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Natura Urbana: Ecological Constellations in Urban Space

Matthew Gandy
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Q=Question A=Answer

The content of the interview is based on his recent book “Natura Urbana: Ecological Constellations in Urban Space".
The interview is organised in the framework of Humboldt Cities Network, a community of scholars who have
received the Alexander von Humboldt Scholarship and work in the field of urban studies.
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A: Firstly, thank you very much for
inviting me. Writing a book that serves
as an overview of ecology and urban
nature presents the challenge of
navigating a vast and dynamic literature
that has grown substantially over the
last 20 years. One of the aims of my
book is to try to make sense of this very
complex and diverse literature. In doing
so | have developed various conceptual
approaches to help with that task.
& owEde, APERKGHRAVEGE, 55—
AMERA SRR T E AR, T
PRECR AT BRI K 20 AR KRN, SIS ISR, FRERXABHHZ —it 2t
BRI 2R 2SR, fEX DI AR, FITR T 2 ST R RIBE XA H Y,

The phrase "spectral materialism” denotes an interest in the connections between material
sites in the present and more distant spaces such as extractive frontiers as well as the
connections between memory and place. The idea of spectrality explores the relationship
between things that are there and not there; presence and absence. Spectral ecologies link
with aspects of literature, visual culture and other fields. So we are dealing with a highly
complex and interdisciplinary set of questions right from the beginning.

“BURMEY) TS0 —IRREL T RYIRA AT S EEI i (HRRIG R Z RIERR, P
BN 5 1 R TR R SRTE, “HI R ” FUMESIR N T S AMETE, EMS BT Z KR,

CHIRARE H30F, MW SUE R EASUEMDE, Fi, BT —FFEs e b i — R &
JEE NS~ E R A,

In order to navigate the complex field of urban ecology | have developed a four-fold typology
for the existing literature. The first strand is what | refer to as the systems-based approach,
which is now the dominant perspective in urban ecology across both pedagogy and practice.
The second strand which is of interest to me is that of observational paradigms which we can
trace back to the 19th century and emerging interest in the close observation of plants, birds
and other organisms living in cities. There are particularly strong connections with urban
botany, for example, and a fascination with walls, ruins, wastelands, and unusual ecological
assemblages within the city. Observational paradigms remain very significant within new
developments such as citizen science and the rise of ecological art. A third strand of work
is represented by urban political ecology, which has emerged particularly since the 1990s,
focusing on developing connections between urban ecology and social justice issues such as
health, housing, and access to green space. And then we have a fourth strand of thinking that
| refer to as the ecological pluriverse, which is the most recent field of work connecting with
new developments in geography, anthropology, and other cognate disciplines.

BSUEL 1™
B2

N T BPE AP A LGSR, BARFBUA SRR TP, 88— KB " T RAN
JIE”, 3X02 H R AR S AR B AR SR A TR, 9 R BURGER “WgE”
PATRTLUIEME] 19 tHhag, MR AT T S AR E T PRI, S2RFnH A EY)
FEAESER, BN, SRR ER AR DIROCR, AT S, RYE, S R
FHIVESHE SRR, EARBEMESZAGEE RS, NeuRAER B,
WRIBOAASY” BE R TIERRINE, FAlEE 20 e 90 FEELKR, BT
REWHESFESEL ., BENSFOSARRFERIE B2 FBRR. K5, BIEH
SBIURERRS, BN ERZIT , REBRIENTEGUR, SHise, A HARR R
FRHITHT A R R

The ecological pluriverse emphasizes how we live with non-human others in urban space and
also intersects with emerging ideas about how contact with nature can enrich or even enchant
everyday life. There is an interesting set of arguments about welcoming nature into the city,
not just designed nature, but also non-designed or spontaneous nature as well. For instance,
coyotes entering North American cities have become a focus of cultural fascination as well as
birds of prey roosting in high buildings or examples of spontaneous flora such as flower rich
wastelands along the side of railway tracks or in post-industrial spaces.

“AERZTTl” ST BATAMEAESR T R A T S AR A KR H M MASERAETE, DU A ST
FIOE T2k B ARRE EREFE B EE R H EAERIILAAERIC, STl 3 28 Ay, H—
FYARIIER, MUEFRRITER, eI AR B, B, AR
AR, WHEAEERERERVIR S, DAL G Tk A Fh S E R ATt e B & ARG+,
RS R

We can also trace links to animal-aided design in architecture so that spaces for birds,
bats, or other organisms are an integral part of the design concept from the outset. In
other words, the idea of the ecological pluriverse is about celebrating and encouraging
different forms of urban biodiversity. The mainstream ecological literature often discusses
green spaces or urban greening at a very general level. | think we need to look more closely
at individual green spaces and reflect on their differences in terms of how they came
into being, how they're regarded, how they're managed, and how they relate to individual
neighbourhoods. | would suggest that we need a much more differentiated appreciation of
different kinds of green spaces within the city.

BABERT LUEHE RS A RS VA 8% i, M58, il s th 2 E P 75 30 23 (A A — T aa sk
PN MRS AN R o FIR—#R 7, HAihii, ZonESRYELE R 2RSS A R Ry
yRiEY 2R, FRESTE R T EIER SN Z Lihes sk iist. Filh,
TANHFEE DT ANGM, HEFENEWA A, WRER. g, DUz
SEMEXBRRET I ESR BN, BT Z IR AR RSB R 2t T 3 B 22 b
IR B
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Q: In your first chapter you skillfully observed the relationship between
city and animals and use the term Zoopolis. Regardless of how our
cities have evolved, animals continue to remain in close proximity to us,
underscoring their scientific significance within urban environments. So
following your discussion on the fourth stream, how do you perceive the
current trend in interaction between animals and urban environments?
s R —Frh, I Yl S 2 MR R, JHEM T " 8h
Pk " (Zoopolis) —ial, FCiEIANNIGRdT il s, ZhPlssRS i
REFBEREVINXR, XM TENESTREPRRAE L, e, B
BB PYRURBN “ERZ e WMNIR, B R L6 S ol R R
Z I H A2

A: | think what we can observe is a
trend towards a heightened public
interest in urban nature throughout
the world. For instance, during the
COVID-19 lockdowns, many people
remarked on the fact that they were
much more aware of nature on their
own doorstep. There was a greater
awareness of birdsong or of animals
venturing further into urban areas than
previously. This increased awareness
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of urban nature forms part of a larger trend. If we take the example of urban bird watching,
for example, there are now local groups in almost every city worldwide, including the global
South.

B UNFRATAT AR — NS, AR 2R AR B AR SEBERE &, Flan,
TERTE G E BUNE, W2 ANEU, MmN ECRTONREARE TEZHINR, AMITNS
R BN PIR AT HE X A ROR EE ARG SE SR 7o XHRT B AINIR IR mg R i — i 70 PA
SR, BAE R L MR T S A S AR, AR R E R,

When I've done research in Chennai in southern India, it's been very interesting to connect
with enthusiastic grassroots birdwatching groups which bring many people into closer
contact with not just nature but also scientific knowledge. The sharing of knowledge through
the Internet is another dimension here, so that people can send photographs of birds, plants,
insects or other organisms they've seen and then a range of experts can provide advice on
their identification. So it is a question of building up public knowledge about urban nature
but also sharing expertise and producing new cultures of nature within the city.

HIRATENE RS ICR B T RN, 5 EEREZ S ARSI R 2 — R AR 1S,
TREEEAAML LV 2 NI PR R AR B AR, B LR TR RN, 55— N B HER AR
T R > AR, ATAT DO 28 2 X AT B 52, Y. Bt mEY IR
Fr, ARG —EEL SRR DR AR A, I, A2 —MRE AN B RIAHIRE R,
HR— NI ERWANR, PURTES T GNEHTH B A SIS,

Q: In the second chapter, you unveile so many alternative perspectives
on urban ecology, such as the prevalence of invasive plants. You draw
our attention to the beauty of wilders within cities and also those
spontaneous forms of urban culture found in wastelands and non-
manmade nature spaces. You advocate for urban nature for its own
sake, instead of solely concentrating on traditional recognized economic
spaces like urban parks. You focus on extends to every nook of the
city including neglected spaces such as Berlin's Brachen which gained
fame due to your film. Additionally, you explore abundant or marginal
sites, including graveyards, each small plot of land that have been
previously underexplored. So | see that you opt for alternatives instead
of convention. How did you decide to study urban ecology in those often
overlooked spaces?

). FE58 —Hh, R TP R TI0TESRARM R, AR Y
98 A7 e, TR SRR b B RE 2 35, PARAE AN iE B
R R BER B ol R S SUEE R, 818 ST B AR S RIGHE, T
ARSI 23 Bl S SN AP A S ), T d R B S e 31
R —A A%, SISHRMKZEN, WEHRTEH (Brachen) , ER
B AR R s AR, AN, BERE 7R N e il
G, PARPARTARBEFE AR — /et R, SRR
— R AR S RS G, BRI DRI STIX S G R 4
SR ) T 3= 2 e

U=

A: What | find especially fascinating
about these marginal or interstitial spaces
is the element of ecological surprise,
because you never really know what you
might find. Certainly for urban botanists,
there has been a particular fascination
with the way an empty space can
become a site of ecological discovery. In
the case of plants there is an element of
chance, for example, as seeds arrive in
the wind, on the feet of birds, or even on
the shoes of human visitors. Every new
combination of species can be a unique
outcome of opportunity and chance.

B TWAFIXLE D S Ek A R TR A 1 T
IR T BB, EOWRKIZEAR
HIERS R 20 MR, M TIRAHE
Yook, 220123 AN Oy A2
KRB, — B2 MR 15 KR

77 o M TFAEYIAIL, P E— BRI R,
fln, HEYRIRTRBEXHOR, HEEDJLIM L, EEFRERENET L S DHrYihd
G HRRTRE RSN AR AR,

These spontaneous ecological assemblages can be very beautiful, brimming with flowers.
Marginal spaces sometimes look much better than designed parks or gardens, much more
interesting, much more exciting, and often unusual in terms of aesthetics and ecology. Within
the city we encounter an intriguing tension between designed spaces and non-designed
spaces. Yet we have to recognise that these non-designed spaces of nature are often only
temporary and are very vulnerable to development pressures.
FEHENESHETRER AR KN, (ERIR, LGS AAN LRI AR AR &,
BEAM, HSNKE, HENHEERFRAESY THEEARSE, fEmh, RMI2850L
R E SRR R Z WA K ), A, FATLFOARES], XEEARR TR E R BT
RN, ARER S22 & BRI,

Wild spaces of nature within the city are often restricted to a very specific sites such as alongside
roads or railways, and other kinds of marginal spaces that can't easily be used for other purposes.
In some cases, these areas serve as ecological refugia, which also graveyards, cemeteries, and
other sites that are relatively protected from development. For instance, when | was working in
Chennai, India, one of the most intriguing spaces of nature was the gardens of the Theosophical
Society on the south bank of the Adyar River. It is an enclave of nature within the city that
is preserved and shielded from the massive development pressures surrounding it. In other
words, we have these islands of nature within the city that can be produced through a variety of
mechanisms or processes and which are vitally important for the protection of biodiversity.
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ST AR B AR AR RIR TARR R AN, ARk LR, DAUNHAAE A TIF
KWL E, ERLEHENT, XEXBUZASE R, thR2E, SO A A BT
KNI BN, FRAEENERCR TAERE, &5 AAMERT B 2823 A2 — 2L T B YL 7)) 3 7
HIRE P SALR, ERSRTTHA—B B 2RI, SZRICRY, T3 Ja DT 5= AR 1 B RSN
WA, BAER T PR E BRI, BT POEE S ML sOd L, TR
ERYEZESiEPO:C: 8

A: Like many people | think my
childhood memories have been very
important in establishing my interest
in urban ecology. | remember a hole
in the fence where we could escape
from my primary school into this wild
space to play during the lunchtime. That
experience has stayed with me: the sense of a transition from an ordinary space into a magical
space by climbing over a wall or going through the fence. There is something quite exciting
about these marginal spaces that can transform a forbidden or unknown zone into a space of
play, discovery, or imagination.
& MIRZ N—F, TRIANEFERICACN BN T A S E R E 2, RIS
AR, AT DATEAF B A WNERBX DTN BB E, X ik LI :
T BRSBTS A, M — DI A R (RN — DR A R R, X LI 57 TR RE R AR X BR
FNXISEEA k. IRREBRER A, S NES%

A: Interms of my particular connections
with Berlin | had a research fellowship in
the early 2000s based at the Humbdolt
University in Berlin where | was working
on the topic of "Cyborg urbanization”
and urban infrastructure, building on
recent work | had done in France, India,
Nigeria, and the USA. While working in
Berlin, however, | became conscious
of these interesting wastelands or "Brachen”, to use the German term, and | gradually
reconnected with my childhood passion for these marginal ecological spaces. | also started to
learn more about urban botany and the specific contribution of scientists in Berlin to the study
of urban ecology.

BSUE L -~

% MRS MMRIRRIRRTT S, 2000 4£4), FEEMARIBHE R RIS RRY S, 51
HRBRIEEIEE, B, e HANEMSEE i) TOE A, BFoE “lFImme” Mk
HLIR . SR, FEAAMR AR, BOTARERFREAHBRFEHE R “Brachen” (f#
B TR MRE) |, FRIZBEEHTRE LN X G S RS, T E 2 T R
YRTTHEY)E,  DARAEARRL A GO IR A SR I R IR T iR

One very significant element of my connection to Berlin is my study of a specific wasteland
or Brache in the Chausseestralie, over a long period of time through a series of systematic
ecological studies as well as walking methodologies. This particular site has recently been
erased and replaced by a luxury housing complex that is ironically called "the Garden". The
loss of this site also connects with my earlier point about spectral ecologies and how we
connect to spaces that no longer exist.

G MARERRS, A—NMEREZENICER, Bt — RN RGN LSRN T
F, WATF Chausseestralle HFiE N — A RFE T TR ISR, X ek iy L i e
HE, WmMRZiR—EEEAEX, BEWRERIR, ZKEETNXPHRN 1"
XA “EHE” FIEA S TR ARSI “HRAESY” ) AT S RN E A E R 23 A
SHRRA R,

Another very interesting development in Berlin is the way that elements of non-design are being
incorporated into new park designs. We encounter fragments of former wastelands or "Brachen”
preserved in various ways within new park designs. In the prize-winning Park am Gleisdreieck, for
example, there are spontaneous forests of birch trees that have grown up through abandoned
railway tracks, which have been incorporated into the new park as "Gleiswildnis" (track wilderness).
In addition to these fragments of former wastelands, we also have what could be described as
"ecological mimicry” where landscapes are made to resemble the diversity of flowers found on
wasteland sites. The use of "Okoschotter” (eco rubble), comprising certain types of stones, forms
a distinctive substrate that will encourage certain species of wild flowers to flourish that are usually
associated with ruderal or marginal ecologies. Park am Gleisdreieck is a complex patchwork of
different designed and non-designed elements. Even some of these non-design elements are, in
reality, a form of design since the ecological dynamics of the site have been guided in specific ways.
We encounter a spectrum of design and non-design that is brought together to produce a distinctive
kind of cultural and aesthetic synthesis. These new park designs mark an important departure from
an earlier emphasis on landscape design as a form of control over nature. Instead, there is a trend
towards allowing aspects of nature to develop in a whole range of possible ways so that parks and
gardens become spaces of possibility where we don't know for sure what they will look like.
MRS —MEEABR R R, IR TR IEERNAF A BT, TR AR,
FATRT LB 2 DA A5 SR B RORIVE H IR fre B0, (ERI RS ST E 3R i N [
(Park am Gleisdreieck) 1, H—h BHEEKNMERMN, CIFELEFOEHN, (B8 “8
BiiE”  (Gleiswildnis) #AMABT AR, B TIXEEE BRI, FATIEE AT AR
PRy “ARSHET 7 RSO, IX SRR T R LT et RS RIES T, “AESHAT
R RIS, TR — AR AR, AT 5 et BA A 0 R R 2RI AR
IR K, AESEHTETE i A 2 — N A FEIZ H T R MARR T T R=DF R MR 2 2477,
B R E A — e yRR T, Lk EZ2—MiRIER, FoWZgtneE SR RE
NG IS0, BATERNAR AR T RICEE R, BN — R SR R 25 S R,
TR N R TR EE —ME AR, BURE RS2 — R B AT . B
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MRZHIEH R, RVFERKEANTT A MATRER T s R, AT 23 R A1 R oA 3RATT
TeikIfE AN AT RETE 2 ],

These trends are not restricted to Germany. The French designer and horticulturalist Gilles
Clément is very influential for me. One of his interesting ideas concerns "the garden in
movement" that allows certain species of plants to move around within a park or garden
from one year to the next. Clément has emphasized plants which can enable a sophisticated
combination of ecology and aesthetics in public space. However, there are complexities in
linking these new approaches to park design to a wider public audience. There can be a danger
that some people may perceive these spaces as being poorly maintained with weeds or other
plants simply allowed to grow with no effort made to cut back unwanted vegetation.

One of the interesting ways to counter this perception, however, is the use of "edge landscapes”
that highlight differential mowing regimes. This creates a visual distinction between spaces
with shorter vegetation where people can sit, have picnics and socialize, and a separate space
of wilder vegetation that is full of wildflowers and biodiversity. This "edge effect” suggests that
there is a concept behind the presence of wild spaces in landscape design.

X BIERNR R TEE, BEHMAREZRE Y - Wk (Gilles Clément) MNIRHIH
MR K, A —NAEAARE—ah ek, RV MR A Y AE 2 [ sl AE [ g
ERE, TR, YA DE AR E PSR AS S BRI E, R, EEIXLE
W AR TR S BT ZIARBRRER, IEFE ST R, LA,
WXL RLE A E, AR TR RN, BB MY S EEE K, 2,
MNPUXMEBEIEN —DNEBIER L% e, EsRIERFRRBETHIE, XIEHE R
FERIE R CANAITAT DA ok, BPREE A0 SRRETAE, DASARAE Y 2 A A B AL M B
AARSL 2 B 2 AT A e BN, X R “TAZR 7 A, s A S H AR TR 2
B HMEH,

A: Of course, many cities suffered
extensive destruction in the Second
World War, not just in Europe, but also
in Japan and elsewhere. And in many of
these cities, we can see the emergence
of a particular kind of ecological
sensibility or fascination for these
ruined spaces. London, for example,
also had a powerful emphasis on urban
botany, as did other European cities.
What's distinctive about Berlin, however, is the intensity of the urban botanical focus on these
empty or ruined spaces.
B U, VFZHRTESS O RS S T KSR, ANOUZTERRIN, 18 H AR HAth
77 RNt XL, AR DAE B — R R AR S B IR R, Bl B XX L
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JRYEZS AR, BN, (SRR — 4, WARR R TTEY . 2R, AR
MR ZAMET, SRR X L 2 Bl e i 2 (AT R 5 2O

There is also an additional factor to consider regarding the island city of West Berlin. The
geopolitical division of Berlin meant that botanists, ecologists, and other scientists were
effectively forced to focus very intensively on the island city from 1961 until the fall of the
Berlin Wall in 1989. The unique concentration of ecological research in the island city was
therefore influenced by geopolitical factors. Subsequently, of course, these kinds of intensive
studies have extended more widely, not just within Berlin, but also within a wider regional and
international context.

KT VI B B, IEH — MESMIR R FEE &, MMRIHEBIA R, BWEM 1961
EF| 1989 FMIMKEFEDTHIAN, WY F R, ERFRMEAMPI AR IR Eas R %S
TEIXAN IR K, A4S RAE By AR R b 2 B I BOR R RATE N, R, FE/EIXE
BEWRIVEREN 2, AMAERPR, mHEY R E Z Rt XA E RS &= .

A: | think an important point is that
the urban environment, which includes
spaces of nature, is fundamental for a
flourishing public life within cities. When
we're thinking about urban nature, we have to extend our analysis to include psychological
aspects of human well-being, as well as health dimensions like air quality, provision of shade
in in summertime, and the importance of surface water, flood risk, and other factors that
must all be considered in relation to urban planning. We need an integrated and imaginative
approach to urban nature and urban ecology to make urban life as good as it can possibly be
for everyone.
B WIANVREZERN— U2, 5 E AR RITE NSRS R IR A AR TS e A R it B fidl,
LA IR T SR, AR TV R B KA AL DB 2 SR R, R
HZEH, MK EEE, BB, DU S SR AL AR G B 5 R R 2R, Fdl]
TEMLREN. B AER NN T BRAERT B AT TS, 5 N#Red R
GFRIR T AT,

A key political question is the degree of access to nature and urban green space. In many
cities poorer areas have less green space. Furthermore, poorer households often lack any
access to a garden or even a small balcony. Therefore, the need for parks and green spaces is
especially important in poorer or denser urban neighbourhoods.

— RS BA [R)RUE  B AR T S A R AR B, TEVF 29T, 2R R IX /b
IeAh, FRREFETRAERE, ERRA/NHE, B, N2 REFISH R KRR K 8k
R AL XU,
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A: In developing the idea of forensic

ecology | have sought to create a

critical synthesis between the forensic

architecture and forensic entomology.
The forensic architecture programme, which originated at Goldsmiths College in London, does
very innovative work in terms of analysing specific sites of violence, including the use of plants
and other organisms as sensors. The field of forensic entomology, that uses insects to help
reconstruct crime scenes, has been established for a very long time, with some of the earliest
contributions made in thirteenth-century China. Actually, if we look at the history of forensic
entomology now, bringing these different strands together in relation to forensic ecologies,
we can look at one very striking example. Mass invertebrate decline can be conceptualized
as evidence for a global environmental crime scene, using the changing abundance and
distribution of insects to reveal what is happening at a global scale.

B ERE REASYET AN, BIKEEERERFPNIRE R R A — A
MG EME, BEERNALR TR L EN R, EoirE R mTR TR
HA OGN TR, Wi AEY e R MR R HEECRMIE
BB HZAGURESREA, RFA T BIAE 13 tRE2pyRE, SEPr b, A SRIATIRLE R IA R
EHZEHGE, ERXEAFRNERGRELSLESER, O AER —MERESIAE
HEEI 7. B MHESH Y RIR MUY, o] ARt o BRI EL SR B HIESE, A R A
B AR ARk IE R 2 ERVEE N IEE R A RS,

A: In the next phase of my work
which I'm referring to as "zoonotic
urbanization”, | want to look at the
relationship between urban biodiversity,
urban landscapes, and public health. |
will be doing further work in the Berlin
Brandenburg region that is experienced new health threats from climate change induced
changes in the abundance and distribution of insect vectors for disease. | also plan to conduct
new research in Recife, Brazil, looking at dengue, Zika, and other health threats. But | also want
to do research for the first time in China, particularly in relation to the city of Taizhou and some
of the nearby urban wetlands that serve as wildlife reserves for migratory birds. | would like to
extend the work I've been doing on urban wetlands in India to coastal cities in China.
& ER N BB TAED, FAERFFIRA A 2R, TR A @R Z HRXR,
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I always find it fascinating to begin research in a new place. You may arrive with all kinds of
preconceived conceptual ideas, but nothing can really prepare you for the direct experience of
working in new sites where you have to think through all of your existing assumptions. So, for
my own work, I'm very interested in the research imagination and its relationship to specific
places and spaces.
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| should perhaps add that in relation to Chinese urban design and urban ecological discourse,
I'm very interested in the "sponge city” concept that recently originated in the Chinese context.
I am thinking about the changing relationship between water and cities and how this relates
to future ecological imaginaries. How are we going to live in future cities with very significant
environmental challenges? And how might ecological design contribute to creating more
livable cities?
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In terms of doing research and writing I'm also very interested in different ways of
communicating academic research. While books and articles allow us to reach a certain kind
of specialist audience, for example, documentary film making offers the potential to connect
with a much wider public audience. | am keen to encourage ways that the academy can link
to wider public debates about the future of cities and urban nature.

R ARMBETTHE, A EARHFRIARIERETT AT RO, Flan, HEsfscEn] ALk
BA B E RS2 AR, MdIELL SR WA AT R B BB 12 AR, TN T 5+

ARFA LT NS 5K TIRM AT B AARKRATE T Z R AT,

(BERERXEFSLAMTA. BMEHSXKEMNTHERFERRETFE TR H#i
EBRFEEARFREARMIN FIE 012)

Urban Regeneration wt g 097



