DARSENA

Analysis phase

-an urban void becomes Milan’s new green district
The Darsena was once the port of Milan; the main hub of a large canal system
built in the 16th century. The canals were called “Navigli” and linked the city to
the suburbian towns and agricultural landscapes all the way to the lakes of Como
and Maggiore. Since the closing of the urban part of the navigli in the 1930’s, all
that remains are the two canals Naviglio Pavese and Naviglio Grande. These two
remaining canals unite at the Darsena in a part of Milan called Ticinese.
Ticinese with its navigli is one of the city’s most popular areas. People come here
both day -and nighttime, for shopping, to visit restaurants and bars, or just to strive
along the canals. Unfortunately, the Darsena has been unheeded for a long
period of time. Despite years and years of discussions about the future of this
piece of land, nothing has yet been turned into reality. Meanwhile, time has
taken its toll on the Darsena and this urban void has not only turned into a hostile
place, but has also had a negative impact on its surroundings.

HISTORY
HISTORY OF MILAN
Strategically situated at the gateway of the Italian peninsula, Milan and the surrounding region of Lombardy has been the subject of constant disputes over the centuries. Celts, Romans, Goths, Lombards,
Spaniards and Austrians have all ruled the city at some stage of its history. Despite this long history of foreign dominators, Finally, Milan has emerged as the undisputed economic and cultural powerhouse of a
united Italy.
Milan’s origins goe back to 400 B.C., when Gauls settled and defeated the Celts who were about to
overrun the city.
CAPITAL OF THE WESTERN ROMAN EMPIRE
In 222 B.C. the city was conquered by Romans and it was annexed to the Roman Empire and named
“Mediolanum”.

SPANISH AND AUSTRIAN DOMINATION
In the early 16th C northern Italy was one of the territories contested by the Spanish and the French monarchies. In year 1535, 170 years of Spanish domination began which transformed the proud independent
Duchy of Milan into a neglected capital of a province administered, guarded and taxed by foreigners.
Fortunately, in the second half of the 17th century Milan's religious and cultural life was given fresh vigour
thanks to the initiatives of the Borromeo family. Then, the great European wars of the early 18th century
assured the Austrian domination of the city (the Habsburg family), which completely changed all fields of
society. The Accademia di Brera was founded in this period; the theatre La Scala was built in 1778,
together with other neoclassical buildings and the Arco della Pace (1807).
THE NAPOLEONIC ERA
It was thanks to this climate of enlightenment that Napoleon was received so enthusiastically by the Milanese when he marched into the city in May 1796. Many optmists at that time saw him as the symbol of
the democratic reform spirit.

HISTORY OF NAVIGLI
The city of Milan is at the center of a territory in between the rivers Ticino and Adda, large waterways that
descend from the lakes Maggiore and Como.
Unlike most thriving cities, Milan is not served by a major river.
The construction of the artificial canal system started off with the outlining of the Naviglio Grande in 1179,
linking Lake Maggiore of the Italian Alps with the region of Lombardia and the city of Milan via the Ticino
River. Eventually, this complex water system was connected to the other major Northern Italian rivers
Lambro, Adda, and the Po, which ultimately feeds into the Adriatic Sea. The Naviglio Grande was ingeniously developed to maximize natural rainfall, springs, and to drain marsh and swamp lands, as well as to
irrigate former wasteland. The idea was also to connect the different cities that belonged to Milan, Abbiategrasso, Turbigo, Tornavento, Vizzola and others.

After 313 A.D., the year of the Edict of Tolerance towards Christianity issued by Constantine the Great,
many churches were built and the first bishop, St Ambrose, was appointed.

The canal did served as an irrigation system and as a mean of transportation, and also gave the population the possibility to fish and bathe in the water. The canal contributed to an improved health of the
region, vegetation and crops in the newly irrigated farmland began to grow.
The costruction of Naviglio grande was followed by the Naviglio Pavese and Naviglio Martesana and
these three canals were all connected through Milan via the Fossa Interna, also known as the Inner Ring.
The urban section of the Naviglio Martesana was covered over in the beginning of the 1930s, together
with the entire Inner Ring. Commercial carrying continued on the Naviglio Grande, but the decline was
steady and by the sixties it was over for good.
During the 18th and 19th C impressive villas and palaces with lush gardens were built along the canals.
The elite of Milan constructed summer houses here, most of which still stand today.

PIAZZA 24 MAGGIO
Piazza 24 Maggio takes its name from the strage of Napoleone at the castel of Binasco may 24th 1796.
At the center of the square stands the neo-classical arch that Luigi Cagnola designed for the celebration
of Napoleon’s victory at Marengo in year 1800.
One each side below the arch the old toll-houses mark the beginning of Corso di Porta Ticinese, the road
that in the medievals was called Tininum and led to Pavia.
Porta Ticinese, one of the city doors of the Spanish walls of Milan was located here as a part of a system of
fifteen highly guarded gates that led into the city, from Porta Vittoria to Comasina, all the way to to the
Arch of Peace in the Sempione Park behind the Caste Sforzesco.

Today one can embark on tours of the Naviglio from Milan. The activity is intense along the Naviglio,
especially on weekends. Fishing, hiking, biking, and walking are popular treats this beautiful environment
offers. An architectural value of the canals are the many ancient bridges that cross them.

THE NAPOLEONIC ARCH AND ONE OF THE TWO TOLL BUILDINGS IN PIAZZA 24 MAGGIO
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THE SECOND HALF OF THE XIV CENTURY

After Napoleon’s fall in 1814, the Congress of Vienna restored Lombardy to Austria, but Austrians were no
longer enlightened reformers and the milanese remained largely hostile to Austrian rule; hostility that
finally exploded in five days of street fighting in 1848. However, because of the military incompetence of
Carlo Emanuele of Piedmont, the uprising failed and the Austrian forces re-entered the city which was
placed under their commander-in-chief Count Joseph Radetzky's control.

HAPPY CITIZENS TAKING A DIPP IN THE DARSENA

I belive that the Darsena has an enormous potential to become an attractive
part of town that would add to the city on many different levels. This thesis project
takes its starting point in an extensive examination of the Navigli, its history and
the city as a whole. Through the analysis I have gained a complex picture of the
area and a personal view of how its future could look like.
My proposal for the new milanese district is an attempt to solve the problems detected in the analysis and to benefit from and strenghten its potentialities. The actions taken in the project all aim to create a sustainable urban environment.
To accomplish this I have, among other things, worked with the following themes:
IDENTITY
Identity through time; past, present and future. What is the identity of the area?
HISTORY
What is the history of the area and how can history be applied to a contemporary context?
COMMUNICATION
How can the communication for cars, pedestrians, boats and cyclists be improved in the area?
The result is a new masterplan for the Darsena and some modifications to the two
squares Piazza 24 Maggio and Piazza Cantore. My aim has been to create a
green urban area with a rich program that adds to the city in many different
ways. I’ve tried to create a safe and welcoming environment that integrates with
the surrounding urban net and facilitates communication for pedestrians and cyclists. And finally, I’ve tried to create conditions for these qualities to last over time.
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DARSENA
The word “darsena " means dock of a seaport in english. From having been the port of Milan for hundreds
of years, the Darsena of Milan has been abbandoned in suspense for a decision to be made about its destiny. Today Darsena has become a hide-away place for bums and other suspect characters and lies dirty
and stinky as a big gap in the city center. It’s a shame for an historically important place with such potential.

Milan became less important as the Roman Empire declined. The city suffered the invasion of Lombards
who first sacked (539 A.D.) and then conqueered it in 569 A.D. The capital of the Roman–Barbaric kingdom of the Longobards (569-774 - from who the region Lombardy takes its name) was instead Pavia.
Milan's rebirth began with the Carolingian rule in the 8th century.

THE KINGDOM OF ITALY
In 1859 the Austrians were run out of the city and Milan was annexed to the Kingdom of Piedmont which
became the Kingdom of Italy two years later. Since the seat of governement had to be Rome, from this
time on Milan was chosen as the economical and cultural capital of Italy. To celebrate its new free status
a great number of grandiose building projects were undertaken, for example the construction of the
great Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, the San Vittore prison, the Cimitero Monumentale and the San Gottardo tunnel.

The bishops used the Lombard influence to build an alliance with the emperor Ottone of Saxony. At the
beginning of the year 1000 the archbishop of Milan acquired the position as the most powerful person in
Northern Italy. In 1117 Milan became a municipality after a series of political difficulties and it acquitted
itself of the archbishop. Milan also expanded by declaring war to other cities of the area. During this
period the city was governed by democratic laws and built the Palazzo della Ragione as a seat fo its
political self–rule.

MAP OF THE NAVIGLI CANALS FROM YEAR 1885

The Naviglio Grande is often called 'il Ticinello', or the Little Ticino, because its water is drawn from the
Ticino River. It connects Lake Maggiore, from the city of Sesto Calende, to the city of Milan. The watersystem became fully navigable in 1272 after an improvement of the canal making it wider and deeper. The
Naviglio Grande made the movement of important items of commerce possible: grain, salt, wine, manufactured goods, coal, timber, livestock, cheese, hay, etc. The Naviglio Grande was used for troop and
defense movement as well. The granite and marble used in the construction of the Dome of Milan was
transported on the Naviglio Grande from the Alps .
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In the beginning of the 13th C Milan’s importance increased intensively and finally became feudal and
the city considerably changed its appearance; among other things with the extension of the city walls,
the construction of new buildings and the development of new paved streets.
THE VISCONTI AND SFORZA FAMILIES
The period of democratic governement came to an end when power was seized by the old Milanese
Visconti family who were to be 'lords' of Milan from 1277 to 1447; the comune system was over and Milan,
like so many other northern Italian cities, went toward one-family rule. From 1300 the Visconti brought a
period of glory and wealth to the city and the surrounding cities all acknowledged their rule. The Sforza
family's rule coincided with the renaissance period in Italy and expecially Francesco's rule was magnificent; he transformed the city into a powerful metropolis, building the Castello Sforzesco and the Ospedale Maggiore (now Ca' Granda), among other things. It was during these years that the Castle and
the Duomo were built along with the church of Santa Maria delle Grazie.
Ludovico il Moro was the most dominant figure during the Sforza duchy; he proved a good ruler encouraging agricultural development and the silk industry. He also called architects like Donato Bramante and
Leonardo da Vinci to his court, making the city one of Italy's great centres of art and culture.

MAP FROM THE 50’s OF THE CITY IN A ROMANTIC CONTEXT
WITH THE LAKES AND THE CONNECTING RIVERS
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FASCISM & POST–WAR PERIOD
The fascist party was founded in Milan in 1919 and during fascist reign, several pompous examples of
innovative architecture were built; the Central Station and the Triennale are two of them.
During World War II Milan was destroyed but after the war Lombardy was instrumental in the boom that
transformed Italy from a relatively backward, agricultural country to an industrial world leader. The city
became a major financial centre and the region's new–found wealth attracted workers from the south of
Italy in a wave of immigration. Milan of today is the major center for commerce, finance, publishing and
recently media, design and fashion.
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1 Piazza Cadore
2 Piazza 24 Maggio
3 Naviglio Grande
4 Naviglio Pavese
5 Darsena

TICINESE/NAVIGLI AREA TODAY
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