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Living the city, presently

The human body and the city have had a changing relationship over time, and 
today they are getting ready for the new challenge opened up by the SARS-
CoV-2 virus. 

Since 2009 the majority of the world’s population has been living in the city 
(55%). Despite the increase in digital connection opportunities, the aware-
ness of the value of physical contact has not decreased. Efforts to create 
synergies between space, bodies and connections have risen. Offices have 
been conceived more and more as relationship areas, food consumption has 
been driving the activation of public places, dwelling has increasingly turned 
into co-housing, and the stores, since they were places of experience, have 
survived to ecommerce.
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These are dimensions of physical contact sought in a defined 
space, although the technologies dedicated to remote digital in-
teraction are becoming increasingly effective.
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The new forms of communication, generated by the accessibility and spread of infor-
mation systems, have not reduced the need for encounter, on the contrary, they have 
nourished and re-oriented it. A great displacement of the population in these times 
(272 million migrants in the world), the number of travels (on July 13, 2018 there were 
205,468 flights: the busiest day in history), the intelligence put at the service of enhan-
cement of the movement speed, they all witness the attraction towards personal en-
counter and prove that physical space is not put in crisis by the virtual one. Productive 
districts, even the most technologically advanced ones, such as the Silicon Valley, live 
on these spatial relationships. 

For this reason, at least so far, the concepts of hybridization and collaboration had 
pervaded the design of the city spaces. Co-working, open areas, functional mixes and 
hybridization had guided renovations and new construction projects characterized by 
the presence of activation factors conceived along with purely technical aspects. The 
psycho-physical well-being of the individual had guided environmental experiments, 
exceeding the search for standards according to absolute parameters. Sensorial quali-
ties and customization had been also driving the definition of immersive realities. 

Space matters in the definition of opportunities generated even 
by a chance encounter, and in the creation of active economic and 
social ecosystems.

The body, with its material singularities, has been becoming the 
point of view of research on spaces, on new materials and digital 
technologies.
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From the protagonist of spatial experience and emotion, the body 
turned into a carrier of disease and a weak spot in the relations 
among human beings.
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In February 2020, though, something new 
happened. 

For the first time in history, the human being 
as a species, everywhere on the planet, had 
to isolate him/herself in order defend him/
herself from a virus. Everything that is over-
lap, encounter, mix has become a source of 
danger. 

The word contamination, which previously 
used to evoke novelty and innovation, lost its 
positive meaning. 

Strategies of isolation, flow separation and fil-
ter replaced those based on the idea of open-
ness and hybridization.
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The big attractive hubs have emptied out precisely because they 
are “attractive”, and homes have become the new centers. Here 
is where all the activities, public and private, have overlapped and 
the bodies united by family ties have been drawn together. 
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The attraction towards physical encounter 
was not lost, but it was pushed into the back-
ground due to the force-majeure reasons.

Thus, we’ve witnessed a relocation of bodies 
in the city, and places of crowding have shi-
fted. From large business and commercial 
hubs and centers towards individual dwel-
lings. The etymology of the word apartment 
(from the Spanish apartamiento, deriving 
from apartarse “to set apart”) has been re-
covered due to the need to create distance 
among bodies. 

Like an urban magnet, the fight against the 
virus has inserted an attractor in every hou-
sehold, making a rarefaction of human den-
sities in public and collective spaces in order 
to confine them, in small groups, to places of 
individuals. Only the virtual connection kept 
the overlaps alive, perhaps starting a split 
between the body and human as well as ur-
ban relations.

 

It is difficult, however, to understand the level 
of revocability of these transformations be-
cause we are still in the midst of the emer-
gency.

We cannot say that we’ve seen arise new 
dynamics or phenomena that we haven’t 
known yet. It’s been mostly the acceleration 
of processes already underway. We cannot, 
however, ignore the new perspectives that 
this violent change of habits has opened up. 
Acceleration and change of direction open up 
new possibilities for life in the city, but their 
real radication is difficult to estimate.

There’s a chance that the processes acce-
lerated by the emergency will continue their 
course; as far as novelties are concerned, we 
are uncertain: for designers, it will be a matter 
of choosing which way to go, imagining the 
future.
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Places of collective coexistence, such as re-
sidential care homes, stations, hospitals, ho-
tels, prisons, have not been able to protect life 
inside them. Should we insert the layer of he-
alth security in an urban design, it would bring 
out the map of spaces of family relationships, 
while the public and collective areas of rela-
tionships between “non-kinsmen” would be 
left “switched off”.
How will the city, place of public relations and 
the quintessential place of encounter, react 
to this urging? The strategies implemented 
so far show selection phenomena: inside the 
house there’s everything, outside the house 
there’s rarefaction, while in collective spaces 
there’s filter and distancing.

Inside the households, life, work and study 
have demanded an increase in technological 
equipment and a need for greater flexibility. 
Purchasing has also become a highly virtual 
experience with a growth of spaces dedica-
ted to reception and storage both inside and 
outside the house. These dynamics had alre-
ady been detected before the current emer-
gency and they will probably continue their 
path towards updating the housing types. 

The new houses will be characterized by the 
presence of concierge services, the square 
meters dedicated to common rooms, and the 
areas dedicated to the reception of goods. 
The already requested provision of open spa-
ces connected to the apartment will grow.

While crowding reigns inside the house, “di-
stancing” is the watchword outside the home 
– though it doesn’t mean there’s a desert out 
there. With the logic of “chez moi”, coined by 
the mayor of Paris on the occasion of this 
emergency, the suburbs find themselves inve-
sted by the request to provide all of those ser-
vices that were previously sought mostly in 
the city center (shops, health care, work and 
training spaces, wellness and sport areas). 
The open spaces are filling up with everything 
that was used to be done inside. Restaurant 
tables, cinemas, sports training, lessons are 
reviving the streets left empty in previous 
months.

It will be interesting to inhabit the exteriors just the way we live the in-
teriors, and when the climate worsens it will be possible to study closed 
and removable extension systems.
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Mobility is also rethinking itself with the same logic of home and public spaces: private 
vs public and open vs closed. In addition to private cars, the use of bicycles and scoo-
ters is also growing. It is time to increase the city’s facilities for this type of sustainable 
mobility by designing cycle paths, parking and shared areas, signage, maintenance, 
growth of shaded areas and covered spaces on the roads.
Offices and business centers are on hold. While the strategies to apply in the short term 
(inlet filters, scanners, separation of flows, waiting and storage areas, air recirculation 
with outlets from the outside, spacing and occupational flexibility of the work areas) are 
being defined, one thinks of the future of these spaces – once the emergency is over. 

In fact, there is no confrontation or operational development that cannot be done ef-
fectively through digital connections. What cannot happen online, however, is talking 
to someone you haven’t previously contacted and invited through a link, or watching a 
presentation that wasn’t intentionally attached to an email. Finding what you were not 
looking for, the serendipity, is one of the resources of the relational duty that is funda-
mental for the economy of knowledge and creativity that characterizes the western 
production.
 
Every collective space today is tackling the following challenge: to overcome the need 
for selection activated by the virus in order to be able, once again, to host the unplan-
ned encounter, generator of innovation.
Being physically where you haven’t expected to be or meeting someone you haven’t 
arranged to meet remains the most vital reason to live the city, presently.

Returning to the office will require strong and concrete reasons 
linked to all of those positive aspects generated by randomness. 
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