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Above and left: Landlocked 
Madrid has embraced living 
with water through  
the multimillion euro 
redevelopment along  
the city’s river

Since Cheonggyecheon in Seoul, no other 
urban river park project has had the scope 
and transformative impact of Madrid 
Rio.  The Spanish capital had long ignored 
its river, along which 6km of the M-30 ring 
road was built in the Seventies. As work 
started in 2007 to bury this section the city 
organised a competition for ideas of how  
to deal with the liberated land. The 
winners, Burgos & Garrido, Porras &  
La Casta, and Rubio & Álvarez-Sala, 
working together as MRIOS arquitectos 
alongside Rotterdam-base landscapers  
West 8, proposed an urban park. 

Completed in 2011, the £339m park 
covers 120 ha with new pedestrian realm, 
parkland, cycle routes, sports facilities 
including skatepark and rockclimbing, new 
iconic  bridges and restored ancient ones, 
water features and even an urban beach. 
Jaime Álvarez, of Burgos & Garrido, says 
that ‘life by the water is new in Madrid’, 
and this linear park offers a surplus of it. 

One river bank has become the Salón 
de Pinos, a 6km promenade of pine trees, 
while the other includes a restored and 
extended Arganzuela Park, which had been 
virtually obliterated by the highway, and 
the Matadero, a 1911 brick slaughterhouse 
restored as contemporary arts centre. 
The third part, closest to the city centre, 
connects to the royal palace and hunting 
park, either side of the Puente del Rey. 

‘We used to say that Madrid Río is 
a kind of horizontal building, due to the 
technical boxes and facilities that we had  
to deal with,’ comments Álvarez, describing 
its challenges.
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London’s Vauxhall-Nine Elms-Battersea 
corridor is seeing a frenzy of development, 
and in 2014 a new linear park on what is  
now brownfield should span it. Developer 
Ballymore commissioned landscape 
architecture practice Camlins to design the 
park through its red-brick-clad Embassy 
Gardens residential development, adjacent to 
where the American Embassy will relocate. 

It will offer a 1km walk and include  
a hard-surfaced square under a tree canopy, 
and a grassy square intended as a communal 
hub and social space. Inspired by New  
York’s High Line, Huw Morgan, director  
at Camlins, has concluded that ‘long  
and thin can be exceptional. It’s the  
nature of how you programme and use  
space that is critical.’ 

The experience of landscaping projects, 
including Ancoats, Manchester and 
Liverpool city centres, has brought Camlins 
an understanding of movement. Roads cross 
on bridges so the park’s east-west pedestrian 
passage is unbroken. Clear cycle paths on 
adjacent roads will divert fast cycle traffic. 

He notes that ‘it’s interesting what 
happens at the edge’, of which the linear 
park has 2.5km. Here, the frame of railings 
and gates of traditional parks is dispensed 
with so that, as Morgan explains, ‘buildings 
are immersed in the green volume of the 
park and create the edge. Green may pass 
into buildings at ground floor and roll up  
and on to courtyards’. 

EMBASSY GARDENS

Rotterdam’s unused 1.9km Hofplein rail 
viaduct could be a potential High Line, but 
plans for it are very different, and no-one 
can say when they will be realised. The 
structure is owned by housing corporations 
that together decided to develop it as de 
Hofbogen (the Yard Arches), exploiting the 
old downtown Hofplein station and the 
viaduct’s arches, and ultimately increasing 
property values in the low-income housing 
areas it passes through. 

Local architectural historian Crimson 
commissioned Paris-based Atelier Seraji to 
come up with a vision. Its proposal, called 
Snaking City, was for a ribbon development 
of architectural experimentation, strung 
along a raised linear park, with diverse 
attractions such as a long, open-air pool. 

Atelier Seraji has been asked by 
Hofbogen to continue to think about the 
filling in of the viaduct, but so far the only 
element realised is a mini mall by local 
architecture practice Peña, opened in 2011. 
Here, a cluster of creative shops and a jazz 
restaurant occupies seven restored arches. 
Other spaces have been waterproofed, and 
the next stage would be renovating the top, 
but at the end of 2012, no funding had been 
committed. The transformation, says de 
Hofbogen, is ‘step-by-step’. 

DE HOFBOGEN

The Hofplein rail viaduct  
is envisaged as a raised 
park,but so far only  
a mini mall has been 
completed to occupy some 
of the restored arches

Left: London will get its 
own linear park in land 
through the new Embassy 
Gardens development in 
Vauxhall, where the new 
American Embassy is  
to be located
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