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ABSTRACT 
 
The “ephemeral”  forms part of the collective imagination in a broad context, a 
concept that is widely accepted. 
On the one hand, working reality fosters workers’ potential to face several 
problems in a minimum time frame.  
 
Just as the Situationists analyse the value of the city through their travels, 
with the concept developed by Francesco Careri in his book “Walkscapes” is 
transcended to a more generic approach. The wandering as an aesthetic 
practice, as a way to generate a landscape.  
 
It is possible to colonize the city with images far from publicity and to give the 
city a good quality of culture and entreteinment. 
 
 
 
INVESTIGATION TARGET  
The study attempts to analyze how ephemeral interventions transform public 
space and its potential to transform it according to its characteristics.  

 
RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
  
The objectives of this research can be summarized as follows: 
- Analyze the concept of public space through the reflections of analysts, 
sociologists and urban planners throughout certain periods of history.  
Significant periods are chosen because of what they have meant in the evolution 
of the concept.  
- Compare the analysis of cities from the point of view of public space and 
evaluate interventions that are placed in the physical frame of the city through 
cultural and artistic movements. 
- Classify different examples of real temporary artistic interventions in the city 
that are considered interesting from utilitarian, aesthetic, sociological points of 
view. 
- Assess in which way they have transformed the city. 



 
WHY? 
 
The aim is to try to understand the value of public space in the city. Public space 
as support of ludic activities and recreational expansion for people.  
Nowadays the current zoning of urban activities in Shopping Malls generates 
concentration of uses in homogeneous spaces.  
However, the hardware of the city is a stage for greater versatility and wealth 
space, because its key condition: It is a public space. On the contrary the 
shopping mall is a private space that depends on private market strategies. 
This lecture try to show an option of entertainment and culture different from 
these places and compare the traditional scheme of uses in the historical cities 
with the modern zoning of most areas of new urban planning. 
 
 
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND.  
 
Historically the PLAZA or the Agora has been always the place where everything 
happens in the cities. 
After the Modern Movement with the new town divided in areas according to 
their uses the urban planning is based mostly in the zoning. 
This investigation about the use of the public space is focused from one empirical 
approach, studying various transient events in various cities. 
However, the theoretical framework can be based on the critical thinking against 
the Modern Movement, emerged in the 50s of the twentieth century. 
The Situationist thought arises as different reflections on the post-modern theory 
that proposes an alternative to the simple town planning advocated by the letter 
of Athens.  
These reflections about changing public perception of space are focused not so 
much on a substantial social change but on the use of the urban scene as a creator 
of changing situations. But the fact of claiming the streets or cities as a place 
itself implies a political position that implies to give priority to public versus 
private. The interest of these theories lies in the transformation of the citizen from 
a taxpayer to an actor in his city or his neighbourhood. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The ephemeral gardens Jardins de Lausanne. 2004 Art as settler of the streets creates a new aesthetic in many 
cases very suggestive and inspiring city for a rereading. 
The ephemeral gardens Jardins de Lausanne. 2004 SCENARIO 

 
 
HYPOTHESES 
Today’s society values more and more human beings’ capacity of adaptation to 
the successive transformations of the reality in which we live. 
 
The “ephemeral” forms part of the collective imagination in a broad context, a 
concept that is widely accepted. 
 
On the one hand, working reality fosters workers’ potential to face several 
problems in a minimum time frame. Versatility and reflex capability comprise 
indispensable tools of efficiency, skills that are desirable in any job. Furthermore, 
the continual change of employment is a pattern accepted in a wide variety of 
professions. 
 
In the personal sphere on the other hand, the family unit has ceased to represent a 
model of stability; few families now exist in the traditional sense of the term. 
Families are prone to move, expand and diminish, disperse or undo. 
 
A great part of society has literally turned into “The Society of Spectacle” 
described by Guy Débord, a society that, according to him, lives in a falsehood: 
the appearance of which leads to a “Society of the Spectacle”, totally mediatised 
by the commercialism that has arisen from capitalism. 
 
Débord speaks about the possible causes of this situation. The disappearance of a 
comprehensive manufacturing process, which leads to the separation of the 
worker from the goods, is what results in the valuation of goods as spectacle, 
since the product is transformed into something totally foreign to the worker. 
 

�



Débord defines “the spectacle" as the dark side of capitalist society, and speaks of 
how the spectacle presents itself in perpetuity as all that is based on change. 
 
Nevertheless, capitalism is the economic system that has most rapidly 
transformed the perception of reality by means of its advertising devices. 
 
The urban planning is increasingly being faced with major areas of action in most 
of the cases for speculative purposes. Following these guidelines the new areas 
are not places to live but dense residential areas and neighbourhoods where the 
residents feel increasingly alienated to the urban architecture where they daily 
live. 
 
The new town is moving away, in most cases, from the project from the urban 
public space as organizer.  
 
The historic city is the result of a slow building process over the centuries. The 
overlap of different intermittent urban plans has created a very rich public space 
in continuous change, evoking the intrinsic condition of the unfinished city.  
The city collage over the years leads to the analysis of cities throughout history.  
This reflection values an appreciation of the spaces of the historic city opposite to 
the concept of "ideal city" and the failed utopias of the thinkers of the nineteenth 
and twentieth century. 
 

 
 
Vienna, flat-bottom figure. Paper Collage City. 

 
 



The city can be interpreted as a great collage of places, patches that form a 
changeable support for urban life, as the authors of “City Collage”, Colin Rowe 
and Fred Koetter, propose. 
 
Inside this collage they find places of particular character which differ from 
others because of their form or history: spaces which are being constantly 
controlled by ephemeral actions that transform them into dynamic scenes of the 
city. 
 
The book talks about Collage City planning tools that are used throughout history 
to increase the size of the cities or to influence them in a more surgical way. The 
results are mixed cities that speak of their own evolution and that have their own 
internal edges. 
 
Inside this hypothesis of urban analysis this research work tries to illustrate how 
the appropriation of public space understood as part of the urban collage enriches 
the urban life and its physical form.  
 



PRESENT SITUATION 
 
The ephemeral, temporal, is increasingly adopted as a way of life in all areas of 
daily life. 
If we abandon social questions and if we analyse the ephemeral, from an abstract 
point of view, to its real meaning, out of context, we will find a definition that 
goes more deeply into the ephemeral value as fleeting, as momentary, the 
intensity of the brief, the delicacy of the weak. It may be fleeting perishable, 
fragile, provisional, elusive, vanished. 
 
 

Cities, host frameworks of situations, are constantly moving. They are portrait of 
a catalogue of moments, scenarios. The recognition of these details or nuances is 
what binds the citizen to his city. Modern man, as Debord said, is viewer too, 
maybe a too passive viewer. Men, in the reality of current social life, are not 
living at all its events. 
 
But the city is the area of the volatile, the location of the opacity and 
transparency through the filters, overlapping scales, landscapes and the 
circumstantial invasion of nature as an outsider. The public space to have the 
ability to accommodate urban life has to be dynamic, because they are business 
connectors because they have an important potential for transformation.  
Insertion of ephemeral elements in public space is a way of analyzing the use 
and nature of urban settings, their ability to be dynamic or scenic. 

The observation of moments of cathartic art-city re-make the environment and 
transform it into landscape, the urban landscape of the instant. Landscape that 
we can add specific qualities. 

It is a mode of analysis on the same way as proposed by the situaticionist with the 
concept of psychogeography: “a subjective study of the city resulting in the 
mapping of routes that provide a stronger link of the citizens with their city”. 
These maps are a mode of personal reading, absolutely partial that has much to 
do with art. The dialogue of urban art with their support generate maps of 
possible ephemeral interventions in the city streets, the fact of intervening in 
them confers them (streets, squares) a unique character. 



 
 
Guide Psicogeográfica about Paris. Discourse on the passions of love. Guy Debord and Asger Jorn. The book 
Situacionist City. 

 
The insertion of ephemeral elements in public space is a way of analyzing the use 
and nature of urban settings. They generate new ways to read the city with urban 
alternatives that are vital to the intervention of public space, the rereading of the 
tours is an urban base for the conquest of public space by citizens. 
 
Just as the Situationists analyse the value of the city through their travels, with 
the concept developed by Francesco Careri in his book “Walkscapes” is 
transcended to a more generic approach. The wandering as an aesthetic practice, 
as a way to generate a landscape. Just as cities have evolved so has the perception 
of the urban and natural environment. 
 
Walking as aesthetic practice is essential to evaluate the intrusion of art in the 
city. The perception of a pedestrian is always more concrete, and during the walk 
is all discussed in more detail. There is anthropological, philosophical and artistic 
works that lead us to drift as common place. 
 
 
A goal such as this carries a real political position, one way of looking at art, 
urbanism and social project to a sufficient distance between them in order to 
determine what those gaps that we have and what we need to live well. 



To fill these gaps urban art arises, as a concrete answer to questions about the 
city, its problems, its deficiencies. Art expressed through their various 
manifestations. The art in the city is enriched by its support and is supplemented 
by him.  
It active items disused, provides green space, gardens, artificial plantations. 
It reinterprets and asses places by inserting objects in their space. 
It gives more privacy invading empty interstices of the city. It provides new 
insight, observation sites of the environment.  
Submits space with actions that provide sociological analysis, giving a greater 
theatricality to urban life. 
 
Art as a complement to the society, as the defending situationists produce the 
"unitary urbanism", the use of all the arts and techniques as means to exist in an 
integral composition of the urban life.  
We face this together as infinitely larger that the old rule of architecture on the 
traditional arts.  
It covers the design of new ways and places in crisis (pone en crisis) known 
forms of architecture and urbanism. The "unitary urbanism" is dynamic and is 
directly related to styles of behaviour. The smallest element of the "unitary 
urbanism" is not the house but the architectonic complex, which is the reunion of 
factors that influence an environment. 
 
Some cities opt to transform their streets, creating new environments in active 
neighbourhoods or in damaged areas that need regeneration where these actions 
are a way to re-activate them.  
Since the sixties, when the concept of walkscapes arises as proposed re-cognition 
of the city have occurred in a lot of examples of temporary events in different 
cities whose artistic success underscores the importance of such activities in 
urban life. 
 
The artistic highlights of recent years are summarized in a series of examples that 
illustrate how IS POSSIBLE create new places from a familiar environment with 
the simple inclusion of ephemeral art in all its manifestations. Cities like New 
York, Barcelona, Berlin, Lausanne, Madrid and Kassel exploit their status to 
insert dynamic performances associated with cultural movements or 
independently. 



INDEX OF INTERVENTIONS 

Classification categories 

Intrusion activators 

Work with elements of waste, a new life for recycled items. The interest of this 
series lies in the use of objects or materials completely out of use to re-activate 
and modify small areas of town. Citizen participation is essential for the use of 
new mini-zones. 
Cubas 

 

Santiago Cirugeda 
1999 
Sevilla 
They transform tanks of debris collection into ludic 
spaces for unspecified activities. 

Graphic signage makes recognizable objects in the tanks 
belonging to a series. Each tank generates the possibility 
of a different use, but all of them linked with a playful 
reading of public space. 

 
The intention of the intervention is to generate new types 
of activities in public spaces. It gives a reading about 
different objects, like containers of debris, which 
normally form part of the cityscape. 

 
1_ Diccionario Metápolis de Arquitectura Avanzada. 
Manuel Gausa. Vicente Guayart. Willy Müller. Federico 
Soriano. José Morales. Fernado Porras. 2001. Editorial 
Actar. 

 



Maßstabsprung 

Büro Sprenger 
1998 
Berlín 
A large cylinder of compacted straw is located in the 
urban space. People find it and give to it different uses. 

 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1) 

 
1_http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The portable green 

Mini-gardens and green elements as a way to introduce mobile vegetation in 
consolidated urban areas. A small part of nature that served primarily to raise 
awareness among citizens and politicians of the need of vegetation in the city. 

Rasenstücke 

Klaus Bortoluzzi 

1997 

Berlín 

The intervention consists of a series of mini-gardens 
planted in portable bags. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1) 

1_http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 



fliegender teppich 

(Flying carpet) 

 

Bauer, Herrmann, Mehlhose 
1998 

Berlín 

Establishing a garden like a carpet that allows their 
location in different places, transforming them into 
improvised green areas. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1)  

 

1_ http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 



Artificial planting 

Planting of objects as a method for characterization of public spaces. It is a way 
to colonize areas in public based in the repetition of simple elements grouped 
artistically. Form new patterns that overlap with the existing texture to evoke a 
re-read of these zones. 

Alu-Lichtung 

 

Céline Bocquillon y Marc Pouzol 
1997 

Berlín 

A "seeding" of small sheets of aluminum space qualifies 
the edge of the river where it passes through the city. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten Berlin" 
(temporary gardens). (See note 1) 

       



Altered Elements  

Reinterpretation and presentation of objects in the urban landscape. We use the 
urban medium, both mobile and fixed to change it generating an observation 
more complex and rich of the city. 

  
Mobile  space 
 
Compañía de Caracas 
2005 
Madrid 
(intervention on the bus lines 14 and 45: Castellana-
Recoletos-Prado) 
The project “mobile space” seeks to play with the 
meanings of "circulation" and "mobility" in their city 
ways - transportation - and media - circulation of 
information - to create a visual paradox - a disguise - and 
reflect on "the city" through the displacement and the 
presence of one inside another. 
The intervention is part of the proposal Madrid Abierto .  
(See note 2) 

1_http://www.madridabierto.com/esp/index.htm 

 
 
 
      



 
Nomad viewpoint 
 
José Dávila 
2005 
Madrid. Fachada de la Casa de América. Pza de Cibeles. 

The idea of this proposal is that the building of the 
House of America is not primarily a work to be 
observed, but to reverse this relationship and use the site 
to observe it from the city and contemplate the events of 
everyday urban life. 

The intervention is part of the proposal Madrid Abierto . 
(See note 2) 
1_http://www.madridabierto.com/esp/index.htm 

 
 

 
 
 



Privacy 
 
Generating more intimate spaces within the urban public space. There are small 
shelters in which the public can enjoy a special particular public space. Each 
citizen shares this piece of street or park. 
 
Klanggarten-Le  Salon Rouge 
 
Martine Sgard y Suzanne Gabriel 

1997 
Berlín 
By allowing a red mesh transparency adds a space around 
the trunk of a tree. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1) 

1_ http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 

 
 



der stille ort 
(the reserved place) 
 
Büsch, Müller, Schütze y Stellwag 

1998 
Berlín 
A cabin is placed in a public space that creates a quiet 
place from which to watch the sky. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1)  

1_ http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Image, sound and new media 
 
Video, photography and sound interventions as elements of interpretation and 
transformation of the urban landscape. The inclusion of sounds and images in a 
public space that is usually silent. These actions complete the value of this place 
with the ideas that the artist wants to express. 
 
Surveillance camera players 

Desde 1995 
Nueva York y otras ciudades americanas. 
To demonstrate the presence of video surveillance 
cameras in public spaces, these groups play off in the 
places where these cameras are.  

This is an activity with little physical presence in public 
space. Only the maps showing the position of cameras 
and photos of the performances are as physical records 
of activities.  
They seek to disable the power of social control that 
these cameras have when they are placed in public 
spaces. 
1_ http://www.notbored.org/the-scp.html 

 

 



200.000V 
 
Mi5_Arquitectos: 
Manuel Collado Arpia + Nacho Martín Asunción 
2004 
Alcalá de Henares (Madrid) Talleres [R]activa 
Through lighting, sound and graphics are provided signs 
of an urban presence and a residual field trapped by 
electric and rail infrastructures. 
Us an area devoid of public activity, having been 
converted into a square end, severed by the passage of 
the railway on one of their addresses and a tunnel in a 
perpendicular direction. This problem adds shared 
occupation of the square by hitherto considered 
incompatible uses (200,000 volts of electricity 
infrastructure on the one hand and a terrace bar on the 
other). Convert this waste into a new and intensely 
suggestive support for this in the particular environment, 
it becomes the primary objective of the workshop.  
1_ Revista Pasajes: Arquitectura y Crítica nº 62 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Interstices and medians 
 
Empty urban areas are not resolved, and there exist vertical spaces naked, as 
places of opportunity for public activity. Contemporary cities are generating so-
called non-places, areas that have changed use, which have left or that have 
simply never had. Different artistic recover these sites by altering their status as 
marginal and, in many cases, turning them into livable and pleasant places. 
 
Playing Ciutat Vella 
 
Actar Arquitectura 
1998 
Barcelona 
This theoretical proposal suggests the involvement 
interstitial voids, colonists, so that they acquire a public 
utility and neighbors. Proposes a system of intervention 
can be realized in different uses: entertainment areas, 
open air cinema, public gardens.  

By the proposed interim arrangements intended to 
highlight and capitalize on gaps in the integrated urban 
texture. Converting these areas for allocation of space in 
the neighborhood  
1_ Diccionario Metápolis de Arquitectura Avanzada. 
Manuel Gausa. Vicente Guayart. Willy Müller. Federico 
Soriano. José Morales. Fernado Porras. 2001. Editorial 
Actar. 
 
 
 

 



Balança romana 
 
Jannis Kounellis 
1992 
Barcelona. Cruce entre Almirall Cervera y la calle 
Baluard en la Barceloneta.  
A series of overlapping plates, carrying a set of weights
are hung in a row of Mediatrix.  

The intervention is part of the proposals made in 
Barcelona during the Olympics. (See note 3) 

1_http://www.ub.es/escult/Water/N05/W05_1.pdf 

 

 
 
 



Points of view 
 
Generating new points from which you can have a view of the city. Generally the 
bystander's perspective is very linear, has a very flat perception of the city where 
he lives. The inclusion of viewpoints that changes the height of the point of view, 
the approach or the distance of an object provides a new view on the 
environment. 
 
Ein Garten für zwei 
(a garden for two) 
 
Bode y Williams 

1997 

Berlín 

It is an element of street furniture which allows to see the 
height of the trees. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten 
Berlin"  (temporary gardens). (See note 1) 

1_ http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 

 

    
 



Ein-Blicke, Durch-Blicke 
 
Steffen Brodt, Hans-Peter Flechner y Sylvia Martin 

1998 

Berlín 

A series of focus telescopes are placed as iconic elements of the city, but 
showing them the different views that are traditionally offered to tourists. 

The intervention is part of the "Temporäre Garten Berlin"  (temporary 
gardens). (See note 1)) 

1_ http://www.temporaeregaerten.de/ 
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Artistic actions 
 
The city can also be used as a support and means of artistic expression of 
attitudes of claim. The public space donates its status like a canvas backdrop for 
the citizenry and as such is used to make demonstrations. 
 
Missing element 
 
Cildo Meireles 

del 8 de junio al 15 de septiembre del 2002 

Kassel (Documenta XI) 
In various places in Kassel, are sold at a price of 1 Euro, 
of pure water ice.  

Writes on the work Carlos Basualdo, co-curator of the 
Documenta11 "On the one hand refers to the imminent 
shortage of water and progressive on a global scale, the 
other is a continuation of the questioning of the notions 
of use value and exchange value, recurring in the work 
of Meireles ". 
1_http://www.universes-
iuniverse.de/car/documenta/11/frid/s-meireles.htm 

 

 



Neun-nein-dé-collagen 
 
Wolf  Vostell 
14 de Septiembre de 1963 
Wuppertal 
This is happening on a large scale organized in nine 
locations in the city of Wuppertal. Organized by the 
Galerie Parnass, including from the happening films 
Vostell manipulated, that people saw lying on the 
ground, until the collision of a locomotive to 130 km / h 
with a Mercedes parked on the road. 
The intervention follows the concept of "de-collage, the
artist wants the public to isolate events of their everyday 
context, question of what is reasonable or absurd, which 
led to new patterns of behavior that provide the public 
with a plea for reaction and reflection (and shock at the 
effects that will feel after) 
1_“Arte del siglo XX” Ruhrberg-Schneckenburger-
Fricke-Honnef. 2001.Editorial Taschen 
2_http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/sun-in-your-
head/ 
 

 



 

 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
About this list of interventions, all of them are documented as projects already 
made, as how they were carried out in the final outcome. We assume that most of 
them have a long journey from idea generation until the work was built, in this 
interval the support, the city is the adaptation factor that have transform the 
projects. 
At the time the art object is in the public space has already been processed. 
 
The second transformation is triggered by the passer-by, the citizen who lives it, 
that looks at it. The pedestrians are crossing with a new object that appears in 
your path and change your routine, change the street, plaza or garden. The space 
acquired through concrete measures, textures, lights, or colour. 
 
The third and final change occurs when the object disappears, a prerequisite in 
the ephemeral art. The disappearance of the object is a vacuum that does not exist 
already and the perception of space has changed forever. 
 
The art provides an analysis subjective and relative, far away in most cases from 
the language merely capitalist and the consumerist imagery in which we are 
mired. Beyond providing useful art brings quality of life. Gives time for 
reflection or recreation. In a historic moment in which the invasion of the global 
society of the spectacle is general is necessary to make a bid to ride through the 
cities and to replace the images of advertising into new objects with high quality 
aesthetics.  
 
The use and enjoyment of public space is starting to make a choice, social and 
even political. 
 
The use of the street as a site for expansion born from the valuation of the empty 
space of the city as a place rich and versatile, the result of the superposition of 
different textures time after time. 
 
Intervention in these areas involves the assumption of the political value of the 
city and the challenge of offering new readings and tours to the streets of the city. 
 
All of the citizens know the existence of the drift as a mode of recreation since 
the origins of man. 
 



Participation in their environment is an evolution in the way of perceiving their 
neighbourhood, recognize its scale, its lighting, its final nature. 
 
The commitment to get lost in the journey and even participate in the ephemeral 
interventions (as in many of the examples have been listed), involves the 
transformation of urban development in a comprehensive and unified discipline 
to everyone. 
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