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ABSTRACT

Tirana, capital of Albania, is a city where voices
are silenced and identities remain opaque. With
a tumultuous and dark history, Tirana’s political
landscape, which is inherent to public trust, has
been fractured. Then, how can the public realm
be reconceived to better express individual and
collective voices? This project explores how
cultural forms of identity, memory, and voice
found in Albanian textiles can be interpreted

at the urban scale. The master plan currently
implemented in the city scarcely recognizes
public spaces but allocates new poly-center
developments. Grounding the project in one of
these poly-centers, a derelict textile factory,
cultural memory is interpreted, extracted,

and manifested in a multi-faceted urban
development. Such a process aims to operate
as a business incubator, housing and public
space, community agriculture, and transit-
oriented development. This project aspires to
reposition the city’s history by excavating the past
through soil remediation, new forms of labor,
and community development. Unlocking this
memory and restructuring its texture will form a
liberated, vocal, and free public realm.
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Examining historic
footage of Kombinat's
construction (inner)
through the present
conditions (outer)
View of Tirana looking
southwest from Mount
Daijti illustrates the
density of the city.
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The recently renovated
Skanderbeg Square
revitalized the heart of
the city with new public
space.

The Rama era murals
are now in a state of
decay after attempting
to bring hope and joy
into the city.

The New Market is one

+~ © Natasha Hicks

of the major public
realm projects that have
been completed rapidly
in Tirana.
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6. The majority of the
public spaces is in

disrepair, preventing
many from utilization.

7. The remants of
Kombinat continue

to collapse each year

with migrants living
inand around the

area, while vegetation
overgrows the site and
slowly remediates the

contaminated soil.
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In the wake of major political shifts, Tirana, capital of Albania,
is implementing several measures to catalyze itself as a thriving
hub in the Balkan region. The key strategy is a series of poly-
center developments aiming at relieving pressures from the
already congested and dense downtown core. This project
explores how cultural forms of identity, memory, and voice,
found in Albanian cultural expressions, such as textiles and their
patterns, can be interpreted at the urban scale. This project also
reconstructs the socio-political narrative beginning from these
post-industrial poly-centers (Fig. 1).

Tirana is home to a population of approximately 800,000
within a dense urban fabric (Fig. 2). It is located in a valley with
mountains surrounding on three sides. The heavily polluted
Lana River cuts through the center of the city. This river once
stood as a barrier between the political elite and the rest of the
city, but is now a neglected utility. The city has a central square

called Skanderbeg Square, which was just renovated in 2018
by the Belgian firm §1N4E and was recently awarded the 2018
European Prize for Urban Public Space® (Fig. 3). A series of
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ring roads with spikes emerging from Skanderbeg Square lead
to other major cities. Tirana continues using leaded gasoline
and regular diesel, lacks a central bus station, has no train
connectivity, and recently opens its first underground parking
garage. It has purposefully designed its public space to prevent
gathering, recreation, assembly, and most of all, expression.
Tirana is indeed a city where one’s voice is silenced; hence, it
exemplifies a silenced public realm. Public expression of opinion
is non-existent in Tirana. Therefore, landscape architecture can
act as an agent of reconciliation and expression in this city to
liberate and reconstruct both personal and civic potential.

In the 20th century, Albania underwent multiple forms of
political control from leaders responsible for creating a self-
sufficient state and major industrial progress and growth!".
During that period, leaders, such as Enver Hoxha, constructed
many factories to increase exports (textile production, assembly,
etc.). However, public space and public freedom were stripped
and controlled. In 1992, the emergence of a democratic
political system inspired the city to attempt to invest in civic

For detailed award
statement of this
work, please search
the Works page in
the official website of
PublicSpace.
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The overall site design
unites the poly-center
with the core of the

city and the proposed
Metrobosco while
creating a dynamic hub
of innovation and living.
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Breaking down the
patterns brings the unit
to represent a person, a
seat, a planter, etc.
Merging these patterns
into new forms provides
new viewpoints in
cultural preservation
and how the individuals
aggregate to the
collective.
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beautification projects. The most notable initiative was mayor
Edi Rama’s facade project that painted residential blocks with
bright colors and patterns as an attempt to bring hope and joy
into the urban fabric and to break away from its socio-political
history™”. These murals are in a state of decay and disrepair now
(Fig. 4). Today, incumbent mayor Erion Veliaj has started a major
public realm investment in which massive public infrastructure
projects are constructed in the city center (Fig. 5). Public space
remains lacking in Tirana: only 2 m” of public space with poor
utilization is allotted per person compared with 7 m” in the
European Union (Fig. 6). Thus, how and where can Tirana
reinvest in its public space in such a dense city?

Mayor Veliaj started a research fellowship with the Harvard
Graduate School of Design in 2017 to further refine the
recently completed Tirana 2030 masterplan, led by Stefano
Boeri Architects in Milan, Italy. The 2016 masterplan primarily
refers to architectural development and guidelines but allots
little attention to the overall public realm and its landscape.

In essence, the plan greens the city and surrounds it in a new
entity called the Metrobosco or the “orbital forest.” The core

of this plan is to relieve development pressures from the city
hub and promote dispersed growth through a series of “poly-
centers.” These areas are primarily post-industrial sites, but

the plan scarcely recognizes the existing challenges in terms of
remediation in order to reconstruct these spaces for new use.
This research project focuses on the first designated poly-center,
namely the Kombinat.

Located at the edge of city and at a gateway between

VOLUME 7/ISSUE 3/ JUNE 2019
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11.  Garibaldi Square
becomes a central
gathering space that
provides necessary
shade from intense
summers.

12. New streets provide
micro-spaces along
with bike lanes and
vegetation to improve
overall tree cover and
remediation.

13.  The public common
becomes a flexible
space that can evolve
with the community’s
needs over time. This
provides a major public
space for the new poly-
center.

the mountains, a derelict textile factory stands, namely the
Kombinat (or “to combine” in Albanian). Completed in the
late 1940s, this textile factory was a testament both to political
ideology and to Albanian production, industrialization, and
self-sufficiency. Enver Hoxha, the head of Albania at that time,
believed that these factories would pivot the direction and
history of the country into a modern and self-sustaining one
under the political structure”. However, the political shift in
1992 crushed the factory, along with the stability of Albania.
Hence, the site has been inhabited by informal communities
living in and around the factory. Infrastructure at the Kombinat
is poor. Thus, several residents tap water and electric lines for
personal use while suffering from crumbling buildings and
facilities (Fig. 7).

Moreover, this area is contaminated. The remains of a coal
plant here leached into the soil owing to years of use, neglect,
and abandonment. Soil is a reflection of the past and a keeper

of memory, as well as a witness to change and evolution,
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showing the rise and fall of cities and regimes. Thus Tirana
must begin from the ground and move upwards to further push
the development of the city. By remediating and reconstructing
the soil, Kombinat, the other centers, and the city can begin to
reconstruct a new future and reposition its history.

Given that Kombinat is going to be a steady source of jobs
for residents of Tirana, the design team envisions the space as a
multi-faceted community (Fig. 8). The Tirana 2030 masterplan
designates this zone to provide housing, offices, and commercial
spaces. Currently, over 30% of the population in Tirana aged
18 ~ 34 are unemployed. The youth are concentrated in Tirana
as the main city, but many of them see no reason to stay. By
repurposing Kombinat into a space that improves the overall
community infrastructure for residents and into a civic anchor
that promotes start-ups and youth culture, the city can provide
outlets for creativity, connectivity, and a new thread of urban
memory. Here, we intend to reconstruct the concept of the

textile not as a commodity as it once was in Kombinat but as a

© William Baumgardner
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unifier. By stretching this perception of the fabric into a 3D
form, this idea can be applied as references to the form of
architectures and landscapes, and the distribution of people
and catalysts (Fig. 9, 10).

The project begins in the central square of Kombinat,
Garibaldi Square. This area was and is still the location where
workers and the entire community would arrive via bus or
by foot before they enter the factory. The proposed design
considers this public space as the center for community
gatherings with tree shades (Fig. 11). Dense greeneries are
planted throughout the area to help clean the soils over time.
The square is then connected into a new boulevard typology
with spaces dedicated for bike lanes, seating areas, and
informal social programs (Fig. 12). Each series of blocks with
these spaces is then extended, thereby reducing the road from
three lanes to two. This boulevard typology can extend from
the Kombinat and into the city center.

Moving through the Garibaldi Gates welcomes one into
the new mixed-use area of housing, public commons, and
factories. To provide housing for informal communities and
new residents, a series of mixed-use typologies and multi-family
clusters will be built up for 800 residents. Portions of the
factories are then removed to provide better pedestrian access
and spaces for remediation. Existing factories will be converted
into maker spaces and business incubators of various scales
with critically needed amenities to the city, providing spaces
for long-term growth to encourage the youth to stay in Tirana.
The new design transforms the factories into social spaces
that generate opportunities for residents. The public commons
bridge these new spaces together (Fig. 13). Built on the
remnants of a former factory, this site will be transformed into
a space for collective remediation. Portions of the commons are
carved out to bring people down into the soil and a moment in
the city’s history. The cut from these spaces is then translated
into new landforms with abundant greeneries that stabilize
and clean the soil well. To contain the soil and maintain the
commons, the proposed design uses leftover bricks from the old
coal factory and repurpose them into gabions. Crushed bricks
can also be utilized to provide a new layer on which concrete
and other permanent features can be implemented while the
other areas are under reconstruction.

Lastly, the connective alleys of trees lead to the
community agricultural area. Here, remnants of the coal
factory remain (Fig. 14). However, structures increasingly
fall and collapse annually. Therefore, the proposed design
dismantles the rest of these buildings and provide spaces for
the community to remediate the soil by planting sunflower and

144

alfalfa seedlings. These spaces can be managed independently
by the community for agricultural purposes. The plots can also
be planted with trees, which connect the new Metrobosco.
Bike lanes throughout the site provide users with a seamless
transition from the city to the Kombinat and to the Metrobosco.
Together, each site provides areas for environmental, social,
and cultural remediation. The Kombinat is converted into an
anchor community similar to what it was before in the new
chapter of Tirana’s political history. The site is no longer isolated
because it is connected to the Metrobosco and the city center
through bike and vehicular infrastructures (Fig. 15).
Investigating this urban fabric, the design team posits that
the person or individual is the “weaver.” The city is a large fabric
consisting of elements, such as buildings, infrastructure, and
landscape, all brought together into a larger pattern. However,
to each person, this urban fabric or pattern is different. Each
individual distinctly utilizes the urban realm, which aggregates
and scales into a larger mesh of identity and perception. As the
“weavers,” residents create their own memories and voices in
the built environment. They translate these perceptions to their
families, friends, and colleagues. This construction of memory,
performance, and ritual contributes to the dynamism of a city.
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The site of coal plant
over time becomes a
space of community
agriculture and

a gateway into
Kombinat through the
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Kombinat connects to
the rest of the city and
shows how each poly-
center can generate
new development.
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strobosco bike infrastructure
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Proposed bike path
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By reconstructing these poly-centers, the city also reconstructs

itself. However, addressing and incorporating each unique history
into each site is essential to reflect built, environmental, and human

memory. To the textiles that have prevailed in Tirana for centuries,

each thread and pattern serves a purpose and frames a large picture.

Without any of the major elements, the fabric may weather, fray,
or tear. Memory’s influence on humans and cities is a similarly
critical force to be addressed within landscape architecture, and
championing and applying it will provide a solid future. Unlocking
this memory and restructuring its debris and space will allow a
liberated public realm — one that is vocal and free. LAF
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