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FOREWORD

Foreword

By now, it is ascertained that towards the end of the 20th century a radical 
process of renewal concerned the modus operandi that regards the infrastructural 
design. The theme of footbridges, in particular, has undergone a change that has led 
to an enrichment of the engineering project with values and meanings that once were 
only typical of architectural works. 

Until a few decades ago, the importance of the bridge was usually defined 
on the basis of its length and of its size and, in this sense, footbridge often had a 
subordinate role. Many designers were convinced that these small structures had not 
a real importance and that therefore they were suited to those engineers that took 
their first steps in the construction of bridges. This led to prefer especially the use of 
girder structures for pedestrian bridges, for which the process of dimensioning and 
verification could simply be carried out manually, i.e. without the use of a computer. 

As Hugh Pearmen has however noted, in conjunction with the advent in the new 
millennium these singular works have been rediscovered as “vessels of metaphors” 
and a growing number of architects, as well as a new class of project engineers, have 
started to notice the potential hidden behind their design.

The reasons for this transformation are multiple and find a common 
denominator in the response that the main European cities, since the middle of the 
last century, have been trying to give to the big ecological, social and urban crisis 
weighing on them. Drawing inspiration from the principles of sustainable urban 

development, these facts have marked the beginning of a new project season that has 
also seen the birth of a new generation of footbridges: deeply different from what was 
previously produced, they are a tangible sign of the change occurred in the way of 
conceiving these structures, both by virtue of a new aesthetic and of  new semantics. 
So from simple, anonymous structures capable only of crossing an obstacle, they have 
become, in little more than 20 years, real “urban devices” that, with their renewed 
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appearance, contribute to redefine the image of contemporary city giving it a more 
sustainable dimension.

As attested by the success achieved in recent years also at a media level, that of 
footbridges is therefore a very topical theme of great world interest: above all, it is no 
longer an issue just for the experts of this field. More and more magazines, specialized 
and not, deal with this topic.  The cycle of conferences on this theme, Footbridge1, is 
a three-yearly international event inaugurated in 2002, which draws the attention 
of numerous designers and critics of architecture. Also at a communication level, 
the pedestrian bridge has recently found a place also in unusual areas such as, for 
example, cinema and literature, a sign that this reality is appreciated  not only as 
urban signified but also as social signifier. 

The topicality of the theme is easily recognizable even in the current events. 
The conference on climate that has just taken place in Copenhagen deals with 
complex issues that affect the entire planet with answers, yet so uncertain, that don’t 
seem to be avoidable. The reflection on climate and environment protection, as well 
as the preservation of the reality in which man lives and wants to live his own future, 
concern the same issues underlying the reflection on the quality of life, and therefore 
man’s space. This work wants to be a contribution also in this sense.

Therefore, this research aims at understanding the importance of the cultural 
revolution which at the end of the XX century marked the birth of modern footbridges. 
The ultimate purpose is to define what  the pedestrian bridge represents today and 
the real factors that helped to build its current popularity.                                                                                        

1 The first international Footbridge conference dates back to November 2002. It was organized by Otua 
(Office Techinique pour l’Utilisation de l’Acier) in Paris with the purpose to create a point of meeting and 
technical and scientific discussion about the theme of footbridge for the designers and scientists from all 
around the world. This event, apart from its practical results, had the great merit to develop a growing interest 
around the design of these special structures, which are dealt with today according to an approach that is not 
only technical and functional. In this sense, in December 2005, under the influence of the IUAV University 
of Architecture of Venice and on the wake of that media success that concerned some of the most famous 
bridges of the last ten years, the second edition of Footbridge proposed to extend the debate to the wider 
topic of conceptual design from a perspective of integration between architectural language and structural 
language. The city of Oporto offered in 2008 the basis for a new debate between landscape designer, urban 
planners, designers, researchers, entrepreneurs and experts of the sector. With the title “Footbridges for 
urban renewal”, the event was attended by more than 300 people from 23 different countries that met in 
Oporto to discuss about the themes of design and conceptual design, of restoration and renewal; of analysis 
of structural behaviour; of dynamics and control of vibration; of innovative materials; of regulations. The 
fourth edition of this cycle of conferences will take place in Wroclaw (Poland) in 2011 and the fifth in 
London in 2014.
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Introduction

As a focus of interest, the “bridges theme” has always provided much to be 
reflected upon, and it continues to excite the curiosity and imagination of many 
authors. Indeed, the contemporary scientific literature includes very many essays 
and technical analyses that consider this question in considerable depth and from 
any number of viewpoints. Among these, we may note Joerg Schlaich’s masterly 
lessons on the structure of bridges and the lucid, impassioned reflections of Enzo 
Siviero which, on the other hand, point to the deeply humanistic nature of these 
works. However, as Prof. Siviero points out, it is only over the last two decades that 
this question has stepped into the media limelight, with an outreach that (most 
strikingly) takes us beyond the natural confines of the theme’s specific academic 
ambit. Perhaps spurred on by the events surrounding the Calatravra project − which, 
from the 1980’s on, has done so much to heighten public awareness of such work 
over time − the bridges theme, nowadays, has attracted considerable interest also 
among people not belonging to the close circle of, so to speak, arbiters within this 
field. 

Indeed, daily papers and non-specialised magazines dedicate more and more 
space to bridges and pedestrian bridges. Nowadays, films, also, as well as advertising, 
frequently include evocative representations of the work of today’s leading archistars. 
Automobile advertising campaigns frequently portray hyper-modern bridges with 
considerable emotional outreach. We may also note the latest Harry Potter film in 
which certain key scenes portray the disastrous, but spectacular, collapse of Norman 
Foster’s famous Millennium Bridge. 

These examples provide confirmation as to the strikingly sharp rise in public 
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1. From Harry Potter 9: the collapse of Millennium Bridge in London.
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and media interest in this theme over the last few years, sustained in part by the 
revived and increasingly passionate and active public interest surrounding the 
construction of such works, accompanied by interest on the part of communities 
and public bodies. Wilkinson&Eyre’s Gateshead Millennium Bridge is a case in point. 
Indeed, the bridge has become a source of pride for the locals, who soon renamed it 
the “Eye of the North”. Another key event, of course, which generated considerable 
press attention, was the building of the Calatrava bridge in Venice, and the coverage 
of the nights during which, despite the endless bickering, the world’s attention 
was riveted by the two enormous skeletons which, as they inched their way along 
the Grand Canal, looked set to rival the renown of the Rialto bridge itself. Over the 
following days, the major newspapers published thousands of articles and images 
charting in considerable detail the progress of this enterprise, minute by minute − 
while the locals followed developments closely, endlessly recasting and embroidering 
upon events according to their own particular “take” on the situation. 

These events, still fresh in the minds and hearts of the people concerned, are 
just two of the many instances that indicate how − over the last few years, and in the 
light of a revived and keen interest − the bridge theme has at last broken away from 
the tremendous impasse situation that infrastructural design had reached during the 
1960’s and 1970’s (when designers seemed capable only of producing cold skeletons 
and shells devoid of memory). Bridges seems to have gone on to discover their real 
worth and true meaning: the result of establishing a bond with locations and with 
the people who live there, as a metaphor linked to a revitalised memory of “days of 
yore”, of a time when bridges (especially “inhabited” bridges) were the hubs of cities, 
and − given their considerable power of attraction − when bridges were considered 
major landmarks within the urban community hosting them. 

The merit for this “reawakening” goes, undoubtedly, to the architects and the 
new generation of engineer designers who, toward the turn of the century, pioneered 
a radical process of renewal of the manner in which infrastructural work is to be 
conceived. Distancing themselves from the standard design practices of the post-
war years, whose focus was limited to technical and economic considerations, these 
architects and designers heralded the arrival of a new artistic approach rooted in a 
“higher brow” culture of design which also targeted the needs of people and of the 
people’s environments. 

This is especially the case with modern footbridges, which, from the late 1980’s 
on, have excited the interest of a growing number of local government authorities. 
This growing interest may be ascribed precisely to the specific significance which 
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footbridges have gradually come to assume within contemporary urban contexts. 
As a product of a cultural revolution which has radically revised their aesthetic and 
semantic profile, bridges and their meaning tie in with the desire of the mankind of 
today to escape the alienation of a life spent inside that padded capsule that goes by 
the name of “car”. Here, people can reconstruct their ancestral ties with the world 
that they themselves have built, and yet which, unfortunately, they apparently see 
only from afar. On reviving our capacity for profound experience, for which we need 
the eyes of our skin, we can rediscover the true significance of our existence as a 
body within a given space at a given time. 

Hence the focus of this work on the issue of meaning. The aim is to provide a 
personal contribution to the theme of footbridges and arrive at an understanding of 
what these specific infrastructures really represent for people and for contemporary 
society. Starting out from the obvious (i.e. that such infrastructures no longer 
figure merely as structures provided to overcome obstacles), the aim is to arrive at 
considerations such as may fill in the gap which, unfortunately, we currently find 
in the contemporary literature. Despite the considerable quantity of articles and 
essays dealing with this theme, none seem willing to take on the task of providing as 
objective an account as possible of the meaning the footbridge has assumed today, as 
a part of the landscape and as the locus of the concrete experiences of people.

With these aims in mind, the work has been divided into three main parts. In 
the first part, we attempt to pinpoint the reasons behind the cultural revolution which 
came about at the close of the twentieth century, leading to the creation of modern 
footbridges. Temporal and geographic contextualization of this revolution shall be 
provided. Dating back to the later 1980’s, it falls within the ambit of the policies of 
urban regeneration adopted by the main cities of Europe in their attempts to tackle 
the major ecological, social and urban problems besetting the contemporary world. 
In particular, we are dealing with projects which aim to reconfigure the urban fabric 
through large-scale operations of regeneration of public space, it being understood 
that public spaces constitute the element which, more than others, contributes 
to the construction of the image of a city. These projects also include modern 
footbridges which can so rapidly provide ideal instruments for fostering sustainable 
urban development policies, as set forth on the occasion of the 1992 Rio de Janeiro 
conference.

The radical change taking place in how infrastructural work is conceived 
contributes to this process of renewal, with such work (formerly, structures) 
morphing into an “urban projects”. Footbridges themselves therefore also become 
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urban spaces, thus enabling urban reorganization that starts out from one of its basic 
elements. Hence the emergence of a new design methodology according to which 
bridges are no longer seen as context-free objects but rather as urban architecture 
morphologically integrated into the city’s structure. This issue crystallizes around 
the prime need to delineate the key elements which concretize this new approach to 
design (an approach which has been subscribed to practically by all, but which has as 
yet not been actually decoded). Starting out from the today’s meaning of “landscape” 
(the city is part of), the themes, dealt with in the second chapter, are taken up to 
provide the cognitive bases for a reading of the work, going beyond standard 
technical descriptions to dissect instead the design features that reflect this new way 
to conceive the footbridge.

Consequently, a substantial support comes from the phenomenological 
ambit, where landscapes constitute the tangible expression of the connections of 
space we live in and architecture the metaphor of the way we relate to landscapes. In 
particular, the central part of the second chapter consists of a careful analysis of the 
main constructions in the last twenty years, as indispensable means of investigation 
in the relations outfitting the man to the landscape. 

Lastly, the third part shall look into variations of a semantic nature that derive 
from consideration of footbridges as a part of the architecture of contemporary cities. 
The transformation of infrastructural work into “urban projects” entails re-defining 
the object not only morphologically but also conceptually. Starting out from a number 
of considerations regarding the semiotic nature of architecture, and with recourse to 
the notion of “semantic connotation”, by means of which it is possible to broaden out 
the functional attributes of an object, here, our intention is to provide an updated 
re-examination of the contemporary meaning of the footbridge − a meaning which 
should, in the light of the results already attained, optimally deploy these results 
within a cultural synthesis which shall constitute the true literary contribution made 
by this research.

INTRODUCTION

Note: Quotations by italian Authors has been translated by Fabrizia Zorzenon.
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