 
is marked from the absence of 
agriculture in the in between space 
of the fertile plateau
Photos from Google Earth
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D01: Illustrations of different buffer zones 
of the world, in the centre a map of the 
Cyprus buffer zone boundary and on the 
lower level three maps showing from left to 
right the buffer zone, the rivers of the island 
and the geomorphology.
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the zone are the positions the opposing armies held during the last 
moments of  the invasion. Thus the limit of  the buffer zone is also 
a critical historical evidence expressed in spatial terms throughout 
the island. 
 
Inside the city walls the buffer zone is a neglected area full 
of  abandoned buildings in the place where the heart of  the 
commercial life of  Nicosia was beating. The different layers of  
history projected one upon the other are still evident. The old 
riverbed provides with underground waters the extensive flora 
that is taking over the buffer zone while the shops with the large 
open facades are still waiting for the new customers. The line is 
marked with barrels full of  sand painted in the colors of  Greece 
or Turkey (not in the colors of  the independent Republic of  
Cyprus), barbed wires or built with cement blocks. Until 2003 it 
was impossible for anyone to cross the border of  the buffer zone 
and go to the other side. Prior to a referendum concerning the 
future of  the island in 2004, the leaders of  the two communities 
decided to open a series of  barricades allowing anyone to cross to 
the other side4. In Nicosia there are two barricades today, one for 
cars in front of  the Ledra Palace Hotel and the other at the end of  
Ledra Street (now the major commercial street of  Nicosia), just 
for pedestrians which also happens to be the only connecting point 
inside the walled city. 
 
The project deals with the different types of  limits affecting 
the growth of  Nicosia and the connectivity between the two 
communities focussing on a hypothetical scenario of  a reunification 
of  the city. The city is not growing in an organic way on both 
sides since the centre of  the city is now at the edge of  it. This 
is creating a phenomenon of  decay especially in the walled city 
which is considered a ghetto, inaccessible and far away from the 
geographical centre of  the city which is shifted southern around 
the area of  Strovolos. 
 
The proposal is concerned with the in-between space of  the 
buffer zone in the walled city and also the transition of  the buffer 
zone after it intersects with the limit of  the medieval walls. The 
program of  the proposal is determined by its past, the traces, 
the memory of  the place but also the future of  the city which is 
still alive on both sides of  the wall.  In the first stage I analyze 
different fragments of  the capital’s buffer zone, each time through 
a different perspective, the project obtains information and facts 
regarding the form, the program and the consequences of  the final 
proposal. 

4. In 2021 there were 7 crossing 
points in the entire buffer zone, 
Limnitis, Ayios Nikolaos, Pyla, Ledra 
Street, Ledra Palace, Ayios Dometios 
and Astromeritis. After the global 
pandemic in March of 2020 the 
crossing points closed for the first 
time after they opened back in 2003



19

The Contemporary Project 2020 - 2021
MBArch ETSAB UPC

F06: Barrels colored in blue and 
white divide the capital city
Photographer: Roman Robroek

F07: A playground in the Greek side 
of the city next to some barrels 
marking the division line
Photographer: Photo by flickr user 
dronepicr

F05: Children play in a park next to 
a fence marking the United Nations 
buffer zone in a partially restricted 
area in the Turkish Cypriot controlled 
area of central Nicosia
Photographer: Neil Hall
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D02: Maps illustrating the different 
uses (religious, cultural etc) and the 
different ethnicities that inhabited 
the capital city (by author)
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A changing boundary - The river
During the times of  the Luisignans, the city’s river passed 
through the centre of  the city following a route approximately 
from the Paphos gate and exiting at around Famagusta Gate.  The 
Venetians decided to use the river’s flow to fill the moat encircling 
the new walls and to protect the city from floodings and diverted 
the river. Pediaios was once again diverted probably during the 
Ottoman conquest, when it was completely diverted towards the 
north. The river comes from the mountain of  Machairas and is 
the longest river in Cyprus with 98km length and after passing 
through the Mesaoria plateau it meets the sea at the Famagusta 
bay. Before the Venetians the river had caused several floods to the 
capital. Even though it runs only during the wintertime and after 
extensive rainfalls in 1330 it destroyed many houses and many 
people were drowned after it entered the city. 

The old riverbed of  the river was covered and became in the next 
centuries the most commercial road of  the city, Ermou street. It 
is also one of  the few roads that cross the city entirely in contrast 
to the labyrinthine alleys of  the medieval city. The old trace of  
the river from the place where it passed before the walls where 
built is still visible in the city’s urban fabric. The riverbed was 
covered and turned into the most commercial street of  Nicosia, 
taking its name from the Greek God of  trade, Ermis. The street 
was the only one that crossed the entire city from west to east 
connecting Paphos Gate with Famagusta Gate. Since the two 
communities had already lived in different sectors of  the old city 
prior to the Turkish invasion of  1974 and the subsequent division 
of  the island, The Turkishcypriots inhabited the northern part 
while the Grekcypriots the southern part. Ermou street acted as 
a meeting point for the different cultures, a common ground for 
socializing and trade. 

The importance of  these traces is critical for my proposal since 
they are the first limits of  the city and the ones that survived the 
longest. We have to understand the powers that formed modern 
day Nicosia and specifically the spatial walls that restricted the 
growth, divided or connected the different ethnicities. In that 
perspective, the former riverbed of  the city is a triple limit since 
it coincides with the trace of  Ermou street and nowadays it is 
largely the same with the buffer zone of  Nicosia. 
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F08: Aerial View of Nicosia in 1963.  
Ermou street is visible in the middle 
with a narrow but strict line crossing 
the city from east to west. 

F09: Photoshoped map showing 
Nicosia centre in 1963 in black and 
white and the buffer zone of Nicosia 
in 2014 in color. The previously 
well defined commercial street has 
given its place to a combination 
of abandoned  buildings and wild 
flora. The underground waters of the 
former river maintain the plants and 
bushes that grow inside the buffer 
zone 
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Nicosia International Airport
A symbol of past and future
After Cyprus independence in 1960, tourism in the island gained a 
major boost, a lot of  new hotels were built especially in the coastal 
city of  Famagusta which was famous amongst celebrities of  that 
time for its golden beach.
The country was in need of  a new airport to accommodate the 
growing number of  tourists. Nicosia Airport was initially not a 
commercial one but it was constructed in 1930s to support Royal 
Airforce and until the end of  Word War II it was used for air 
operations of  the british army and the allies. Following the end 
of  the war it was also used for commercial purposes. The new 
airport terminal was built in 1968 with the official opening made 
from president Makarios in 27 March of  1968. The main airport 
runway had a length of  2958 meters and the secondary runway 
1825 meters. The airport traffic increased rapidly going from 6950 
flights and 248 599 passengers in 1967 to 14717 flights and 785 
564 passengers in 1973. The airport only worked for 6 years until 
the Turkish invasion of  1974 when it was one of  the first targets 
that were bombed and it has been in the United Nations Buffer 
zone since then.

The new terminal was designed by the German company Dorsch 
und Gehrmann from Wiesbaden, today Dorsch Group, and was 
built by Cybarco at a cost of   £1,100,000 sterling. The new 
terminal was an instant success for its innovative design. The 
building had a simple rectangular layout. The main departure area 
was a large open space covering the entire height of  the building. 
Leather seats that made a huge impression at the time covered the 
area and wood of  high quality was used for the duty free shops and 
other uses on the surroundings. Big circular sunlights provided 
most of  the buildings lighting making it very energy efficient due 
to the island’s sunny weather, in addition to the large windows on 
the two sides of  the buildings. Most Nicosians still have memories 
of  the building showing the significant impact it had at the 
agricultural population of  the time. 

Like every small society, modernism as well as other architectural 
movements, arrived to the island with several years delay 
compared to other metropolitan cities. The automated doors that 
opened when someone touched on the carpet in front of  them 
were considered a unique technological innovation and the airport 
was characterized by the press at the time as the Jewel of  the 
Mediterranean. Since no real safety measures were taken at the 
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F10: Poster on the wall of Nicosia’s 
Airport advertising Cyprus as the 
island of living art
Photographer: Andros Efstathiou

F11: The departure hall at the airport 
before the invasion of 1974
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airports at that time the airport’s cafe was a popular meeting place 
for the Nicosians with Ledra Palace Hotel being responsible for 
the catering. The large area with the two curtain walls and the 
suspended metal staircase was the area where people said goodbye 
to their loved ones before their flight. Afterwards they could move 
to the upper floor through the great staircase and wave goodbye 
from the outdoor balcony that overlooked the runway. 

Nicosia Airport was built as a symbol of  the island’s bright 
future, an optimistic monument for the independent Republic of  
Cyprus, that would help Greekcypriots and Turkishcypriots to 
connect with the rest of  the world. It has remained however a 
symbol of  the exact opposite. Stack in time, left to remind both 
sides of  the division of  the island, it still remains an open wound 
that would probably never be healed. The Republic of  Cyprus has 
two international airports today one in Larnaca and the other one 
in Paphos while the occupied north part has also one airport in 
the northern part of  Nicosia. Even in a possible reunification of  
the island three airports for a population of  1 million people are 
more than enough especially when Larnaca’s Airport and Tymbou 
Airport being at a distance of  30 minutes from Nicosia. So the 
question remains, what is the future of  Nicosia International 
Airport. One of  the most pioneering architects of  airport design 
Eero Saarinen designed two very important airports, TWA 
terminal at JFK and also Hellinikon airport in Athens, Greece. The 
first one has been transformed into a hotel after being replaced 
with a new terminal, preserving the original design of  the airport 
in a questionable renovation.  The second one will be preserved 
as part of  a large metropolitan park for the southern suburbs of  
Athens. So should Nicosia Airport be preserved in the original 
design even though it will never be a functioning airport again, 
or should it be transformed into a hotel or a conference center 
with major modifications that will alter its original design. Finally 
would it be more honest for the island’s history and the failure to 
make a leap towards the future, to demolish it after 47 years of  
unuse?. 

F12: The modernist suspended 
staircase at Nicosia’s International 
Airport 42 years after it was 
abandoned.
Photographer: Roman Robroek
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ii. Walls and Voids
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references and methodology 
The second chapter focuses on other theoretical examples of  cities 
that have experienced the impact from the presence of  a wall as well 
as other projects that deal with the concept of  division or trace. 
This leads to the main theoretical background of  my proposal, the 
theory of  field conditions by Stan Allen, a contemporary approach 
to the city of  21st century. 

I deal with other cases of  cities or theoretical works that deal with 
the issue of  complexity in the urban fabric and more specifically 
in cases of  divided or with strong spatial boundaries of  cities. 
Firstly the analysis of  several cities that have been affected by the 
presence of  a dividing line as well as some theoretical projects 
from the late 20th century that deal with the same terms. 

Secondly I examine the theory of  field conditions which becomes 
the backbone of  my research as a contemporary approach to the 
city of  the 21st century. 
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Visible and Invisible walls

The first no man’s land described the land that was outside of  the 
London Walls. The majority of  medieval cities had a defensive 
mechanism to protect the city from the enemies so at the same time 
the geographical area of  a city was determined and any expansion 
was possible only inside the existing area or by expanding the city 
walls. This type of  limit was a physical barrier that could not be 
altered by the city it rather shaped the cities it enclosed. 

After the industrial revolution the cities needed space to expand, 
and the walls no longer served their original defense purpose. The 
cities had to determine the best design strategy that would help 
them transform from a medieval town to a new modern city. In 
some cases like the cities of  Vienna and Barcelona the old walls 
were demolished and the city continued with a new urban plan 
with larger roads and urban blocks allowing easy commute for 
cars. 

“Urban voids are undesirable urban areas that are in need of  
redesign, anti-space, making no positive contribution to the 
surroundings or users. They are ill-defined, without measurable 
boundaries and fail to connect elements in a coherent way.”5 
Trancik gave this definition for urban voids in his book Finding 
lost space, and this is how these cities viewed the void that was 
created by the medieval walls and moats. Vienna used this void 
to create a new ring road with public buildings while Barcelona 
expanded the urban fabric and created a new system designed by 
Idelfonso Cerda.  

Other cities like in the case of  Nicosia, have preserved their walls 
until these days that are considered a monument of  cultural 
heritage worth of  preserving. Even if  this is the case, when an 
earthquake hit the city of  L’ Aquila in central Italy, it caused 
severe damages and collapse in many parts of  the city’s medieval 
walls. When that happened the local authorities discussed the 
possibilities of  not reconstructing the entire walls but modifying 
them in order to adapt better in the city of  21st century.6

On the other hand walls can also be invisible. Political conflicts, 
socio economic or religious differences, technological gaps can 
cause a city to be divided or segregated in different parts.

5. Trancik, R (1986). Finding lost 
space, theories of Urban Design. 
USA, Van Nostrand Reinhold 
Company. p.1 chapter 1

6. Benedetti, J. Di Martino, S. Le mura 
di L’Aquila: restauro e valorizzazione
The proposed design tries not to 
convert the walls into an open-air 
museum, but rather to turn them into 
a living part of the city, a tangible 
sign of the local identity and an 
orientation landmark within the 
urban fabric
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F13: Vienna Map after the demolition 
of the walls. The change in the 
design of the urban fabric is evident 
as well as the replacement of the old 
moat with the new ring road

F14: Walls are not only visible. In the 
case of Sao Paulo an invisible wall 
divides the poor neighborhoods from 
the more privileged. The density 
change is visible from above. 
Map from Google Earth

F15: Invisible walls of the past 
are still visible today because of 
technology. Berlin is still divided 
in East and West when it comes to 
electricity lighting colour.
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Traces of division
The concept of  invisible limits has affected many theoreticians of  
the 20th century. One of  them in one of  his most iconic projects 
was the founder of  OMA, Rem Koolhaas in his project Exodus - 
The voluntary prisoners.

“Once, a city was divided in two parts. One part became the Good 
Half, the other part the Bad Half. The inhabitants of  the Bad Half  
began to flock to the good part of  the divided city, rapidly swelling 
into an urban exodus.
If  this situation had been allowed to continue forever, the popu-
lation of  the Good Half  would have doubled, while the Bad Half  
would have turned into a ghost town. After all attempts to inter-
rupt this undesirable migration had failed, the authorities of  the 
bad part made desperate and savage use of  architecture: they built 
a wall around the good part of  the city, making it completely inac-
cessible to their subjects. 

The Wall was a masterpiece. 

Originally no more than some pathetic strings of  barbed wire 
abruptly dropped on the imaginary line of  the border, its psycho-
logical and symbolic effects were infinitely more powerful than its 
physical appearance.”

The first page of  the project illustrates a city divided in two parts 
the good and the bad divided only by a barbed wire, in an uncanny  
resemblance to the current state of  Nicosia. OMA extent this idea 
in a hypothetical scenario where suddenly a set of  huge walls ap-
pears in the center of  London creating a strip of  intense desirabil-
ity. Soon all the inhabitants want to be admitted to the new strip 
creating an overflow of  population and leading the rest of  the city 
into decay creating a pack of  ruins.

In the project of  La Villette, Eisenman proposes a superposition 
of  traces on the site. The abattoir who occupied the area in 1867 
back to 1848 when Thiers wall covered the site and to the current 
Paris of  Bernard Tschumi’s La Villette project, the proposal sug-
gest that this traces are a continuation of  the Cannaregio project 
where the grid acts as the common denominator for the site.

Both of  the projects had great ideas in the concept of  walls and 
managing traces in the urban fabric at the time they were intro-
duced.

F16: Exodus, or the voluntary 
prisoners of architecture, 1972 Rem 
Koolhaas, Madelon Vreisendorp, Elia 
Zenghelis, and Zoe Zenghelis (the 
photo is rotated and cropped from 
the original)
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Respecting the differences
The complexity of  the 21st century city is profound by the 
examples that were examined in the previous chapters. The theory 
of  Field Conditions was introduced in 1996 by the architect and 
theoretician Stan Allen. Although the theory can be placed in any 
part of  architectural thought, Allen considers it a fundamentally 
urban concept, emerging from the desire to pay close attention to 
the intricacy of  the contemporary city. With that in mind, the city 
of  Nicosia is the perfect ground to apply these principles. The task 
of  stitching new construction into the fabric of  the existing city, 
as Allen said, was a matter of  recognizing that the city is no longer 
a coherent, stable field, but is itself  marked by social, political, and 
technological change.

Furthermore it aims in generalizing any formal or spatial matrix 
capable of  unifying diverse elements while respecting the 
identity of  each. The theory of  field conditions cannot produce 
a systematic theory of  architectural composition thus they are 
working concepts derived from experimentation in contact with 
the real. They should be generalized under the prism of  grid since 
they can be applied in any system whose overall integrity is not 
disrupted by removing or adding new parts. And this flexibility is 
what makes them primarily an urban concept. They emerged out 
of  the desire to respect the capacity of  the city and its citizens to 
produce complexity and difference on their own terms. 
 
In the case of  Nicosia, the city has been developed in two completely 
separated parts one in the north and one in the south with huge 
differences but also a great number of  similarities. The complexity 
of  the two cultures, their religions, their commercial life have been 
developed in parallel, a few metres apart but unaware of  what is 
happening on the other side. This is what the proposal has to deal 
with. An abstract grid, a system that will organise the different 
functions, highlighting the traces of  the past but overlooking the 
future. 

An abstract machine is not physical or corporeal any more than 
it is semiotic, it is diagrammatic, it operates by matter not by 

substance, by function not by form 
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F17: Diagram of different fields 
designed by Stan Allen
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Palmanova and Nicosia  
The twin cities  

In the case of  Nicosia the fact that the existing urban fabric of  
the city remained intact was considered as one of  the failures of  
the fortifications of  the city when the Ottomans conquered the 
city in 1571. When Giulio Savorgnano was called by the Venetians 
to redesign the fortifications of  the city of  Palmanova in north 
Italy he executed a slightly altered plan of  Nicosia even though 
he was criticized that his plan did not prevent the Turkish siege. 
Palmanova’s design was completed in the first decade of  the 16th 
century. The only differences between the two cities are that 
Palmanova has 9 instead of  11 bastions and most importantly that 
its urban fabric develops around a central square where all the 
radial streets of  the city end.

Interestingly even though the majority of  cities can be described as 
some sort of  field, when comparing Nicosia and almanova, the twin 
cities, designed by the same engineer we can see that Palmanova 
is one of  the examples of  urban fabric that can not be described 
as a field. Firstly the case of  Palmanova can’t be considered a field 
since there is a clear center with radial streets stretching towards 
the walls. This gives it the form of  an object and because of  this 
one centrality the city’s radius can’t be continued infinitely. That 
is not the case in Nicosia. Even though there is no clear plan on 
the way the city was built this spontaneous urbanity that is created 
by the different forces and elements that shape the city has created 
a field that was expanded easily outside of  the walls and even 
after the division the two parts were able to continue working and 
growing separately as two identical fields.

The geometric grid of  Palmanova would require a different design 
in a case of  division while Nicosia is driven by the different forces 
who formed the city for the past centuries. The layers of  history 
are superimposed one upon the other creating a similar effect like 
on the case of  Tschumi’s La Villete.

By its nature “the abstraction of the grid as an organising 
device suggested the disjunction between an architectural 

signifier and its programmatic signified, between the space and 
the use that is made of it” 

(Tschumi, 1987, Prologue VI)
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D04: Palmanova Map, contrary to 
the case of Nicosia Palmanova 
can be best described as an object 
city meaning that the city’s radial 
structure with a central square does 
not allow an easy expansion outside 
of the defined perimeter of the walls

D03: Nicosia Map, projected in 
orange the road network of the city 
illustrates that the city’s expansion 
was possible due to the organic 
urban fabric that allowed an easy 
repetition of the existing field 
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D05: Nicosia’s road network on the 
north and southern part, showing 
the shift of the geographical centre 
towards both directions.
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c. Limits - Constraints and 
opportunities for the city
The walled city of  Nicosia is a medieval city perfectly defined by 
the circular walls that surround it. From the ancient times until the 
the  20th century this was a limit that was unbreakable and defined 
the city’s limits. Since then the city has expanded in all directions 
but the trace of  the old city is visible through the void of  the walls’ 
moat. A series of  theoreticians have studied the impacts of  limits 
in cities development. My research focuses on the project Non stop 
City by Archizoom. 

Non stop city was a manifesto lead from the examples of  other 
city planners like Ildefonso Cerdà in the 19th century and Ludwig 
Hilberseimer in the first half  of  20th century. Cerda’s planning 
for the extension of  Barcelona, which ironically included the 
demolition of  the existing walls, resulted in a non figurative design 
for the city. The grid of  the city was an abstract element of  design 
which simplified the distribution of  services and roads throughout 
the city, through an equal distribution. Thus a religious center 
appears in every nine blocks, a marketplace every four, a park 
every eight, a hospital every sixteen and so on. The plan of  the 
extension of  the city is practically limitless since it is based on a 
formula based on production.  Non stop city was a proposal based 
on the same concept of  a formless, limitless city. In this case the 
city is dissolved into a structure  that houses the infrastructural 
elements of  the city. Interior and exterior, landscape and city, 
living or working are meant to happen on the same artificially 
produced surfaced, well lit eventually endless. The city is simply 
what the city requires to be produced, and what the city wants.

This concept of  an infinite city is not something Nicosia is familiar 
with since for many years the city’s growth was suspended by the 
walls, this meant that the size of  the city was standard and all the 
facilities had to fit in this circle, Today something different happens, 
a seemingly infinite city is broken in two parts that restrict the 
expansion and connection of  the city. The geographical centre is 
also shifted in the north and south. Yet the city seems to continue 
to function.
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F18: Project Non Stop City by 
Archizoom Associati

F19: Project City Walls by DOGMA 
Architects
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iii. a hybrid form of 
urbanism
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designing the limit 
The third chapter of  my research is the development of  the 
previous two. After I studied the site and the unique situation 
of  the city, I tried to understand how limits, walls or voids can 
affect the contemporary cities and in what ways did architects 
and theoreticians studied the consequences of  the presence of  
such dividing mechanisms in the urban fabric. The potential of  a 
building to expand beyond its original use, can be associated in the 
way landscape changes over time. 

Any proposal has to respect this different aspects of  the city and 
be able to merge them together. The concepts of  the landform 
building and of  landscape urbanism is not a literal translation into 
the proposal but rather a schematic reconstruction of  some basic 
principles into a 21st century linear city park.

In the case of  an intervention in the scale that could cover the 
entire length of  the enclosed buffer zone, landscape urbanism 
comes with a set of  tools allowing further experimentation. Just 
as landscape changes over time allowing for different element of  
spatial interaction to emerge, architecture that imitates landscape 
also has the same tendency to adapt and transform. Their power 
lies in their horizontal orientation which demonstrates a strong 
relationship with the ground a connection to the urban context.  
As we can see the former river became a busy street for many 
centuries and now nature is taking over what used to belong to it. 
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A hybrid form of urbanism
After the introduction into the concept of  the buffer zone and the 
limits in urban fabrics, the second chapter is taking a step fur-
ther into the approach of  the project. The theoretical background 
that is firstly introduced is that of  the mat - building. a term first 
used by Alison Smithson in 1974 (the same year that the buffer 
zone of  Nicosia was created). The interest around the concept of  
mat building seems to be revived in several recent studies. The 
basic compositional principles of  this type of  building is metrics, 
programme and place, and the tools that are used dismantled the 
compositional principles of  the early modern period. 

The metrics of  the project are very important since we are dis-
cussing a high density mega structure. In the case of  Frankfurt 
and Berlin projects by Candillis, Josic and Woods and also Venice’s 
hospital by Le Corbusier they all have the Modulor in common. 
In Frankfurt the basic module is 3.66m and is determined by the 
width of  the pedestrian streets, while the complete module mea-
sures 36.47 metres, the depth of  the adjacent buildings. In the 
Free University of  Berlin the module is 65.63 metres which equals 
to the distance covered in a one minute walk.

The program of  such buildings dismantle all the programmatic 
functions and emphasizes on circulations, destructing any hierar-
chies. The functional hybridization is a common value, the build-
ing acts as a living organism including various diverse uses.

The second chapter uses the theoretical framework of  the mat 
building as a guide but through a more contemporary approach, 
the though revolves around the concept of  landscape urbanism, 
an idea that suggests a city were nature and buildings are blend 
together. 

“ a mat building proposes some kind of loose scaffolding 
based on systematic organization of the parts”

Stan Allen
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F20: Venice Hospital by Le Corbusier, 
an example of mat building
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Landscape Urbanism
The mat urbanism theory comes with a critique regarding the 
object building. A megaform is different from a megastructure in 
the way it adapts to its surroundings. As it is perceived from the 
book Landform Building7, the common link between landscape 
and architecture can be defined by the concept of  megastructure.  
The buildings are no longer autonomous structures but rather 
they are defined by urban context, roads, trees etc. The connection 
of  the mat buildings and this types of  structures with the 
ground is evident from their strong horizontal orientation. This 
relationship between the changing landscape and an architecture 
that communicates with the different elements of  the city is the 
key factor to my proposal.

As an evolution to the concept of  field conditions the third chapter 
studies the term landscape urbanism, also used by Stan Allen in his 
book, Landform Building. This term, introduces a new typology of  
buildings that balance between building and city and due to their 
large scale but also their ground horizontal orientation.  It has a 
close relationship with field conditions since it argues that a city 
is constructed by well interconnected field rather than an array of  
objects and buildings. A large portion of  the design culture that 
is today landscape urbanism, was initiated and developed in the 
AA Landscape Urbanism programme, even though the term was 
first introduced as the Landscape Urbanism conference in Chicago 
in April 1997 by Peter Connolly, Richard Weller, James Corner, 
Mohsen Mostafavi who have already explored the boundaries of  
landscape urbanism from the late 1980s. 

On the same path Stan Allen categorizes in his book landform 
building 7 types of  landscape urbanism. Among them the concept 
atmosphere - forested canopies refers mostly to vast interiors that 
imitate nature through a blank canvas with great flexibility in 
terms of  uses and structure. A similar principle could be applied 
in the territory of  the buffer zone to allow with great flexibility 
the creation of  different types of  public spaces. The variability and 
reversibility of  such structure in urban scale allows for different 
patterns of  social and spatial interaction to emerge. 

7. Stan Allen and Mark McQuade 
Landform Building: Architecture’s 
New Terrain (Baden: Lars Muller 
Publichers, 2011)



47

The Contemporary Project 2020 - 2021
MBArch ETSAB UPC

F21 UN soldiers walking inside the 
buffer zone of Nicosia

“ Architecture is situated between the biological and the geological—slower than living but 
faster than the underlying geology.”

Stan Allen
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One of  the categories of  the book Landform building refers 
to buildings that have some sort of  atmosphere that are best 
described by the authors as forested canopies. That type is one 
of  my references for my proposal since they combine a structural 
flexibility with adaptability to any environment.

The first example is the competition proposal by OMA for the 
Agadir Convention Center in Morocco in 1990. The project 
creates a major urban room a covered plaza on the beach. The 
architects inspired by the beauty of  the site and the curvilinear 
landscape, extended the hills inside the building cover major public 
components of  the program. By mirroring the image a same kind 
of  artificial landscape appears on the roof. The whole system is 
supported by the forest of  columns, with shafts of  light bringing 
natural light to the interior. The architects refer to a modern 
interpretation of  Islamic Space, an example used by Stan Allen for 
his theory of  the field conditions as one of  the first examples of  
mat buildings (referring to the mosque of  Cordoba). Finally the 
architects pay great attention to the materiality of  the project with 
references to traditional Moroccan architecture. 

The second example is a more contemporary project designed 
by Junya Ishigami and Associates for the Kanagawa Institute of  
technology in 2010. The building is a workshop for students to 
spend their days working inside, however the basic concept that 
drove the design was the idea of  working outside while being 
outdoors. Thus a floor to ceiling glass makes the building appear 
weightless and elegant and at the same time, 305 columns placed 
in a seemingly random order create zoned spaces for the students 
to work. 

The forested canopies typologies refer to mainly indoor spaces 
that try to imitate a sense of  landscape. In the case of  Nicosia 
the same concept can provide a great flexibility in constructing 
new pavilions and buildings, allowing at the same time nature to 
continue to grow among them. 
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F22 Floor plan of Agadir Convention 
Centre in Morocco designed by OMA

F23 Floor plan of the workshop 
designed by Junya Ishigami and 
Associates for the Kanagawa 
Institute of technology in 2010
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The inverted buffer zone
A project that merges all the knowledge gained by the research 
on the mat building typology and subsequently on the landscape 
urbanism theory is the Detroit Rock city, a project by Stan Allen 
Architects.

The program is drawn by the Packard Plant once the largest 
factory in the world, a symbol of  the automobile industry 
era, now a megastructure ruin decaying along with the rest of  
Detroit suburbs. The depopulation of  the city has emerged within 
the city creating uncontrolled green areas. In the middle of  
this vast suburban green spaces the enormous in scale concrete 
structure with the vast horizontality, reminding of  the idea of  a 
groundscraper, will be transformed through the proposal in a new 
complex and flexible urban landscape based on the combination of  
smaller parts. 

The architects acknowledge the problems of  the site, “The site is 
too remote, the scale too vast and the urban fabric too fragmented. 
In short the usual urban design strategies will not work here. On 
the other hand, the assets of  the site are extraordinary, beginning 
with the quality and scale of  the architecture itself.”8 The project 
can be summed under the title city within a city. Instead of  
conceiving the complex as a single building, an array of  smaller 
scale architectural objects are scattered throughout the available 
surface of  the project. Accepting the current situation of  the city 
were nature is taking over the depopulated areas, the program 
suggest botanical garden as possible vibrant public spaces devoted 
to leisure and education.

8. Description of the project by Stan 
Allen Architect, source: https://www.
metalocus.es/en/news/detroit-rock-
city-a-vertical-botanic-garden-stan-
allen-architect

F24 Material from the presentation 
of the project by Stan Allen 
Architects (left and opposite page)
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An excavation methodology for 
the city
So far I have made an effort to understand the causes of  division and 
the consequences this had to the city. Furthermore the theoretical 
background that supports the field conditions as a contemporary 
approach to the mat building theory rises as a potential solution to 
the complexity and contradiction which describes contemporary 
cities and specifically the unique case of  Nicosia. In order to clarify 
my methodology of  intervention to the site I used the case of  the 
Wheeler - Kenyon Method, a system that is used in archaeology 
and was first introduced by the Wheeler couple at Verulamium 
in 1930 and further refined by Kathleen Kenyon9 during her 
excavations at Jericho.  

This archaeological method suggests digging in a series of  squares 
that create a grid above an archaeological site, creating a network 
of  walking corridors and a series of  squares for excavating.  This 
technique was proved very helpful in the excavations of  Jericho 
since it allowed more precise stratigraphic observations than the 
earlier horizontal exposure techniques. The long and complicated 
occupational history of  Jericho can be resembled with the one of  
Nicosia. The complex environment of  the buffer zone with the 
different traces of  the past can be only analyzed and understood 
through a system that will respect the differences of  the city and 
highlight the various element that have formed it. 

By expanding the possibilities given by this method of  excavation, 
the city will be open to exploration by different design approaches 
targeting directly in highlighting the qualities that unify the 
divided capital. Thus, heritage, nature and people are the three 
main aspects the intervention aims to connect with different 
elements of  design. 

9. Joseph A. Callaway, “Dame 
Kathleen Kenyon 1906-1978,” The 
Biblical Archaeologist, Vol. 42, No. 2. 
(Spring, 1979), pp. 122–125.
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D06 Could it be possible to use some 
of the qualities of an excavation 
process to define a method of 
intervention?

F25 Aerial image of Nicosia’s 
centre during the excavations at 
the site where the new cathedral 
was built near the Archibishop’ s 
Palace. Ironically a method used 
to determine the layers of history 
of a place was used before the 
construction of a megastructure that 
erased every trace of memory.
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SITE A

Masterplan

i. MEDIEVAL WALLS
=

HERITAGE

ii. OLD RIVERBED
=

NATURE

iii. BUFFER ZONE
= 

PEOPLE
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BUFFER ZONE

OLD RIVERBED

MEDIEVAL WALLS
SITE B
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iv. buffer conclusus
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Focusing on the sites
In a hypothetical scenario of  a possible reunification, the 
most important thing is to determine the priorities on 
which these limits will be revived. The first one being the 
exact locations of  intervention, can be examined easily by 
subdividing the area of  Nicosia into sectors. The west one 
extends from the old airport until Paphos Gate of  the old 
walls of  Nicosia, the second extends inside the medieval 
walls and the last sector, the east one, from Famagusta Gate 
until the University of  Cyprus. Clearly the most interesting 
and valuable for the evolution of  the city is the one inside 
the city centre, which urges for reunification of  the perfect 
circle that encloses the old city.  The buffer zone that 
extends in this part goes from Rocca Bastion until Flatro 
Bastion at the east. This gives the buffer zone a starting 
and ending point. The buffer zone is approximately 30-50 
metres wide throughout this part of  the city, following 
especially in the western part exactly the route of  the old 
riverbed of  Pediaios and also the trace of  Ermou street  and 
at the eastern part it heads north towards Agios Kassianos 
area. Having these in mind, I decided to study two locations, 
one of  the bastions and one part of  the city where the three 
traces intersect, the river, the street and the buffer zone. 
The latter focuses on the fragment of  the buffer zone which 
was further developed in chapter 2 due to its significance for 
both communities as a meeting point prior to the division.
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D07 Rocca Bastion site intervention

D08 Ermou street Site intervention
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D09 Axonometric diagram of the 
proposal, showing the connection of 
the grid with the elevated walkway 
and the different interventions along 
the path
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D10 Integration of the existing flora 
of the buffer zone into the proposal 
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Heritage - The new library
Firstly I decided to deal with Rocca Bastion, which falls 
inside the buffer zone with the upper part being under the 
Turkish control. Southern of  the bastion is the historic 
Paphos gate and right next to it an opening in the walls 
made by the British colonial force during the 19th century to 
allow easy access of  cars inside the old city. The area is also 
adjacent to the building of  the House of  Representatives 
of  the Republic of  Cyprus, the Cyprus Museum and the 
Municipal garden of  the city, in the part outside of  the 
walls. Inside the medieval walls this area was historically 
the place where two minorities of  the city used to live. 
Northern of  the buffer zone is the Armenian quarter and 
southern the Maronite community quarter. The Armenian 
quarter is visible from the south part of  the city across the 
moat and still fascinates with the architecturally significant 
mansions of  the Armenian community. 

Rocca Bastion was chosen over Flatro bastion for the greater 
amount of  complexity this location presents. The moat in 
this part is broken into pieces with the road networks and 
several uses blocking easy access for the pedestrians.  From 
south to north, tennis courts, the archaeological space of  
the old Paphos gate road, the new elevated road leading to 
the opening made by the British and of  course the buffer 
zone create a situation where the visual connection of  the 
walls is erased. 

The program of  the bastion is something also waiting to 
be determined. However to determine a program, a goal 
should be set for the intentions of  the intervention. Since 
this was not only a proposal aiming to connect the level of  
the medieval moat but it is mainly a proposal to connect the 
buffer zone throughout the entire length of  the limit inside 
the city, The bastion would act also as a vertical connector 
between the moat and the buffer zone in the upper level. 
This meant that this new structure should also extend in 
a vertical direction in the part of  the bastion compared 
to the traditional horizontal orientation of  the landscape 
urbanism typology 

The exact location of  this connection also waited to be 
determined. The buffer zone covers the full extent of  
the bastion. A solution would be to place two vertical 
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connections on the two bays created from the bastion, 
one on the north and one on the south but that would 
also create a new division between the two communities. 
A second option would be to place the connection inside 
the bastion in the part connecting the heart shaped bastion 
with the main core of  the walls. That would create a much 
more monumental entrance two that part of  the city since 
it would require creating openings on the face of  the walls 
to allow pedestrians entering this new gate. After analyzing 
the different parameters and the two directions the proposal 
requires to connect; north - south and vertical, I decided to 
remove the part of  the bastion that connects it to the main 
core of  the walls to create a new passage and a possible 
new circular route that would run throughout the entire 
perimeter of  the walls. This new passageway would give 
new perspective to the existing moat and a great flexibility 
to the public space that would outweigh the drawbacks to 
such an action. 

The main concern for this type of  intervention is the 
significant cultural heritage the venetian walls present as 
a unique monument of  Renaissance defense mechanism. 
The demolition of  even a part of  the historic walls 
would come to contradiction to the Venice Charter of  
1964, which declares in article 7 that “A monument is 
inseparable from the history to which it bears witness and 
from the setting in which it occurs. The moving of  all or 
part of  a monument cannot be allowed except where the 
safeguarding of  that monument demands it or where it is 
justified by national or international interest of  paramount 
importance. “, even though in Article 5 it clearly indicates a 
possibility of  alteration in the case of  change of  use “The 
conservation of  monuments is always facilitated by making 
use of  them for some socially useful purpose. Such use is 
therefore desirable but it must not change the lay-out or 
decoration of  the building. It is within these limits only that 
modifications demanded by a change of  function should be 
envisaged and may be permitted.” In the case of  the walls 
of  Nicosia a change is definitely evident since the walls are 
no longer used as a defense mechanism for the city but their 
importance is undeniable when it comes to preserving the 
image of  the medieval city. 

Another aspect to consider is that the original material of  
the walls, the characteristic Cypriot yellow limestone has 
been replaced several times since the 16th century so the 

1964. INTERNATIONAL CHARTER 
FOR THE CONSERVATION AND 
RESTORATION OF MONUMENTS 
AND SITES (THE VENICE CHARTER 
1964). [ebook] Venice: ICOMOS - 
International Council on Monuments 
and sites. Available at: <https://www.
icomos.org/charters/venice_e.pdf> 
[Accessed 1 May 2021].
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D11 Floor plan of the library. The 
large atrium allows for natural light 
to enter the reading rooms as well as 
the level of the moat
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original material is anyway not preserved until our days. 
Moreover a new opening so close to the original opening 
made by the British would mean that the last one could 
be closed to recreate the image of  the walls and give the 
historic Paphos Gate its original function by introducing a 
new route for the pedestrians through it. 

But the most important thing is how to utilize this enormous 
space that would be created when removing that part of  
the walls. Firstly we need to introduce a new limit that will 
keep the previous line of  the walls visible to the public. This 
creates a rectangular area of  approximately 120X25 metres 
with a height of  15 metres. That gives an opportunity to 
install a new function to the territory of  the walls that can 
act as an introduction to the new route which is created 
across the buffer zone. Both parts of  Cyprus are famous 
for their universities that draw a huge number of  foreign 
students since they offer many courses in English and a 
high level of  education; having that in mind I found out that 
with the exception of  some university libraries, both the 
northern and southern part of  the city lack a contemporary 
public library for the general public. Hence I decided to 
offer a new public library, a place of  knowledge that would 
address to Greek and Turkish Cypriots but also to foreign 
visitors of  the city and would give them a common place for 
researching and learning about the island’s intense historic 
background. 

In the case of  Nicosia the module used  can be the number 
25 referring to the distance between the new limits of  
the walls and the bastion and also is the width of  the 
cathedral of  Agia Sofia or Selimiye Mosque, the most 
important religious monument for both cities. The grid of  
the cathedral also follows subdivisions of  25, 12.5m for the 
central aisle and 6.25 for the secondary aisles. 

The library is placed 5 metres below the level of  the 
bastion so the upper slab of  the building acts as a bridge 
for the bastion and the city. An atrium in the middle of  
this new structure provides natural sunlight to the lower 
level of  the moat where the public passageway exists. The 
structure is supported on steel columns based on the grid 
already explained and extends vertically above the library 
to connect with the new route along the buffer zone
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D12 Axonometric view of the Rocca 
Bastion site, showing the different 
adaptations of the system in order 
to activate different parts of the city



70

Buffer Conclusus - Renegotiating the urban limits of Nicosia
Christos Siakallis

D13 Perspective view of the 
proposed library from the level of 
the moat.
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Nature - Hortus Conclusus
Hortus conclusus is the archetype of  an enclosed garden. 
This term was the synonym of  garden during the medieval 
era since it protected the private life from a public intrusion 
either physical or visual. During that times the garden was 
usually of  square shape with two walkways that intersect 
perpendicularly in the centre, it also carried a religious 
symbolism since it was connected with the Garden of  
Eden10.

This type of  garden has been extremely relevant in a 
series of  contemporary architectural projects, completed 
or unrealized. This contradiction of  public and private that 
falls in the intersection of  city and nature is what intrigues 
architects and theoreticians of  the 21st century.

In my proposal the concept of  hortus conclusus is  used as 
an approach to the city park that can be created along this 
new route on the trace of  the buffer zone. The neglected 
zone of  the buffer zone with the extensive wild flora can be 
used as the basis of  this project. By marking the gardens 
with a transparent fence they have a greater symbolism. 
This contradiction between the organic expansion of  
nature and the strict boundaries creates a new dialogue over 
the meaning of  fences and how they alter the meaning of  
being inside or outside of  the fence even though the plants 
and bushes remain the same. It is an exact mataphor of  the 
project Exodus of  Koolhas. 

10. Antonio di Campli, USAC Turin 
2012, Landscape architecture - 
Hortus Conclusus.
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F26 The garden in her mind (painting) 
James Christensen (1942-2017)

F27 Hortus Conclusus - Proposal
Point Supreme Architects - Athens
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D14 Perspective view of the 
enclosed garden, planted with palm 
trees, a characteristic tree of the old 
city of Nicosia
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D15 View of the site of the bastion
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People - The market
During my research I came up with a nolli map of  Nicosia 
that immediately drew my attention as it presented an 
interesting contradiction with the original nolli map of  
Rome. The original nolli map was the first map where the 
urban fabric of  a city was displayed in such way, with white 
the streets and public spaces and black, the buildings. The 
only excemption to this rule were the churches in which case 
there floor plan was displayed as some sort of  open public 
space. On the other hand in the case of  Nicosia the churches 
and mosques are empty black boxes like every other building 
while the two primary markets of  the city are presented in 
the same way the churches of  the Italian capital were. This 
shows the important role of  the commercial life of  the city 
of  Nicosia as a connector of  the different communities. 

Before the Venetian walls of  Nicosia were built, Pediaios, 
the main river of  Nicosia, used to run through the centre of  
the walled city.  The Venetian rulers of  the city diverted the 
river and what was previously the riverbed streets became 
the backbone of  the east west route that connected Paphos 
and Famagusta Gates.  This axis also acted in the form 
of  the limit that would define the later Ottoman mahalle, 
a structure of  ethnically segregated communities. The 
Armenian and Turkish communities were on the northern 
part of  the city while on the south were the Greek and 
Catholic communities. The importance of  the riverbed 
area was that it was generally recognised in the common 
knowledge of  both major communities, Greek Cypriots 
and Turkish Cypriots as a mixed commercial area. So 
even though the different communities maintained their 
independence and the social life of  each one remained inside 
the invisible boundaries of  the mahalle, Ermou street was a 
common ground that acted as the main bazaar for centuries 
and was formed by the previous state of  the river. 

The importance of  this shared space was that it offered the 
opportunity for the different communities to acknowledge 
their differences but on the same track to develop a 
secondary familiarity with each other through a daily 
routine established on the concept of  trade. In order to 
understand the friction of  the different ethnicities in 
Nicosia, two pictures illustrating the street leading to Aya 
Sofya or Selimiye Mosque taken only a few meters apart 
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F28 Rome Nolli Map

F29 Nicosia Nolli Map
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D16-17 The proposal on the second 
site near the city centre, along the 
trace of the old riverbed and Ermou 
street.
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F30-31 Ermou street before 1963. 
The busy commercial street was full 
of life with people of both ethnicities. 
The two pictures show that from 
a different angle and only a few 
meters apart you could see either 
the mosque or the orthodox church
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show the intense multiculturality of  the city. On the first 
one the mosque (previously catholic cathedral) and on the 
other one the orthodox church of  St Caterina are framed by 
the vivid commercial street. 

The different fragments of  Nicosia are still visible not only 
on street level but also on the skyline of  the city. Minarets 
and bell towers are mixed with the characteristic date 
palms of  the capital of  the island. The buffer zone is only 
understood from above by linear limits of  trees that have 
taken over former riverbed. 

The Leipzig Monument to Freedom and Equality is a 
project of  an invited design competition in 2012 on which 
the contestants were asked to design a monument that would 
commemorate the Peaceful Revolution, a decisive moment 
in the history of  Leipzig that led to the fall of  the Berlin 
Wall that divided the capital of  Germany until 1989. Stan 
Allen and his team faced an entirely different challenge than 
the ones architects usually deal with. A symbolic program 
without functional requirements or necessarily interior 
spaces was the brief  of  the competition. The architects 
designed a monument made from five sided figures creating 
an iconic roofline that would recall memories of  public 
places of  the city. The church, the house, the town hall, the 
scattered parts of  a unified monument are broken into a 
field of  fragments balancing between construction and 
destruction. 

The same idea revolves around the project in the buffer zone 
of  Nicosia. How can this dead place for 50 years become 
again a vital part of  the city? Is it a riverbed, a commercial 
street or a monument of  division and the tragic history of  
the island? What landmarks need to be scattered along this 
trail to recall the memories of  the different ethnicities and 
religions that inhabit the place. 

From the architect’s website a similar process of  different 
questions is happening, “How can a monument function 
today to engage the collective imagination and offer a 
new vision of  individual rights within a larger political 
whole? Our project does not represent a fixed end-state, 
but the state constantly under construction: a monument 
in process. The site is re-conceived as a working space, such 
as a stonemason’s yard, in which a new future is built on 
the remnants of  the past. It recalls both the singularity of  
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D18 Floor plan of the new market 
square
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D19 Perspective view of the new 
market square
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the conventional monument as well as shared references: 
a village, a common house, or a ruin.” The project is a 
dynamic field of  fragments of  history that can be conceived 
as a monument but at the same time as a ruin, an entire city 
trapped in a point in history. The same thing happens in 
the case of  Nicosia. A trapped commercial street is stacked 
in a frozen moment of  a conflict back in 1963, destruction 
is taking place through decay while at the same time the 
wild nature, a trace of  the underground river that still flows 
beneath the city, demands what was previously theirs. 

The project of  Stan Allen can be used as a configurator 
for the programmatic principles of  my proposal. In order 
to balance the monumental aspect of  the project and the 
necessary functional purpose of  the most central part of  
the city, a system needs to be found that can identify and 
highlight the different layers of  history, making them also 
recognisable by the people of  the two communities. 

A new market is placed in the widest area of  the buffer 
zone. The river is allowed to pass freely on the surface of  
the new square, while the elevated walkway hugs the new 
square from all four sides, creating a covered promenade on 
the perimeter. The farmers and other people willing to sell 
their goods can place temporary stalls in the center of  the 
square which is covered by a steel structure offering shade 
for the summer months. Moreover the square can be used 
for other activities, like an open air cinema, that can be used 
as a bonding mechanism between the two communities. 
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conclusions



91

The Contemporary Project 2020 - 2021
MBArch ETSAB UPC

This research aimed in regenerating the buffer zone of  
the Mediterranean island nation of  Cyprus, and more 
specifically the part that extends throughout the capital city 
of  Nicosia. Starting by a brief  analysis and understanding 
of  the situation, I approach the buffer zone from different 
perspectives and scales. The spatial, physical and invisible 
characteristics are broken down by comparing different 
data and maps of  the location of  intervention. The research 
then moves on in a comparative analysis of  divided cities 
especially ones that have been divided due to cultural or 
political reasons, but also theoretical projects associating 
the presence of  walls with a radical change in the urban 
environments. 

Through this research, while constantly comparing the case 
of  Nicosia with other paradigms, the project is lead to the 
third part, where after using the theory of  field conditions as 
the most contemporary theory that describes diverse urban 
fabrics, I define the strategy of  intervention. Landscape 
urbanism along with the theory of  field conditions on 
which it was based, are the primary tools that develop the 
masterplan. A new system is applied on the territory of  
the city that can be adjusted and altered between the two 
sides in order to fit in the city of  today. Three sites are used 
as case studies each one dealing with a different sector of  
the city that also matches with the three limits that were 
analyzed. Heritage, nature and people are the aspects the 
new proposal is dealing with indicating possible solutions 
that the new system can establish connections whiel 
respecting the differences between the two communities. 

In conclusion, this research began as a challenge on the 
potential of  limits to transform entire cities through the 
traces that hide. The core of  the research was based on 
examples of  real cities but also on contemporary theory 
on  cities. Finally the project is a first step to a future 
reunification masterplan that highlights all the different 
parameters, the traces of  the city and the differences of  the 
people that by respecting them a viable regeneration can 
occur.
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