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Plan of  the Hellenistic city of Priene, begun ca. 350 BC. Population: 4,000–5,000. Scale: 1”= 500’

Plan of the Vauban suburb of Freiberg, Germany, begun mid-1990s. Population: 5,634. Scale: 1”= 500’
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From Blocks to Barracks:
The Traditional City and Ecology

Toward the end of John Ellis’s review of my recent book, Architecture & the 
City: Selected Essays, he suggested:

A potential missing chapter in this otherwise splendid book could include exam-
ples of sustainable urbanism from other parts of the world. Taking clues from 
work such as Harrison Fraker’s research in his book The Hidden Potential 
of Sustainable Neighborhoods, there are examples of compact, transit-oriented 
urbanism with all the latest building technology in terms of energy efficiency, 
storm water management, green roofs and underground waste removal in places 
like Hammarby Sjostad in Stockholm, the Bo 01 district in Malmö, and Vauban 
in Frieberg, Germany to offer a way forward. These examples together with a 
Green New Deal in terms of a major program of public works infrastructure 
are needed to head off disaster in the next few decades as the realities of Climate 
Change threaten our survival.

I was not familiar with these projects, or their host cities (Freiberg, Germany; 
Malmö, Sweden; and Stockholm, Sweden), and had not yet read Harrison’s 
book. But, since we are in an environmental crisis of epic proportions, and 
since cities are the most efficient form of human habitation on a per capita 
basis, I decided to look at these three projects—expecting to find genuine 
examples of urbanism, enhanced by comprehensive technologies. To my sur-
prise, however, I found them to be terrible examples of urban design, poor 
models for emulation, and not a promising way forward. They are like mar-
riages of Zeilenbau and Garden City; i.e., suburbs rather than cities. The ecological 
strategies are admirable, but the same strategies could be used to enhance tradi-
tional urban form.

On the other hand, I found the historic cores of Freiberg, Malmö, and Stockholm 
to be amazingly beautiful examples of urbanism. I then decided to do a study us-
ing the historic centers of the host cities as a critique of these so-called “eco-cities,”
focusing on whether, in addition to their eco technology, they have the formal 
order and spatial vitality to make a fabric of true urban places.



262

Origins
Cities and the intentional planning of cities in Europe 
began in Greaco-Roman antiquity—below the Danube 
and west of the Rhine rivers. This limit of the Roman 
Empire was achieved by the time of Julius Caesar in the first 
century BC, and was practically the same in the time of Di-
ocletian in the fourth century AD.  The centers of most of 
the great cities of  Italy, Austria, France, and Spain began 
as planned grid towns within the Roman world. During 
this period there were no cities in northern Europe.

With the disintegration of the Roman Empire cities also 
disintegrated, and did not become important again until 
around 1,000–1,200 AD. Most of the famous cities of north-
ern Europe and Scandinavia were founded around 1,200. 
Rather than being established as grid towns, like the Bas-
tides of southwest France, these cities grew up on irregular 
medieval patterns.

These early medieval cities were fortified, dense, and limited 
in size. Their urban form was characterized by narrow ir-
regular street networks; long, closed, irregular blocks; small 
parcels; limited building heights; and irregular squares. They 
were walkable and multifunctional. Most also had promi-
nent cathedrals, and protective fortresses.

The fortifications are long gone, but, otherwise, the char-
acteristics of urban form—the characteristics of the tradi-
tional city—have persisted to the present day. These original 
cities are not only the historic cores of the much expanded 
contemporary cities, they are often the most beautiful and 
sustainable parts of them. Consequently, they may serve as 
comparative examples in the evaluation of the subsequent 
additions of so-called “Eco-City” neighborhoods.

Map of the Roman Empire. The future locations of northern cities are indicated
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View of medieval StockholmMap of medieval Stockholm

Map of medieval Freiberg

View of medieval Freiberg

Braun and Hogenberg view of Malmö
Map of Malmö in 1720
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TradiTiOnal CiTies   
In preindustrial cities, buildings formed urban blocks and defined streets and pub-
lic spaces. Streets were relatively narrow, neighborhoods were multifunctional and 
car-free, blocks were modest in size, and landscape ocurred in courtyards and the 
interiors of blocks.

In the nineteenth century, cities “loosened” to accommodate increased circulation; 
blocks became bigger; streets became wider; and landscape appeared in streets, 
squares, and parks as a suporting compliment to urban form. Cities retained their 
urban character, however. When cities were planned, it was the pattern of spaces, 
blocks, and parcels that were designed, not the architecture. The architecture was 
developed as an integral  component of urbanism.

Even without any technological assistance, traditional European cities are the most sus-
tainable form of human habitation.

In the twentieth century, the traditional roles of architecture and the city were re-
versed: architecture became articulate from the city. Detached buildings, as updates 
of neoclassicism, sat freely in the landscape. Rather than the idea of the garden in the 
city, the ideal became the city in the garden. Both the Zeilenbau building type and the 
Garden City (which became the Garden Suburb) were products of the early modern 
period. Suburban sprawl began in earnest, and sustainability became ellusive.

Aerial view of Bordeaux, France. One of the world’s most beautiful cities
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MOdernisT “eCO-CiTies”  
With the rise of ecological awareness in the 1990s, projects all over the world began 
to be developed and touted as “green cities,” or “eco-cities,” but too many were sim-
ply the result of “green-wash” marketing strategies. Others, however, such as Vauban, 
Bo 01, and Hammarby, were seriously dedicated to real environmental effectiveness, 
including: energy efficient buildings, alternative energy production, minimal car 
use, transit orientation, and storm water and waste management. It should be noted 
however, that these projects are not cities, but suburbs, and that their environmental 
initiatives can be applied to more normative, traditional, urban conditions, such as 
Bordeaux.

So-called “eco-city” projects raise the question of the relationship of ecological issues 
to urban form. Perhaps useful as well-intentioned demonstrations, or experiments, 
these projects tend to blur the boundaries of architecture, landscape, and urbanism 
and their focus on environmental issues deflects thought about urban form and tra-
ditional cities.

For these reasons the following three studies will compare the Vauban, Bo 01, and 
Hammarby suburbs to the historic cores of their host cities, as well as other urban 
patterns.

The position is that the traditional city is both more beautiful and more sustainable.

Aerial view of Vauban suburb in Freiberg, Germany. Like a trailer park on steroids in an unintentional, and untended, landscape
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Building plan of Malmö Old Town

Parcel plan of Malmö Old Town

Block plan of Malmö Old Town
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Urban design versUs arChiTeCTUral design 
M. R. G. Conzens described three levels of urban form: blocks and spaces, parcels, 
and architecture. Traditionally, blocks, spaces, and parcels were the domain of urban 
design. The three-dimensional build-out of the urban design was the domain of ar-
chitecture. This can be seen in the city centers—the traditional parts—of Freiberg, 
Malmö, and Stockholm.

Another related theory, proposed by George Baird (resulting from a study of parcels 
in Toronto), I believe, contends that as the size of the parcels goes up, the quality 
of the urban environment goes down. For example, in Malmö’s old town the most 
beautiful part with the most interesting streets is the western part with smaller par-
cels. The eastern part, from the 1960s, has larger parcels with unified housing blocks, 
which do define the streets, but the streets are wider and less interesting. These uni-
tary blocks tend to anaesthetize the urban environment.

In addition to providing human scale, smaller parcels provide for more flexibility, 
adaptation, and change, as well as a wider range of architectural language. Smaller 
increments are also less challenging and risky for development. Erik Thorkildsen re-
fers to this concept as porosity. Like a bee hive, multiple fine-grain surfaces and spaces 
allow, even promote, more possible interpretations  for a richer urban environment.

Detail aerial view of Malmö Old Town
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Medieval bUildings and blOCks   
The historic core of Freiberg im Breisgau is characterized by 
long, narrow, irregular blocks with small parcels and houses of 
fairly consistent height that define the outer perimeter of the 
block and therefore the street. There are usually commercial 
functions at street level, and because the streets are narrow, 
trees and other landscape elements are confined to squares and 
courtyards.

nineTeenTh CenTUry bUildings and blOCks  
The advent of the apartment building in the nineteenth cen-
tury replaced the medieval partywall house, and the perimeter 
block became the primary component of urbanism. In many 
cases, especially in northern Europe, the interiors of the blocks 
contained other buildings. Without elevators, building height 
was limited and all buildings aligned on the streets.

Aerial detail plan of Freiberg Old Town. Scale: 1” = 200’

Aerial view of nineteenth century Malmö blocksAerial detail view of Freiberg Old Town

Aerial plan of nineteenth century Malmö blocks. Scale: 1” = 200’
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ZeilenbaU  
Zeilenbau: literally building in rows. The development 
of zeilenbau housing began in Germany, and was adopted 
throughout northen Europe. The idea of the urban block 
disappeared; streets ceased to be positively designed; ground 
floors were not articulate; and buildings became unitary and 
as long as necessary. This completed the transformation from 
blocks to barracks, completely destroying the possibility of ur-
ban fabric, and shifting the focus from urban design to archi-
tectural design.

POsT-WWii bUildings and blOCks   
After the Second World War, unified, modernist, apartment 
buildings were used in various combinations to simulate ur-
ban fabric. The closed perimeter blocks of the previous era 
were opened up, and private courtyards became public space. 
Streets became larger and less frequent.

Aerial view of post-WWII Malmö Zeilenbau blocksAerial view of post-WWII Malmö blocks

Aerial plan of post-WWII Malmö Zeilenbau blocks. Scale: 1” = 200’Aerial plan of post-WWII Malmö blocks. Scale: 1” = 200’
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bO 01 bUildings and “blOCks”  
Bo 01 appears to have blocks made by multiple buildings but 
they do not define a ledgible civic structure of urban space, 
only left-over space. This is because there is no coherent re-
lationship among the blocks, but also because of the random 
cacaphony of the architecture—like architectural toys.

vaUban bUildings and “blOCks”   
The zeilenbau form of Vauban is partially due to its construc-
tion as a military base. At first glance its “blocks” might appear 
to be a large nineteenth century perimeter blocks in a state of 
disintegration, and being overrun by the Mayan-like jungle.

Aerial detail view of Bo 01Aerial detail view of Vauban

Aerial detail plan of Bo 01. Scale: 1” = 200’Aerial detail plan of Vauban. Scale: 1” = 200’
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baCk bay bUildings and blOCks  
The buildings of Boston’s Back Bay could be considered to be 
zeilenbau blocks—row upon row of continuous houses—but 
two rows of houses form blocks of 240–250’ by 350–550.’ 
The rows are separated by alleys on the “inside” of the block, 
and all houses align on the “outside” of the block to define the 
public space of the street. The houses on the ends “turn the 
corner,” and align on the perpendicular streets to make urban 
blocks.

haMMarby bUildings and blOCks   
The primary urban blocks in Hammarby are like large 
open-ended perimeter blocks. They are about 250’ by 340.’ 
They have unified heights, and they define streets and public 
courtyards.

Aerial detail view of Back BayAerial detail view of Hammarby

Aerial detail plan of Back Bay in Boston. Scale: 1” = 200’Aerial detail plan of Hammarby. Scale: 1” = 200’
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Aerial view of Tegnérlunden Park in Stockholm



273

blOCks versUs barraCks  
The essence of the traditional city is urban space. Space is the glue that holds every-
thing together. Legible urban space is the public realm that connects us to each other 
and to the environment. It is also the element that allows an infinitely variable private 
realm and the absorption of different architectures. Barracks (Zeilenbau) and object 
buildings cannot do this.

The long evolution from architecture in the service of the city to an evermore agres-
sively anti-urban architecture has transformed our ability to see, understand, and de-
sign genuine urbanism. Indeed, contemporary architecture has become so narcissistic 
and agressive that it has devoured urbanism. This is abundantly clear in each of the 
three so-called “eco-cities.”

In Vauban, Bo 01, and Hammarby the focus is on buildings, not urban space. There 
is no civic structure of public space to hold the buildings together. There is too much 
space between buildings, and in Vauban and Bo 01 there are no real streets, only left-
over space. In Hammarby, one building type—the block size, open U-shaped build-
ing—is endlessly repeated along the water edge. Thus, the endless variety of historic 
Stockholm is absent, as well as the pattern of streets and squares. Like architecture, 
landscape has also lost its role in city-making. It has become urbanistically impotent. 
It is either reduced to a trivial, decorative role, as in Bo 01 and Hammarby, or it is a 
kind of hippie-jungle to replace the city, as in Vauban.

I believe the traditional, historic, parts of Freiberg im Breisgau, Malmö, and Stock-
holm are distinctly better, more beautiful, and more sustainable than their so-
called “eco” additions. If architecture and landscape are to again play a role in 
beautiful and sustainable forms of human habitation, they must surrender their 
hegemony over urbanism, and become collaborators in a larger urban agenda.

View of Gustav-Adolfs Square in Malmö
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Aerial plan of  Freiberg, 1 in. = 2,000’
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Vauban District, Freiberg im Breisgau, Germany 

Map of Germany with Freiberg and Black Forest

Freiberg iM breisgaU
Distinct from Freiberg, Saxony, Freiberg im Breisgau is nestled 
into a valley in southwest Germany on the edge of the Black 
Forest, near the borders of France and Switzerland. In a region 
known for Cuckoo clocks and kitsch, Freiberg is famous as 
a university town and, formerly, a mining town. Largely de-
stroyed in the Second World War, it was rebuilt on the historic 
urban pattern with mostly traditional architecture.Today, it 
prides itself as an “Eco-City.”

vaUban disTriCT
A former French Army base, the Vauban district is located in 
the southwest area of Freiberg. The development retained the 
urban pattern of the army base, and, in contrast with the Alt-
stadt, the Old City, Vauban was renovated and developed with 
modern architecture. It was developed with strong environ-
mental parameters, and promotes itself as the first “Eco-City.”
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hisTOriC Freiberg   
Freiberg im Breisgau was founded in 1120 as a free market 
Zähringen town on the Dreisam river. In 1200 the popula-
tion was about 6,000, when the city’s cathedral, the Freiberg 
Münster, was begun. One of Germany’s oldest universities, the 
Albert-Ludwigs-Universität, was founded in Freiberg in 1457. 
After the Reformation in 1520, Freiberg remained Catholic. 
In the 17th century, the city’s fortifications were built by the 
French engineer, Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban. There were 
10,000–14,000 citizens in Freiberg at the beginning of the 
Thirty years’ War in 1618, and only 2,000 at it’s end in 1648.

WOrld War ii desTrUCTiOn & reCOnsTrUCTiOn 
In 1940 the city was mistakenly bombed by the German Luft-
waffe, and on November 27, 1944, British bombers destroyed 
most of the city center, with the exception of  the Münster.

Unlike Dresden, after the war, Freiberg was rebuilt mostly on 
the medieval urban pattern and almost entirely with the tradi-
tional architecture of the historic city.

Plan of eighteenth century Freiberg

View of Freiberg in 1745
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Aerial view of central Freiberg, the “Old Town”

View of destruction in 1945

Aerial view of destruction around the cathedral in 1945
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Aerial view of central Freiberg, the “Old Town”

View of Freiberg cathedral
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vaUban  
This area was established as an military base in 1936. After 
World War Two it was used as a French military base until it 
was abandoned in 1992. Inhabited by squaters afterward, it be-
gan to be planned in 1995. Community participation was im-
portant in the planning process as well as sustainability issues. 
Construction began in 1998 and the first residents moved in in 
2001. Today the population is ca. 5,500. The district is named 
after Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban, the French military engi-
neer in the service of Louis XIV, that built the fortifications of 
Freiberg in the seventeenth century.

Vauban is proudly touted as “a sustainable model district.” For 
all its positive environmental achievements, however, Vauban 
is not urban. It is like a marriage of zeilenbau planning and gar-
den city, but without the landscape sophistication of the garden 
city, and it is certainly not a city.

Vauban lacks both legible public space and landscape structure. 
The pattern of the former military base is partially at fault, but, 
nevertheless, this could have been transformed into a coherent 

Aerial view of the Vauban district of Freiberg, the “New Town”

urban plan. As it is, the buildings are too far apart; they do 
not make urban blocks or define a legible spatial structure of 
streets and squares; the architecture is too agressive; and the 
wild landscape appears to be engulfing a ruin. Even the envi-
ronmental issues would be improved by  more dense, compact 
urban fabric. Thus, the historic center of Freiberg may be seen 
as a critique of the Vauban district on both a formal and eco-
logical basis.

View of building at Paula Modersohn Square in Vauban
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Plan of  the built fabric of  Freiberg Altstadt, 1 in. = 500’

Freiberg alTsTadT and vaUban  
A comparison of the plans of built fabric in Freiberg’s Alt-
stadt and Vauban is revealing. In the Altstadt the build-
ings define narrow, picturesque, medieval streets with 
commercial on the ground floor, and a series of lively ur-
ban squares. In Vauban no streets or squares are defined; 
there are only buildings and left-over spaces between the 
buildings. The Altstadt has a series of iconic civic build-
ings and genuinely multifunctional neighborhoods. Vau-
ban is a residential suburb with minimal services and no 
iconic civic buildings. In the Altstadt the tram follows 
the pattern of the city; in Vauban the tram defines the 
“spine” of the district. Trees and landscape are confined 
to squares and courtyards in the Altstadt as narrow streets 
do not require street trees to further articulate the space 
of the street. Street trees are few in Vauban because there 
are no streets. Landscape is wild and jungle-like in Vau-
ban; it plays no complementary urban role in defining 
the public realm.

The historic core of Freiberg, the Altstadt, is a real city with a 
population of ca. 7,500. It is a beautiful, livable, sustainable 
city. Vauban, with a population of 5,500 is perhaps sustainable, 
but is not a city. It is a bedroom suburb overrun by landscape.

Street view in the Altstadt

Tram in the Altstadt
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Plan of  the built fabric of  Freiberg Vauban, 1 in. = 500’

Student housing in VaubanHousing in VaubanOpen space in Vauban

Street view in the Altstadt“Street” view in Vauban
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Aerial plan of  Freiberg Altstadt, 1 in. = 500’

Aerial view of Rathaus Square in the “Old Town”Aerial view of Munster Square in the “Old Town”

View of Rathaus Square in the “Old Town”View of Munster Square in the “Old Town”
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Aerial plan of  Freiberg Vauban, 1 in. = 500’

Aerial view of Paula Modersohn Square in VaubanAerial view of Döblin Square in Vauban

View of Paula Modersohn Square in VaubanView of Dolbin Square in Vauban
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arChiTeCTUre  
The architecture of domestic buildings in the Altstadt is 
generally modest, but the buildings have facades and iden-
tity, and collectively, they define the public realm. They also 
support ground level commercial that socially activates the 
city. The architecture of domestic buildings in Vauban is the 
opposite; it is self-referential, often grotesque, and does not 
support a legible public realm. Civic buildings in the Alt-
stadt are more assertive than the domestic buildings, but 
even when free-standing they define urban space. In Vau-
ban, most public buildings are free-standing objects without 
sufficient architectural merit.

Bad architecture and bad urban design form a lethal com-
bination in Vauban, demonstrating that good ecological in-
tentions and solutions cannot, in and of themselves, create 
good urban environments.

Albert-Ludwigs UniversityMerchant’s Hall, 1520–21

Row houses and cafes

Traditional row houses

View of the Whale house
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Building in Vauban

Green-City Hotel in VaubanCommercial and apartments in Vauban

Apartment building in Vauban
Row houses in Vauban

Row houses in Vauban
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Plan of contemporary Malmö

Aerial Plan of Malmö
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Bo 01 District and Västra Hamnen, Malmö Sweden 

Map of southern Sweden and eastern Denmark

MalMö
Located on the southern tip of Sweden across the channel 
from Copenhagen, the city of Malmö was Danish until the 
seventeenth century. Today the two cities are connected by a 
bridge across the Öresund strait. The third largest city in Swe-
den, Malmö  had a major ship building industry and an enor-
mous port area. Part of that port, Västra Hamnen (Western 
Harbor) is the site for major new urban development.

bO 01 and väsTra haMnen
Västra Hamnen is a much bigger area than the Old Town, 
and is being redeveloped as “The City of the Future.” 
Bo01 is the first part of the redevelopment effort, empha-
sizing environmental solutions as a “Sustainable City,” or 
an “Eco-City.”
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hisTOriC MalMö
After the disintegration of the Roman Empire and the end 
of the Viking era, cities began to be founded again in north-
ern Europe. Malmö, was founded around the middle of the 
1200s, and became a fortified island over the next centuries. 
With a population of 5,000, Malmö was one of Denmark’s 
largest cities until it passed to Sweden in the 17th century. By 
1875 the original fortified city, Gamla Staden, had expanded 
to the south and its civic structure of streets and squares was 
nominally complete.

The 1881 map illustrates the greatly expanded port area to 
the north, which was begun in 1840; the railroad, built be-
tween 1856–64; and the large gridded expansion, Rörsjö sta-
den, emerging beyond the canal to the southeast. The old city’s 
street structure is extended by bridges over the canal to the 
civic structure of the new areas.

As the city’s population expanded in the late-nineteenth 
and early-twentieth centuries, more chaotic areas developed 
around the expanded urban core. The contemporary popula-
tion of Malmö is ca. 316, 600.

Plan of Malmö ca. 1875

Plan of Malmö in 1720

Engraved view of Malmö
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Plan of Malmö in 1881
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St. Peter’s church, early fourteenth century

Aerial view of the western part of the Old Town, Gamla Väster (Old West)
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bO0 1
Planning for Bo01 as an international housing exhibition 
began 1998, and the first part opened in 2001. Bo01 con-
tinued to develop as a mixed-use residential community 
based on sustainable principles. It was designed to use 100 
percent renewable resources.

Although Bo01 is often referred to as an “Eco-City,” it is 
actually quite small—about the size of the most western part 
of the Old Town, Gamla Väster, “Old West.” It’s urban char-
acter is very different, however. It is more architectural than 
urban. The blocks of Gamla Väster are of fairly consistent 
height and are comprised of multiple buildings and differ-
ent architectural styles. Nevertheless, there is a strong sense 
of urbanity and continuity. In Bo01 there are many different 
building heights, and each “block” is either one building 
or one building style. In addition, each “block” is kicked 
at an angle. This combination erases any sense of urbanity 
and continuity—as if architectural toys had been randomly 
scattered about on a table top. Apparently the Master Plan 
was highly prescriptive, not only about parcels for buildings, 
but also facades. The result of this process is highly question-
able, as the urban environment is not good, and many of the 
facades are really bad.

Mixed-use tower near the center of Bo01

Aerial view of Bo01
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Street in western part of Old Town

Plan of the built form of Gamla Staden, 1 in. = 600’
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MalMö gaMla sTaden and bO0 1  
As in the case of Freiberg, a comparison of the plans of 
built fabric in Malmö’s historic core, Gamla Staden, and the 
eco-suburb of Bo01 is revealing. (N.B.: The two plans above 
are not the same scale.) In the historic core, the buildings 
define streets, often with commercial on the ground floor, 
and a series of lively urban squares. In Bo01 no streets or 
squares are defined; there are only buildings and left-over 
spaces between the buildings. The old town has a series of 
iconic civic buildings and genuinely multifunctional neigh-
borhoods. Bo01 is a residential suburb with minimal services 
and no iconic civic buildings other than the tower. Trees and 
landscape are confined to squares and courtyards in the old 
town, as narrow streets do not require street trees to further 
articulate the space of the street. Street trees are nonexistent 
in Bo01 because there are no streets. Landscape is decorative 
in Bo01; it plays no complementary urban role in defining 
the public realm.

The historic core of Malmö is a real city. It is a beautiful, 
livable, sustainable city. Bo01, with a population of about 
5,000 is perhaps sustainable, and perhaps its inhabitants are 
happy, but is not a city. It is a bedroom suburb with archi-
tecture that trumps urbanism. And, Gamla Staden may very 
well be equally sustainable.

Street in Bo01

Plan of the built form of Bo01, 1 in. = 300’
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Aerial Plan of Malmö “Old Town,” 1 in = 1,000’

MalMö gaMla sTaden
The western part of Gamla Staden, the “Old Town” of 
Malmö, has generally remained intact. The other parts were 
rebuilt in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but the 
new architecture generally followed the urban pattern of the 
historic city. Streets are wider, but block sizes remained and 
contained multiple buildings rather than single buildings. 

In the 1960s, however, many blocks were rebuilt with uni-
tary modernist buildings—especially in the eastern part of 
the city. (There is also one of these unitary blocks on the west 
side.) Most of these blocks contain apartment buildings, 
but there is also a gigantic irregularly shaped shopping mall 
with apartment buildings above. These modernist buildings 
still define the streets and squares of the city, however, even 
though the streets around these blocks tend to be dull and 
uninteresting compared with those defined by blocks with 
multiple buildings, such as those in the western part of the 
city, known as Gamla Västra, “Old West.” There are no tall 
buildings in the Old Town.
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Civic Structure Plan of Malmö “Old Town”

gaMla sTaden CiviC sTrUCTUre
Malmö’s ancient civic structure of streets, squares, and im-
portant buildings still forms the anatomy of the city center.

The streets maintain a gentle, picturesque, medieval irreg-
ularity, and the old town contains six linked major squares:

1. Gustav Adolf Torg: ca. 440’ by 525’

2. Lilla Torg (“Small Square”): ca. 175’ by 240’

3. Stortorget (“Big Square”): ca. 450’ by 475’

4. Church of St. Peter’s Square

5. Caroli Church Square

6. The square at the end of Ostergatan (East Street)

The two large squares, Gustav Adolf Torg and Stortorget, 
are connected by Södergatan, the main shopping street of 
Malmö, and Stortorget is connected by Hamngatan across 
the north canal to the train station.
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gaMla sTaden sqUares
Stortorget (“Big Square”) is the largest square, and the town 
center, of Malmö. It was built in 1540, around the same 
time as the Place Ducale in Vitry-le-Francois, France, built 
in 1545. This was a period when Italian Renaissance ideas of 
space and regularized city design began to influence France 
and northern Europe. Stortorget it is almost identical in size 
to the Place des Vosges in Paris, which was built in 1605–
12. The building in the background is the Old City Hall, 
built in 1544–47. In the center of the square is an equestrian 
statue of King Karl X Gustav.

The connected Lilla Torg is a smaller, lively square with ca-
fes, restaurants, and night life.

Gustav Adolf Torg is also a very large, three-sided square 
that opens to The old cemetery park to the west.

There are no squares in Bo01.
Aerial view of Stortorget

Stortorget
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Aerial view of Caroli Church square

Aerial view of St. Peter’s squareAerial view of Lilla Torg

Aerial view of Gustav Adolf Torg

View of Lilla Torg

View of Gustav Adolf Torg
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gaMla sTaden sTreeTs
The most beautiful streets in the Old Town are in the western 
section. They are gently picturesque, with changing, angular 
views and modest urban facades. But even the streets in the 
eastern section—those rebuilt in the 1960s and 1970s—de-
fine the blocks and provide urban continuity.

Street in “Old West”

Sodergatan

Street view

Street view
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bO01 “sTreeTs”
There are no real streets in Bo01, only circulation areas be-
tween buildings. Despite intentions to be “car-free,” the in-
terior of Bo01 contains many two-story single family houses 
with garages.

Major roadway along the north edge of Bo01

View of the interior of Bo01

View of the interior of Bo01
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gaMla sTaden arChiTeCTUre
Architecture in the Old Town ranges from that of modest 
urban houses, to that of larger urban apartment buildings, 
to that of more iconic civic buildings, such as the Old City 
Hall and St. Peter’s Church. In every case, however, archi-
tecture supports the public realm by defining urban space.

Old City Hall

Houses in Copenhagen
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bO01 arChiTeCTUre
Architecture in Bo01 ranges from average developer hous-
ing blocks to cartoonish imitations of traditional Scandi-
navian buildings. In Bo01, architecture trumps urbanism, 
with most buildings trying to be “special,” at the expense of 
urbanism.

Building in Bo01

Houses in Bo01

Houses in Bo01
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arChiTeCTUre vs. UrbanisM
Bo01 is the result of an architectural plan rather than an 
urban plan—like an architectural “lego-town” of building 
blocks, each designed by a different architect and scattered 
randomly about the site.

Rather than an urban order of picturesque, medieval streets, 
the jagged angles of the housing blocks create too much 
meaningless, left-over space, and call too much attention to 
the excessively narcissistic architecture. 

Some rowhouse buildings are like young children’s drawings of 
what they think a house looks like, but regularized and built 
full-scale. Others just defy description.

Bo01 is a perfect example of how a real urban environment 
cannot be made from excessively diferentiated and aggressive 
architecture. In fact, most of the ecological solutions devel-
oped in Bo01 have nothing to do with its physical form.

Aerial view of the eastern half of Bo01

Aerial detail view
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Row houses in eastern Bo01

Aerial detail view of the eastern half of Bo01
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väsTra haMnen
Bo01 is the first part of the redevelopment of Västra Hamnen, the Western Har-
bor of Malmö. This area is significantly bigger than Malmö’s Old Town as well 
as the Roman core of Florence, Italy. The fantasy collage on the next page is the 
same scale as the plan above, and illustrates the development potential of Västra 
Hamnen as a real city.

Three major factors limit the urban development of the area: 1) the number of 
existing buildings on the site; 2) a mega-grid of arterial roads; and, 3) an ar-
chitectural master plan rather than an urban master plan. Another issue is the 
semi-discontinuous connection of Västra Hamnen to the city of Malmö. Unlike 
Gamla Staden’s many connections to its surroundings, Västra Hamnen is like an 
isolated island dominated by vehicular circulation. If the development goal of a 
population of 30,000 is achieved, vehicular circulation in and out will be signif-
icant. Unfortunately, Västra Hamnen promises not to be nearly as beautiful and 
sustainable as the old city of Malmö.

Aerial rendering of the Master Plan

Master plan for Västra Hamnen. Black buildings are existing,; grey buildings are proposed, 1 in. = 1,000’

Aerial plan of central Florence, 1 in. = 1,000’

Master Plan diagram
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Fantasy collage of Gamla Staden superimposed on Västra Hamnen, 1 in. = 1,000’
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Gamla Stan

Hammarby Sjöstad

Aerial plan of central Stockholm, showing the original town and Hammarby Sjöstad
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Hammarby Sjöstad, Stockholm, Sweden 

Map of Stockholm, Sweden

sTOCkhOlM
The capital of Sweden, Stockholm is situated on fourteen 
islands between Lake Mälaren and the Baltic Sea, direct-
ly across the Baltic from Finland and Estonia. The urban 
area has a population of approximately 1.6 million, and the 
metropolitan area 2.4 million. Because of the islands, in-
ner Stockholm has distinct neighborhoods with extensive 
shorelines, and a network of freeways connecting the various 
parts. Despite its island areas, however, Stockholm is not a 
canal city like Amsterdam or Venice.

haMMarby sjösTad
Hammarby Sjöstad is a contemporary community of about 
20,000 people situated on an old industrial site around Lake 
Hammarby Sjö. Planning began in 1990, with serious eco-
logical intentions. Regarding urban form, publicity material 
states:

The inner city street dimensions, block lengths, building 
heights, density, and usage mix are harmonised with a 
contemporary airiness, water views, parks, and sunlight.

Restricted building depths, set back penthouses, 
multi-level apartments, generous balconies and terraces, 
large windows, flat roofs, and pale plastered facades fac-
ing the water exempliry the application of a modernist 
architectural agenda.
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hisTOriC sTOCkhOlM
Stockholm was founded on an island around 1252. The fortified medieval city is in-
dicated in grey in the above plan. Around 1400 the city prospered, and new quarters 
of long, narrow blocks began to be developed outside the city walls. Around 1500, 
the population of the city has been estimated to be 5,000–7,000 people, making it 
the largest city in Sweden. Much of the medieval urban pattern remains today.

The square labled ‘C’ in the above plan, Stortorget (Big Square), was the town center; 
‘F’ was the Town Hall; and, ‘E’ was the “Old Church.”

View of Stockholm, by Braun and Hogenberg, 1570

Map of Stockholm in 1547
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Between 1560 and 1580 most of the population, some 8,000 people, still lived in the 
medieval city, Stadsholmen. The population of Stockholm continually increased and 
development spread to the mainland, beginning the communities of Norrmalm in 
the north and Södermalm in the south. Between 1620 and 1650 the population in-
creased from 8,000–10,000 to almost 40,000, and new communities were founded 
beginning in 1640, Östermalm in the east and Kungsholmen in the west.

These new areas did not grow with medieval irregularity but were planned as regular 
urban grids as illustrated in the map of Stockholm in 1642. By 1850 the population 
of Stockholm was about 93,000.

Classicism was introduced into Sweden in the seventeenth centuryby Nikodemus de 
Tessin the Elder (1615–81) and his son Nikodemus de Tessin the Younger (1654–
1728). Tessin the Younger produced notable Baroque buildings as well as many ur-
ban design plans for the newly deve;ping areas.

Map of Stockholm in 1642

Map of Stockholm in 1844
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Medieval sTOCkhOlM
The medieval core of Stockholm, Gamla Stan, is reminis-
cent of pre-war Dresden, where an urban fabric of small-
scale streets, squares, and long blocks are collaged together 
with major neoscassical monuments. In Dresden, the mon-
uments are the Zwinger and the Opera House; In Gamla 
Stan, the monuments are the Royal Palace and the adjacent 
government buildings.

Square in front of Royal Palace

Street view in Gamla Stan

Aerial view of Gamla Stan
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Stortorget with old City Hall

Aerial plan of Gamla Stan, 1 in. = 500’
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ClassiCal sTOCkhOlM
During the 16th and 17th centuries there was an exchange on many levels between 
northern and southern Europe, and Renaissance classicism permeated Stockholm. 
Nikodemus Tessin the Elder and the Younger (1615–81; 1654–1728) were instru-
mental in this transformation. In addition to civic buildings, such as the Royal Pal-
ace, Tessin the Younger made several urban plans for the expansion of Stockholm as 
an important capitol. Major representational buildings were built on the edge of the 
medieval island of Gamla Stan and a new monumental civic structure connected 
across the water to Noormalm. Subsequently, vast areas of gridded urban fabric de-
veloped out from the city center. 

Aerial view of Rikstag in the foreground and the Royal Palace in the background

Aerial view of Stockholm city center
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Boulevard in Östermalm

Gustav Adolfs Torg

Proposal for the expansion from Gamla Stan to Noormalm by Tessin the Younger
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ösTerMalM
The urban fabric of  Östermalm is comprised of large, dense 
perimeter blocks. Like many northern cities, the interiors 
of the blocks are filled with buildings and courtyards. The 
blocks are of consistent height—generally five to six sto-
ries—with dimensions of 250–300’ wide by 300–650’ long. 
Most streets range between 40–60’ wide.

Aerial view of Östermalm

Aerial plan of Östermalm blocks, 1 in. = 250’

Aerial view of an Östermalm block
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haMMarby
The urban fabric of Hammarby is also comprised of large 
blocks, but they are open on one side and contain land-
scaped courtyards, not buildings. The blocks have a con-
sistent height of five to six stories. Some have an irregular 
shape with outside dimensions of 260’ by 400’. The streets 
are also irregular, but are 60’ at their narrowest point.

Aerial view of Hammarby

Aerial plan of Hammarby blocks, 1 in. = 250’

Aerial view of a Hammarby block
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Aerial plan of Gamla Stan, 1 in. = 1,000’

Street in Gamla Stan

Fantasy built form plan collage of Hammarby with Gamla Stan superimposed, 1 in. = 1,000’

Aerial plan of Roman Florence, 1 in. = 1,000’



317

gaMla sTan and haMMarby
Unlike Vauban, Västra Hamnen, and Stockholm’s Gamla 
Stan, Hammarby appears to be a series of linear, waterfront 
sites without sufficient depth to produce real urban fabric. 
A comparison with Gamla Stan is revealing, however, as the 
whole of Gamla Stan fits within the available real estate on one 
side of the canal. In fact, the Roman core of Florence also fits.

There are several major problems with the planning of Ham-
marby. In general, the streets and buildings are too big; the 
open blocks blur the distinction between public and private 
spaces; and the equality and repetition of spatial dimensions 
has a numbing effect on the environment. But the biggest 
problem with the linear organization is the relentless repeti-
tion of buildings and blocks. One or two urban “blocks,” like 
the one on the right, would not be bad, but nearly twenty 
of them—close to identical—is too relentless. It makes the 
project into a giant architectural design rather than an urban 
design with all the variety of traditional cities. At first glance, 
the plan seems to define a series of blocks and streets, but in 
actuality it is a modernist plan suffering from object-fixation.

Built form plan of Hammarby, 1 in. = 1,000’

Detail aerial view of one “block”
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blOCks and bUildings
The plan of Hammarby appears to be comprised of a series of urban blocks, but the 
three-dimensional development produces a series of objects and slabs—of zeilen-
bau types rather than urban blocks. The openness of the blocks contribute to this, 
as does the unitary nature of the barrack-like sides of the blocks. Finally, the arch-
tecture of these slabs is sometimes decent, but too often really bad. And big.

Detail aerial view of Hammarby

Detail aerial view of Hammarby Marina
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Detail aerial view of Hammarby

Detail aerial view of Hammarby



320

sTreeTs
There are many, many beautiful streets in Stockholm. They range from narrow widths 
with modest buildings, to grand tree-lined boulevards defined by equally grand clas-
sical buildings. The ground floors may be articulated by commercial activities, but 
the street walls come straight down to the ground.

There are no good streets in Hammarby. They are too wide, too irregular, and the 
architecture is too bad, or too aggressive. Good streets require urban architecture. 
Narrow streets can have very modest architecture, but as the streets get wider, better 
architecture is required.

In Stockholm, the urban landscape is a complement to the urban form. In wider 
streets and boulevards, trees articulate and layer the space of the street. There is also 
a wide variety of urban parks.

In Hammarby, the landscape is better than Vauban or Bo01, but it is usually scruffy 
and without clear urban intent. Part of this is due to wide linear zones that are neither 
parks or streets. Landscape in these areas tends to be decorative, not complementary. 

There are no urban parks in Hammarby.

Boulevard in Östermalm

Street in Östermalm

Street in Östermalm
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Boulevard in Hammarby

Street in Hammarby

Linear landscape in Hammarby

Street in Hammarby

Linear landscape in Hammarby
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Aerial view of Tegnérlunden Park

Aerial view of a square and park in ÖstermalmAerial view of a round-about in Östermalm

Aerial view of Royal Palace and surrounding public space
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sqUares
In addition to beautiful streets and boulevards, Stockholm has a wide range of 
beautiful squares and parks. Some of these are landscaped squares, and some are 
large, irregular urban parks—like Paris.

Hammarby has no squares and no urban parks, only courtyards, linear mall-like 
areas, and the central area at the bend of the canal. This central area is neither 
a park nor a square, however, just a mish-mash of random landscape and banal 
buildings. The crescent has grand pretentions, but the architecture is weak, and 
the existing buildings pollute the idea of the crescent. The result is that the cres-
cent is reduced to a geometric trick to resolve the obtuse angle produced by the 
canal. No Royal Crescent here.

Aerial view of the central area of Hammarby

Aerial view of the Royal Crescent in Bath
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View of Sagerska Palace in Stockholm

View of Stockholm Public Library by Gunnar Asplund

View of Stockholm City Hall by Gunnar Asplund

View of canal buildings in Stockholm Gamla Stan
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arChiTeCTUre
The architecture of Stockholm ranges from modest, but beautiful, urban buildings 
to superb examples of the art of architecture—truely history book buildings. Early 
modern Scandinavian architects were as good as it gets. Post World War II architec-
ture in Scandinavia is generally problematic: too many slabs; too many towers; too 
many Garden Suburbs; not enough city.

The architecture of Hammarby is better than that of Vauban and Bo01. It ranges 
from decent developer buildings to really grotesque, anti-urban buildings, but it too, 
is not enough city.

View of buildings in HammarbyView of proposed building in Hammarby

View of canal buildings in Hammarby
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Aerial view of Östermalm in Stockholm
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Comparative Urban Plans 

The Urban MeasUre OF Things
One of the great, useful, pleasures enabled by contemorary 
digital technology—specifically Google Earth and Pho-
toshop—is the ability to easily get and adjust the scale of 
images for comparative purposes. Size matters. Distance 
matters. What size is it? What is the texture of the fabric. 
What is a five or ten minute walking shed, especially with an 
unfamiliar (unvisited) town or city? For years, my own mea-
sure, my urban yardstick, has been the Roman core of Flor-
ence, which represents a five minute walking shed, roughly a 
quarter mile. Many of the plans in this “Chapter” are 1 in. = 
500,’ or 1 in. - 1,000’. The diagrams below are 1 in. = 500.’

It also makes sense to me to use examples that I know and 
admire; e.g. Paris, Rome, Bordeaux, etc. After all, why use 
bad examples? The following comparisons all use the host 
city to compare with the three so-called “Eco-Projects,” and 
one compares Barceloneta and Vauban.

Plan of Roman Florence, 1 in. = 500’Aerial plan of Roman Florence, 1 in. = 500’
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Plan of Vauban, 1 in. = 500’

Aerial plan of Vauban, with Roman Florence superimposed, 1 in. = 500’
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Aerial plan of Vauban, 1 in. = 500’

Aerial plan of Vauban with Paris Marais superimposed, 1 in. = 500’
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Plan of  the built fabric of  Barceloneta, 1 in. = 500’

barCelOneTa and vaUban  
A comparison of the plans of built fabric in Barceloneta and 
Vauban is interesting. Buildings in both are very narrow, 
ca. 30–35,’ but in Barceloneta the buildings define narrow 
streets, also ca. 30–35,’ and squares. In Vauban no streets or 
squares are defined; there are only buildings and left-over 
spaces between the buildings. Barceloneta is a city—like a 
mini-Manhattan—with a population of 15,000; Vauban is 
a bedroom suburb overrun by landscape, with a population 
of 5,500.

Street view in Barceloneta

Church square in Barceloneta Aerial view of Barceloneta
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Plan of  the built fabric of  Freiberg Vauban, 1 in. = 500’

Housing in Vauban

Open space in VaubanAerial view of Vauban

“Street” view in Vauban
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Aerial plan of Västra Hamnen with Gamla Staden superimposed, 1 in. = 1,000’

Västra Hamnen Master Plan, 1 in. = 1,000’
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Aerial plan of Västra Hamnen with Paris Marais superimposed, 1 in. = 1,000’

Aerial plan of Västra Hamnen, 1 in. = 1,000’
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Aerial plan of Hammarby with Florence and Bordeaux superimposed, 1 in. = 1,000’

Plan of Hammarby built form, 1 in. = 1,000’
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Aerial plan of Hammarby, 1 in. =1,000’

Aerial plan of Hammarby with Östermalm superimposed, 1 in. = 1,000’
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Conclusion 

eCOlOgy and Urban FOrM
This “Missing Chapter” has been about urban form; i.e., 
using the traditional urban form of the three host cities, 
Freiberg, Malmö, and Stockholm, to critique  the urban 
form of their so-called “eco-project”neighborhoods. It has 
not been about the laudible environmental initiatives of 
Vauban, Bo01, and Hammarby. It raises the issue, however, 
of the relationship of these environmental iniatives to urban 
form. Are they a determinant of urban form? Do they have 
any impact, or implications, on urban form? Do they sug-
gest a new idea of urban form? Initially, I thought that they 
might, but after this study, I believe they do not.

What, then, are the environmental initiatives developed for 
Vauban, Bo01, and Hammarby, and what is their relationship 
to urban form? These iniatives, and their interrelationships, 
are described in easily available material on the internet, and 
they are covered in detail in Harrison Fraker’s excellent book, 
The Hidden Potential of Sustainable Neighborhoods: Lessons from 
Low-Carbon Communitiers.

Harrison outlines the following topics and describes them 
specifically for each project, and compares them in Chapter 6 
“Observations across Neighborhoods.”

Energy 
Demand reduction 
Renewable sources 
Cogeneration (combined district heat and power)

Waste Management and Recycling 
Storm water 
Sewage 
Solid waste 
Organic waste

Transportation 
Public transit 
Limited car use and parking

Materials 
Local 
Recycled

Landscape 
Permeable surfaces

Green Space 
Expanded public and private green space 
Habitat provision

Given the book’s intent, and taken by themselves, one might 
surmise that these initiatives are determinants of urban form, 
but the formal diversity of the three neighborhoods reveals 
that they are not. In fact, they all could (and should?) be ap-
plied to the urban form of the traditional city, and except for 
the expansion of green space, most could be applied retroac-
tively to existing cities.

Since these topics are not inherently form determinants, it 
means that the urban form of the three case studies is aesthetic 
preference—stylistic—as all are different. As a result, Vauban, 
Bo01, and Hammarby may be justifiably praised for their 
environmental achievements, but they may also be critiqued 
independently for their urban form. For me, the urban form 
of the traditional city—i.e., the historic centers of Freiberg, 
Malmö, and Stockholm—is preferrable to that of Vauban, 
Bo01, and Hammarby. The urban form of the traditional city 
also has the possibility to rival, even perhaps exceed, the envi-
ronmental performance of these neighborhoods.

Can the ecological performance of traditional urban form be 
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improved? Of course. As David Owen points in out in Green 
Metropolis and The Conundrum, however, this is like asking a 
skinny person to go on a diet.

Are environmental issues even important? Of course they are; 
we are in an unprecedented environmental crisis. The penulti-
mate chapter of Architecture & the City points out that we are 
already within the “Sixth Extinction” of life on our planet—
the only one caused by humans—and the prognosis is not op-
timistic. Worse, we only have a short time to make corrections 
or we sapiens are in for heavy-duty disaster.

Are environmental issues affected by the form of our human 
habitation and the way we live? Again, yes. In fact, the en-
vironmental crisis is a direct result of the way we live. The 
penultimate chapter of Architecture & the City also points out 
that, in terms of energy consumption and carbon produc-
tion, cities are the most efficient form of human habitation 
on a per capita basis, and that suburbia is the worst. The 
data supports this, which Peter Calthorpe has illustrated in 
Urbanism in the Age of Climate Change. Peter also argues 
that technology is useful, but the most effective solutions 
are the simplest, and that the technology should be used to 
enhance, rather than replace simple solutions.

Global warming is not the only environmental issue today, but 
it is the elephant in the room. It is what will kill us if we do 
nothing.  Global warming is the result of human impact on 
climate, which is primarily the result of burning fossil fuels. 
The cause of global warming is not bad storm water manage-
ment, and it is not cities; it is carbon. Roughly one third of car-
bon is from buildings and one third from transportation. The 
Center for Neighborhood Technology in Chicago has pointed 
out that on a per capita basis, most of the carbon resulting 
from automobile use is from suburbia, not cities.

It is good to make cities more ecologically efficient, but, alone, 
this will not solve the contemporary climate crisis. Unfortu-
nately, this also deflects thought and effort from the real prob-
lem: suburbia, with detached single family houses and mas-
sive auto use, which is the way two-thirds of Americans live. 
Beautifully designed storm water trenches with granite bases 
for downspouts in Bo01 may be pretty, but it has very little 
environmental impact. But, go on Google Earth, and look at 
the vast areas of suburban sprawl surrounding central Malmö, 
and Stockholm, or any American city to see the magnitude of 
the problem.

The environmental crisis we face  today is of unknowable di-
mensions, and we know that urbanism and lifestyle play a sig-
nificant role in this crisis. Dense, urban communities are part 
of the solution, not the problem. For all their environmental 
achievements, however, Vauban, Bo01, and Hammarby are 
inadequate urban models for the future.


