
The Motorway and other high-performance transport infrastructure stand paradigmatically 
for the architectural modernity. Their spaces are conceived for mere transit and transaction 
and can hardly be described as an actual place. To exemplify what he calls non-places, the 
French sociologist Marc Augé compares “the interchange (where nobody crosses anyone else‘s 
path) with the crossroads (where people meet)”1. In the case of the motorway, the lanes are 
separated by direction and certain usages of the road are banned. In brief, the chaos of the city 
is dissolved and all potentially traumatic encounters between people are prevented. 

Viewed from outside, the road, which was initially thought of as a connecting element, appe-
ars first and foremost as a dividing element. I recall a situation in Tbilisi where I ordered a taxi 
to cross an urban motorway. For pedestrians, non-motorised modes of transport and wildlife 
in particular, the motorway is a barrier. 

At this point, it is worth taking a brief look back to the beginnings of the motorway. During 
the construction of the German Reichsautobahn, begun in the Weimar Republic and then 
driven forward under the Nazi regime, there was intense discussion about the integration of 
the structures into the landscape. The Autobahn was imagined as harmoniously connected to 
its surroundings, even accentuating them.2 Roadside greenery was also a much contested issue: 

1	 Marc Augé, Non Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, trans. John Howe (London/New York: 
Verso, 1995), 107.

2	 Peter André, Konradin Heyd, and Jürgen Wecker, “Baden-Württembergs Autobahnen von den Anfängen bis in die 
1970er Jahre,” in Kulturlandschaft Autobahn. Die Fotosammlung des Landesamts für Straßenwesen Baden-Württemberg, ed. Bernhard 
Stumpfhaus (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 2011), 10-11.

MOTORWAY BUFFERS AS A TERRAIN VAGUE

Jonathan Steiger

1



There were even ambitions to restore a supposed original state of the flora alongside the mo-
torway.3 When we take a look at the visual propaganda of this time, we see that the agrarian 
area extends right to the asphalt. There are no fences or crash barriers interrupting the space. 
An essential precondition for this harmony between the motorway and the landscape was 
the fact that motorway construction was far ahead the actual need.4 Border and buffer zones 
could be dispensed with because the Autobahn was hardly used. 

Space Left Over After Planning

Unlike this historical example of the German Autobahn, today’s transport infrastructures 
are always surrounded by buffer zones. These buffers may take the shapes of sidewalks, road 
shoulders, median strips, grass verges or noise barriers. Trains often run on raised or recessed 
railway lines, which leaves us with embankments. Motorways sometimes have their carriage-
way completely raised off the ground, for example with bridges and flyovers — all creating a 
space underneath. Where flows of traffic overlap or merge, so at junctions, overpasses, access 
roads, or where different modes of transport cross each other, dead space is inevitable.

Another reason for the additional demand of space is the specific geometry underlying our 
transport infrastructure. Curve radii must not fall below certain values, gradients should not 

3	 Thomas Zeller, “Vom Landschaftsgenuss zur Schadensvermeidung: Straßen- und Autobahnlandschaften im histo-
rischen Wandel,” in Kulturlandschaft Autobahn. Die Fotosammlung des Landesamts für Straßenwesen Baden-Württemberg, ed. Bernhard 
Stumpfhaus (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 2011), 20.

4	 Ibid, 16.

Propaganda image by Hermann Manz from Das Erlebnis 
der Reichsautobahn (Munich: D.W. Callwey, n.y. [1943])
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be too steep or are entirely avoided; i.e. the routing cannot be smoothly adapted to the sur-
roundings. This results in all sorts of fragmented plots of unused land. The zones we are 
interested in therefore arise from the fact that infrastructure can never be planned infinitely 
efficient. 

Along every intensive utilisation of space for transport, a subordinate zone of low or see-
mingly absent usage emerges. These spaces are always interstitial, they are the negative spaces 
of the motorway and thus can attain an extraordinary spatial complexity. For such space left 
over after planning (SLOAP) many terms have been used in the last decades such as waste-
land, lost places, no-man’s-land and so on, but none of them seems to really fit our purpose. 
Especially in the context of the Netherlands, where I’m writing from, the notion “left-over” 
is misleading, as land cannot be taken as a priori given, but is always artificially produced or 
maintained (water management). Rather than thinking of these spaces as left-over, I want to 
emphasise their emergence as unplanned by-products, as accidental space.

However, the buffer zone is still dominated by the infrastructure. This domination is pri-
marily expressed in the spatial fragmentation and — paradoxically — the aggravated access to 
these zones. Noise, exhaust fumes or visual unattractiveness impair these zones just as much 
as legal factors such as zoning and distance regulations or some hazard potential.

There are also all kinds of secondary uses of these areas such as for billboards, antennas, 
escape routes or for storing construction materials. Even when it seems abandoned, on closer 
inspection it becomes apparent that all these border zones get managed or maintained in a 
certain way. This maintenance, minimal though it may be, nevertheless gives us to understand 
that someone is owning and controlling the place.

Terrain Vague

Despite the peculiar influence the infrastructure exerts on these zones, I propose that we 
describe them with the aid of the French term terrain vague. This concept primarily refers to 
urban intermediate spaces that are not, no longer or not yet assigned to a certain usage, they 
are lying fallow so to speak. These empty and abandoned places constitute a kind of counter-
world to the more clearly defined spaces of the city.5 Architect Ignasi de Solà-Morales i Rubió 
introduced the term into the theoretical discourse in the mid-nineties, and met with a great 
resonance. He notes that the French terrain connotes a more urban quality than the English 
land, and contrasts it to the second part of the term, vague, which refers to a sea swell but also 
conveys the meanings vacant, empty, as well as vague in the way it is used in English.6

According to Solà-Morales, the emptiness and absence in the terrain vague also promise “the 
space of the possible, of expectation”.  “These strange places exist outside the city’s effective 

5	 Ignasi de Solà-Morales Rubió, “Terrain Vague,” in Anyplace, ed. Cynthia E. Davidson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1995), 119-120.

6	 Ibid.
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circuits and productive structures.”7 Nevertheless, when Sola-Morales speaks of the „expec-
tancy“ and the „sense of freedom“8 inherent to the terrain vague, this must necessarily be un-
derstood as an entrepreneurial opportunity too. The terrain vague always arouses desires and 
is only temporarily relieved from the usual logic of land exploitation. The potential of these 
spaces can thus lead to their downfall, since in a well-oiled (i.e. growing) market economy this 
potential is most likely to unfold at the economic level. The post-industrial terrain vague is a 
cyclical space, which is disappearing faster than new one is produced. This fluctuation is not 
only a bad thing, considering that transience is a fundamental quality of the terrain vague. 
However, the impression remains that the deindustrialisation of the second half of the 20th 
century generated a set of unique inner-city terrain vagues which get irretrievably lost due to 
gentrification. 

Our highway buffer zones now stand in contrast to this. These unwieldy spaces are indeter-
minate, unproductive, and unused, despite or precisely because of their clear function — na-
mely as a gap, as a buffer. Unlike the post-industrial terrain vague, they are not completely 
abandoned, but managed yet empty. They elude gentrification to a certain extent, as they are 
not just lying fallow, but are blocked by another, ongoing use. The areas are stable, as long as 
their ‚host’ — the motorway or the railway line — subsists.

7	 Solà-Morales, “Terrain Vague,” 120.

8	 Ibid.

Under the recently errected Westrandweg A5 near Sloterdijk, Amsterdam (photo J.S.)
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The Social Value of the Terrain Vague

As I already set out, these zones are not land left over from construction, but were generated 
as a by-product of the infrastructure. They are supremely artificial and cannot be mistaken 
with an alleged original state of the landscape. Embankments, ramps and other massive dis-
placements of earth bear witness to this. Whilst they are usually maintained by some public 
authority, these zones are often characterised by relatively wild vegetation. Trees and scrub are 
taking over the built structures, leading to a kind of hybrid landscape. The dense vegetation 
has yet another important function besides its ecological value: it acts as a screen. I dare say 
that in today‘s city, any entering and using of a zone that is not explicitly designed for the pu-
blic is inevitably transgressive. But precisely by not being designed for public use, these buffer 
zones possess an openness, indeterminacy and liberty from norms that has otherwise become 
rare in the urban fabric. For the terrain vague to play out its specific qualities, they must be 
shielded from the rest of the urban space. I will try to elaborate on the importance of this 
isolation with the aid of Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopia. The heterotopia denotes a 
real place where the usual norms of a society are temporarily suspended, they are “counter-
sites”, where the outside simultaneously gets “represented, contested, and inverted”.9 Among 
the most memorable examples he gives are ships, prisons, theatres, fairs, and museums. Fou-
cault states:

Heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and 
makes them penetrable. In general, the heterotopic site is not freely accessible like a public place. 
Either the entry is compulsory, as in the case of entering a barracks or a prison, or else the indi-
vidual has to submit to rites and purifications. To get in one must have a certain permission and 
make certain gestures.10

In a terrain vague, this threshold system can sometimes be omitted entirely. Nonetheless, 
filters such as the aforementioned dense growth are an essential component of the terrain va-
gue. They can also take the shape of a fence or a road which one has to cross, or even that the 
place occupies an indeterminate status between private and public where it remains unclear 
whether they may be entered at all. I propose that the slightly transgressive act of entering the 
buffer zone, especially when you have to worm your way through the undergrowth, could be 
regarded as a rite in the sense of Foucault. Consequently, this implies that the terrain vague 
is an exclusionary space too, though with very different mechanisms of exclusion than the 
traditional public space.

These properties lead to totally different possible usages of the place compared to the ordinary 
public realm. The artist and architectural theorist Gil Doron phrases it like this:

9	 Michel Foucault, “Of  Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, Diacritics 16, No. 1 (Spring, 1986): 24.

10	 Ibid, 26.
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The ‘dead zone’ - as the ‘other’ space of the capitalist city - offers a model for a radical democratic 
public space. Stripped from hegemonic conceptions of ‘public space’, it allows marginalised com-
munities to create their own spaces by tactics that are unknown, unacceptable or excluded from 
planning and architectural practices.11

Because these holes in the urban fabric are not predetermined in their function, they allow for 
an enormous diversity of uses and encourage the transgression of social norms. Often, such 
usages can only be identified by the traces in the terrain. Trails and rubbish indicate the simp-
le presence of people; beverage cans or leftovers from drug consumption suggest hedonistic 
uses. Even more importantly, the terrain vague enables appropriation through its occupants. 
Children find in the terrain vague a place of their own, where they can play and build huts 
unobserved by adults. Special consideration, especially here in the city of Amsterdam, should 
be given to this zone’s function as a retreat for marginalised people. Protected from the wind 
by the noise barriers and hidden by bushes, many rough sleepers have set up their tents next 
to the motorway. 

These practices are exemplary for the ambiguous nature of such zones. Through the eyes 
of orthodox planning and most public administrations, these usages are commonly seen as 
a mischief. But especially in a society with various mechanisms for social exclusion, in a city 
with an acute housing shortage and a highly normative public space, such phenomena should 
rather be acknowledged as epitomes of a deficient society. The resulting spaces might be dubi-
ous, unappealing, and might feel unsafe, but as counter-sites of the city they are as necessary 
as enriching. 

Rhetorical Nature as a Non-Intentional Space

After discussing the buffer zone as an alternative social space, I want to zoom out again and 
illuminate the aesthetical programme behind these buffers. As I already mentioned, for the 
worlds first motorways in Nazi Germany the greening of the border zone was a means for 
integrating the roadway into the landscape. The goal was to conciliate the technical achie-
vement with nature by using plants which suit the landscape as well as the environmental 
conditions.12 But the structures of the motorway itself were shown with pride and were not 
considered to corrupt or impair the landscape. Following a period in which aspects of traffic 
psychology came into focus, in the wake of the 1970s/80s environmental movement a new 
shift in meaning took place. The greening of the buffer zones now serves as a visual isolation 
of the motorway. The human intervention gets hidden behind a green wall; an intact natu-

11	 Gil Doron, “The ‘dead zone’ and the architecture of  transgression,” Diss. (Delft University of  Technology, 2018) 6.

12	 Annemarie Nagel and Stefan Körner, “Landschaftsplanung und Verkehrsplanung: Paradigmatische Differenzen und 
Perspektiven für eine Kooperation: Teil 1: Die Strasse im Blick der Landschaftsplanung,” in Landschaft und Verkehr, ed. Ste-
fan Körner, Helmut Holzapfel, Florian Bellin-Harder (Kassel: Kassel University Press, 2012), 140-143.
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ral environment is pretended. It is also the attempt to compensate for the destructions that 
the motorway did to the landscape through ecologically valuable zones.13 This aspect can be 
observed particularly well here in Amsterdam: there are countless natural areas with rough 
pastures, areas of water or small woods bordering the motorways.

The ostensibly wild vegetation of these zones is a response to the estrangement that we feel 
towards the massive structures. To exaggerate, it is a rhetorical nature, a pretended ecology; a 
certain amount of wildness is permitted to compensate for the brutality of the motorway. In 
this light, it takes on a new connotation when Solà-Morales writes that the terrain vague is 
the city’s “negative image, as much a critique as a possible alternative.”14 This style of of plan-
ting indeed can be seen as a critique of the motorway, although as a rhetorical critique which 
rather stabilises the status quo.

The clear exploitation of the buffer zone for an aesthetical programme (or ecological pro-
gramme, as others would argue) certainly conflicts the terrain vague. But although their wild 
vegetation is very intentional and the zones are not as indeterminate as previously thought, 
they bear some interesting characteristics. The space which is thus produced is permeated by 
absolute contradictions and affects us in a paradoxical way. The destructive intervention in 
the environment is contrasted with an ostensibly intact nature, but which cannot be separated 
from the motorway. The perception of these nature spaces is always destabilised by the noise 
and the sheer scale of the motorway structures. The usual tactics of landscape perception, 
framing and disregard of distracting elements, are bound to fail in this case. 

13	 Annemarie Nagel and Stefan Körner, “Landschaftsplanung und Verkehrsplanung,” 147-148.

14	 Solà-Morales, “Terrain Vague,” 120.

Near the Zeeburgerbrug of  the Ringroad A10 in Amsterdam (photo J.S.)
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The buffer zones are highly planned and managed as we see, but it is a certain image that is 
planned, and not a space. The planning confines itself on the exterior view, interaction bet-
ween the human and the space is not taken into account. What results is again a by-product, 
a non-intentional space15. Those people, who perceive the buffer not merely as a curtain but as 
an actual space, discover a zone which is truly loose, different, and open-ended. That the area 
is not incorporated in the urban system, that it is not planned for human presence, is the asset 
of this zone. It remains a refuge from the “crushing homogeneity”16 of the city. 

The fact, that planning interventions aiming at optimising a terrain vague do more harm 
than good is exemplified by the High Line Park in New York City. The attempt to preserve 
and solidify a terrain vague often leads to the loss of the specific qualities of a place. What the 
buffer zone can teach us, is that the terrain vague is not necessarily dependent on the absence 
of planning, but can also emerge due to planning, in the wake of it. It is a type of planning 
which acts on a non-human scale, planning which does not design human interactions, but 
which precisely through this enables unexpected encounters.

15	 I am applying a term coined by Hu Fang, see Hu Fang, Towards a Non-Intentional Space Vol. 1 (Beijing: The Pavili-
on, London: Koenig Books 2016)

16	 Solà-Morales, “Terrain Vague,” 122.
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