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Abstract:  

Post-industrial sites are frequently seen as aesthetically sublime, considered as iconic reminders of an 

ongoing de-industrialization, and interpreted as symbols of the failure of the industrial age. 

Simultaneously they are also locations to re-imagine, reinvent and recover landscapes as agents for 

essential, sustainable, and environmentally-just urban transformations. The most visible discourses on 

post-industrial urban sites emphasize issues of environmental justice, pollution mitigation, adaptive reuse, 

and, in the context of urban redevelopment and renewal, benefits and performances based on ecological 

functions and processes. On the one hand, current concepts such as “landscape urbanism”, “sustainable 

urbanism” and “ecological urbanism” (as conceptual and practical alternatives to the mainstream forces of 

urban development) suggest ecology as a redemptive agent. Conversely, established and new hegemonial 

agendas of global development and neoliberal capitalization focus on political and economic interests 

involved in the complex processes of urban renewal, gentrification, redevelopment. 

These competing discourses construct post-industrial sites as highly contested terrains, and variously 

instrumentalize emergent ecologies and “urban nature”. Post-industrial sites themselves can be decoded 

as physical manifestations (material) – and representations (medium) – of such discourses. In this context, 

the present paper analyzes the High Line in New York City, one of the most recent iconic design projects 

on a post-industrial urban site. It draws on WJT Mitchell who frames city and urban space as “both 

represented and presented space, both a signifier and a signified and uses the idea that spaces operates 

simultaneously as real place and a way of seeing. It will argue that the agency of physical and material 

change in urban spaces extends beyond its economic, functional and ecological performances into the 

aesthetic-representational practices of “seeing” and “being seen”. 
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“Change life! Change Society! These ideas lose completely their meaning without 

producing an appropriate space.” Henri Lefebvre
1
  

"(Social) space is a (social) product [...] the space thus produced also serves as a tool of 

thought and of action [...] in addition to being a means of production it is also a means of 

control, and hence of domination, of power.” Henri Lefebvre
2
 

Post-industrial sites are frequently seen as aesthetically sublime, considered as iconic reminders of an 

ongoing de-industrialization, and interpreted as symbols of the failure of the industrial age. 

Simultaneously they are also locations to re-imagine, reinvent and recover landscapes as agents for 

essential, sustainable, and environmentally-just urban transformations. Both understandings 

mythologize and value such places, employing a fundamentally dichotomic and normative
3
 

construction of 'culture' and 'nature' that implicitly relies on the visibility and representational agency 

of such sites. The most visible discourses on post-industrial urban sites emphasize issues of 

environmental justice, pollution mitigation, adaptive reuse, and, in the context of urban redevelopment 

and renewal, benefits and performances based on ecological functions and processes. On the one hand, 

current concepts such as “landscape urbanism,” “sustainable urbanism,” and “ecological urbanism,”
4
 

(as conceptual and practical alternatives to the mainstream forces of urban development), suggest 

ecology as a redemptive agent. Landscape Urbanism in particular emphasizes process over finished 

static form, positing landscape and place as both results of cultural production and agents for cultural 

change. They approach intentional environmental change by attempting to engage the inherent open-

endedness, dynamic qualities and interrelatedness of human and non-human processes and systems,
5
 

and include various interests, processes and forces excluded in more traditional planning approaches.
6
   

Conversely, established and new hegemonial agendas of global development and neoliberal 

capitalization (with their attendant less obvious and less public discourses) continue to focus on 

political and economic interests involved in the complex processes of urban renewal, gentrification, 
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redevelopment and rebranding, producing economically, socially and environmentally uneven and 

unjust conditions.
7
These competing discourses construct post-industrial sites as highly contested 

terrains, and variously instrumentalize emergent ecologies and “urban nature” Post-industrial sites 

themselves could then be decoded as physical manifestations (material)- and representations (medium) 

-of such discourses, ultimately forcing a reconsideration of ecology and “urban nature” from an 

objective construct of descriptive science (focusing on biophysical aspects) to a contextually complex 

hybrid, involving cultural, political, economic and biophysical aspects.  

 

In this context, this paper analyzes the High Line in New York City, one of the most recent iconic 

design projects on a post-industrial urban site. It develops a framework that complements the 

traditional focus on material-physical-capital-ecological performances in the production and 

reproduction of contemporary concepts of “sustainable” and “green” cities, particularly referencing the 

current discourses on “landscape urbanism,” “emergent ecologies.” and “urban nature.” It draws on 

WJT Mitchell
8
 who frames city and urban space as “both represented and presented space, both a 

signifier and a signified, both a frame and what a frame contains, both a real place and its simulacrum 

(…).”  Using the idea that spaces operate simultaneously as real place and a way of seeing, as a 

sensibility and a lived relation, it will be suggested that urban space then is both medium and 

mediated. Furthermore, it will be argued that the agency of physical and material change in urban 

spaces extends beyond its economic, functional and ecological performances into the aesthetic-

representational practices of “seeing” and “being seen.”  

 

 

 

Urban Nature(s) and Environmental Justice: 

 

Underlying the arguments put forward here is the proposition that the “right to the city,”
9
 historically 

defined as an issue of social and (to a degree) environmental justice,
10

 also implicitly comprises a right 

to urban nature. The term 'urban nature' is in itself ambiguous,
11

 but is frequently used to describe 

spontaneous vegetation and other expressions of non-human processes within densely built and 

controlled urban developments. Emergent ecologies can be considered the most authentic
12

 elements 

of urban nature, as they are the physical expressions of processes that are not controlled by human 

maintenance regimes and are most often manifested in early stage successional vegetation. They may 

be interpreted as nature's “spatial tactics”
13

 and acts of resistance, occupying space (both marginal and 

marginalized) that are uncontrolled or less controlled by dominant processes of development and 

capital accumulation. Consequently, they should be more appropriately understood and labeled as 

transgressive ecologies.
14

  

 

Access to - and experiences of - urban nature or of 'nature' in general is a primary issue when assessing 

their agency. As urban nature is produced (or is allowed to produce itself) on post-industrial sites, 

questions of the types and distribution of nature, and how they impact the life of people in their 

proximity become a concern.
15

 This is underlined by the fact that most post-industrial sites occur in 

neighborhoods that are characterized by a lack of parks and other open space, below-average 

environmental quality, and are frequently inhabited by communities that are affected by the very 

processes of industrialization and deindustrialization that created such sites in the first place. In this 

context, the main agency of post-industrial sites, whether in their redeveloped / redesigned or 
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abandoned state, might not lie primarily in their actual and potential ecological functions and 

performances,
16

 but more in their aesthetic and representational function. 

 

 

Representing Landscape and Landscapes of Representation: 

 

The representational agency
17

 of landscape and space itself, its ability to represent ideas and 

ideologies, is particularly potent if it is intentionally designed. Its representational capacity relies 

heavily on aesthetic qualities, often foregrounding passive visual reception (appearance) over all other 

forms of sensory experience. The way in which underlying ideas inform and correspond to spatial and 

material form, and determine regimes of maintenance and control, is frequently deeply encoded, and 

not obvious. The decoding of designed and professionally curated spaces and landscapes depends on a 

particular situated
18

 knowledge of aesthetic and ideological traditions of landscape architectural or 

architectural design - and on the long-standing complicity of spatial design and planning professions 

with hegemonial agendas. However, designed landscapes are (due to their experiential qualities) 

capable of representing ideas, ideologies and underlying values independent of an audience’s ability to 

decode them - an ability that grants them insidious power.  

 

In the context of post-industrial landscapes and urban redevelopment their ability to perform and 

represent ideas about the relationship between human and non-human processes (between “nature” 

and “culture”) by providing and presenting various patterns and systems of order, is central. The 

(primarily visual) order of the urban fabric and its varied elements and components is not just 

important in decoding the layout and makeup of the physical identity and order of “city” as a means to 

orient oneself in response to the visual identities of environment, as explored in Kevin Lynch’s “Image 

of the City.”
19

 The visual agency of the urban fabric extends into attendant meanings and associations 

of order and pattern, representing ideas and forms of social, political and cultural order and hierarchy - 

putting people not just in a physical location but in “their place” within a social/capital order. 

 

This discourse is located in the larger contexts of “sustainable” urban (re-)development, the 

“ecological city” and the very notion of “urbanity” itself. Urban (public) space is a central issue in 

conversations on globalization; the post-political erosion of the urban public sphere associated with 

austerity and resilient neoliberal governmentality
20

 and in debates on the transformative potential of 

the urban field.
21

Embedded in this is the belief that the representational agency of urban space is 

central to understanding and facilitating processes of urban change and an important addition to the 

traditional focus on economic or physical-functional performances - in particular in the context of 

social and environmental justice and the ”right to the city.”  Deconstructing urban space and its 

existing and artificial morphologies and ecologies as physical manifestations (material) and 

representations (medium) of these discourses helps to decode its character as both result of and active 

agent in the capital-cultural production of urbanity itself. This widened perspective forms a basis for 

critical urban studies understood as a counter-hegemonic history of the past and present. 

 

 

The High Line: Ruining the Ruin, or Post-Industrial Sites as Picturesque Artifacts:  

 

The High Line on the West side of Manhattan started as an elevated freight rail track in the 1930s and 
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was eventually decommissioned in 1980. Left unmaintained, spontaneous successional ecologies 

developed. Iovine describes the High Line during this time as "a figment of people's romantic 

imagination - a wild meadow threaded with rusty nails high above the street that was visited primarily 

by adventuresome truants and graffiti artists."
22

 In the context of the 1990s urban renewal in 

surrounding neighborhoods (Meatpacking District and Chelsea), the perceptions of the High Line 

changed. The not-for profit Friends of the Highline increasingly gained traction in their quest for its 

preservation and development as an elevated park, an urban promenade, aligning with powerful 

interests and agendas pushing thus further urban renewal and gentrification in the surrounding 

neighborhoods.
23

  After a number of complex real estate deals, the swapping of development and air 

rights, and the securing of financing through public-private partnerships, New York firms Field 

Operations (landscape architecture) and Diller Scofidio+Renfro (architecture) won an open design 

competition.
24

  

 

Rather than embracing the existing qualities and agents of the location, the High Line’s design 

operates in the traditions of the ‘picturesque’ – a concept rooted in enlightenment romanticism that 

was fundamental in the development of landscape architecture as a field, discipline and practice in the 

18
th
 and 19

th
 Century, translating "techniques, formal strategies, and subject matter of Romantic 

paintings into the design of landscapes."
25

 It is noteworthy that Field Operation's principal James 

Corner's argues for the primacy of process and performance over form, and dismissed the picturesque 

as an outdated, reductive and inappropriate approach to the design and understanding of landscape.
26

 

The design removed the existing ‘wild’ emergent and transgressive ecologies and the gritty appearance 

of an industrial ruin, replacing them with carefully designed and choreographed artificial ecologies, 

and with slick, sophisticated design elements with refined materials and finishes. It disappointed 

expectations of retaining at least some of the High Line's existing emergent ecologies, upsetting 

photographer Joseph Sternfeld, whose photographs of the pre-design High Line and its iconic and 

sublime qualities created by the interplay between the decaying industrial ruin and emergent ecologies 

had been instrumental in garnering public support.
27
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Figure 1:  

Constructing the picturesque: before – after (photos: author). Note Robert Sternfeld’s photograph on 

the billboard, as seen from the redesigned High Line (photographs by the author). 

 

 

Performing Aesthetics, or the Building of an Image: 

 

The High Line provides a highly controlled, choreographed and pretexted experience. It foregrounds 

visual experience and is thus akin to a promenade with a sequence of tableaus designed to be seen, but 

not otherwise interacted with. The planting design as well as the placement of benches, viewing 

platforms etc., enforces a particular experience and ocular regime, with little possibility for deviation. 

Behaviour is tightly controlled and regularly enforced by other visitors and the ubiquitous presence of 

maintenance staff and park police. The exclusion of visible manifestations of non-human processes
28

 

makes impossible meaningful and formative experiences of a more authentic type of urban nature that 

could be considered challenging or resistant to the hegemonial agendas of urban renewal. By contrast, 

it constructs and maintains the line as an exclusive aesthetic object,  by controlling any type of 

experience and interaction.  

 

Aesthetic experience
29

 is reduced to the act of looking and any experience that is not merely visual and 

limited to passive reception is explicitly discouraged and policed accordingly. Thus it reminds us of 

DeCerteau
30

 who contrasted the participatory and immersive practices of the urban dweller from those 

of the mere voyeur in the production of urban space, pitting autochthonous, direct and active 

experience against the detached and passive consumption of urban space as imagery.  
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Past and contemporary concepts and experiences of urban space then are not just generated through 

the production of images, but in fact through the production of urban space itself as an image to be 

consumed and interacted with. This aestheticizes and reduces complex lived experience, producing a 

narrow range of acceptable meanings and behaviors that replaces the aesthetics of performance 

(aesthetic experience of processes and their resultant physical-material expressions) with a 

performance of aesthetics (the experience of a constructed, “finished” spatial-physical condition – a 

“product” and its attendant aesthetics). 

 

Figure 2: 

High Line Experience. (photograph by the author). 

 

Most picturesque works of landscape architecture produce explicit and implicit narratives.
31

 The High 

Line – operating in the tradition of an 18
th
 or 19

th
 century promenade – moves the visitor from 

woodlands to grasslands, to trees and shrubs, to grasslands, back to an area of denser woodland 

vegetation, and grasslands at phase 2's northern terminus on 30
th
 street, generating an almost cinematic 

sequence. The focus on the spectacle in the foreground and the experience of different ecotypes in 

succession suggests a narrative of a pristine pastoral nature that excludes the surrounding urban 

conditions and replaces the possibility of a critical engagement with the processes and the parameters 

of its social, cultural and capital production in an urban context with notions of escapism.
32

 

 

 

Visual Practices and Aesthetic Justice: Naturalizing Power, Mediating Contestation and Re-

Branding Urban Renewal: 

 

Traditional picturesque aesthetics and ideology emphasize the visual and are ultimately exercises in 

the production of images with distinct and hidden agendas. The High Line's aesthetic performance 

operates within this framework. The rebranding of the Lower West Side relies on the production of 

images (of city, urbanity, nature, culture etc.), and the High Line operates simultaneously as visual 

aesthetic object and as a "viewing platform" - a device that facilitates privileged views of the city.  
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Figure 3:  

“Staging” performances on and of the High Line. (photographs by the author). 

 

It is rendered a stage on which the (acceptable) expressions of contemporary constructions of urbanity 

are acted out, deliberately including and excluding certain participants and behaviors. A critical 

perspective on this “performance of aesthetics,” then should interrogate what exactly is being 

performed, who writes the script, and who enacts it. The High Line illustrates Habermas’
33

 and 

Fraser’s
34

 disquisitions into the public sphere and different publics (hegemonial, counter- and 

subaltern), and supports their contention that particular spatial-material constructions of “public space” 

tend to enforce particular public social identities, producing and reproducing particular attitudes and 

behaviors. 

 

Traditional picturesque ideology has deployed its aesthetics to successfully hide the actual authorship 

of space and succeeded in 'naturalizing' hegemonial power. The High Line operates along similar lines 

– by its exclusion of transgressive human and non-human processes and their physical manifestations, 

it erases the possibility of encountering a more authentic and inclusive version and vision of urban 

nature. It replaces it with a reductive, domesticated artifact – an artifact that cements and expands 

existing power differentials, excluding ideas about the relationship between human and non-human 

processes that might challenge the hegemony of global capital flows in imagining alternative versions 

of urbanity and urban development.  
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Figure 4:  

Visual practices in action: seeing and being seen. Note new real estate development in background. 

(Photograph by the author). 

Images themselves tend to be static, producing an appearance that is at odds with the remembered 

experience of dynamic change. In line with the picturesque tradition, images privilege particular 

spatial conditions (the perspectival construction of imagery privileges one particular point of view, and 

one particular direction of the gaze), but they also pick one particular moment in time, thus limiting 

the ability to imagine any kind of change. The High Line, as a translation of such imagery, clearly 

suggests a static imagination of urban nature – a domesticated version that is predictable and 

benevolent,
35

 subtly invoking ideas about non-human systems as homeostatic, balanced, and 

ultimately 'sustainable'
36

– this sustainability being achieved without challenging capitalist-hegemonial 

systems and their obvious production of environmental inequality.
37

  

 

The High Line then constructs urban nature as a picturesque garden, excluding the emergent and 

transgressive ecologies, and the non-human processes they are actually produced by and signify. Its 

actual performance is relegated to aesthetic appearance. As such, the High Line's primary agency lies 

in the performance of (ecological) aesthetics, rather than an aesthetics of (ecological) performance.
38

 

This rendering it as a “spectacle”
39

 or as “hyperreality”
40

 in which the signifier (High Line's 

domesticated version of urban nature) replaces the signified (nature and non-human processes, 

expressed as emergent ecologies), revealing aesthetic and representational processes through which 

urban space is involved in its own production and reproduction.  

 

The "new appropriation"
41

 of the picturesque, as ideological and representational tool in the capitalist-

hegemonial control of emergent constructs of ecology, urban nature, and urbanity, serves the 

stabilization and control of uneven developmental patterns and emphasizes the shifting role of 

landscape in this context: Cosgrove argues that "…landscape constitutes a discourse, through which 

identifiable social groups historically have framed themselves, and their relations, with both the land 

and with other human groups, and that this discourse is closely related epistemically and technically to 

ways of seeing…."
42

  The discourse on replacing ('domesticating') the transgressive elements of urban 

nature on the High Line is played out through the production of imagery and actual (aesthetic) 

experience of landscape, reducing it to its representational content and semiotic function as a 

signifier.
43
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Figure 5:  

The replacement of the socially transgressive. (Photographs by the author). 

 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The replacement of the ecologically transgressive corresponds to the exclusion and displacement of 

the socially transgressive (paralleled by the "clean-up" of the Meatpacking District with its pasts of 

marginal industrial production and subsequent image of sexual deviancy
44

). The physical expression of 

previous “layers” of urban culture are de facto erased, and the structure of the High Line, while 

remaining, is de facto relegated to the function of a “picture frame.” In this context, the High Line 

operates as a powerful sign, an icon and symbol, that represents, advertises and “mediates” a 

neoliberal version of urban renewal. Urban renewal and gentrification processes were already well on 

their way, and had displaced large numbers of the poorer residents before the High Line, but it will 

without doubt be instrumental in accelerating these processes. 

 

The High Line compellingly illustrates the essential and often underestimated role of aesthetic-visual 

practices and regimes inherent in - and materialized by - designed urban spaces. These territorialize 

and deterritorialize loci and processes of memory, meaning, place and community identity. In the 

context of urban renewal, abject gentrification and wholesale displacement of communities the role of 

urban space itself as medium cannot be underestimated. Spectacular projects, such as the High Line, 

play an increasing role the “branding” of cities. The use of iconic public buildings in urban renewal 

projects in disenfranchised, “transitional” neighborhoods has a long tradition, often referenced as the 

“Bilbao Effect.”
45

 The role of public open space, due to its ability of being inhabited, used and 

interacted with in different ways, and its (at least perceivably) more open access is much more 

insidious.  
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The representational agency of the High Line is much more important to the re-branding of the Lower 

West Side than its ecological or physical-spatial performance. Much like iconic buildings, it is an 

inhabitable “cool” image. This approach, however, does become exceedingly problematic if the design 

of public open space is subjugated to the marketing and branding needs of what Mike Slater calls “the 

neo-liberal growth machine”
46

 and starts to disenfranchise or outright exclude demographics that do 

not, or cannot, participate in the processes of capital production and accumulation. 

 

Any analysis of “urban space,” “urbanity,” and “city,” then, needs to involve a thorough look at its 

representational agency and ideological content. Aesthetic justice,
47

and the ability to actively 

participate in the experience, making, production and reproduction of different urban spaces that 

represent and reproduce different ideologies, concepts and attitudes becomes critical. It is also a 

necessary and, so far, neglected part of the discourses on the right to the city.
48
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