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The relationship between city and 
nature – namely between buildings 
and vegetation – has not always been 
antagonistic. The fact that modernization 
processes led to the separation of 
agricultural and urban functions is the 
best evidence that the two used to be 
interwoven. With Santiago as the base 
case, this article shows how the vegetation 
was an integral part of the modernization 
of the Chilean capital, thus expanding the 
visions that understood this process as a 
mere imitation of European models.

The Field/City Duality
This article is based on two premises. The first is the 
observation that, during the nineteenth century, urban 
modernization plans extensively used various forms of 
green, a thesis comfortably confirmed by the studies 
made by Françoise Choay (1975) on Haussmann and, 
in the local panorama, by the thesis of Adrián Gorelik 
(1998) on the public space of Buenos Aires. The second 
premise is the idea that the urban modernization of 
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Latin America and, specifically, that of Santiago de 
Chile, was not a process of tabula rasa, using instead 
a previous cultural and formal heritage that might 
have had the agricultural imaginary as one of its main 
models.1 Here, the contrast between a new urban green 
and the traditional country green will be exposed. The 
modernization confronted two vegetal spheres and 
their respective imaginaries: the bucolic and the georgic 
(Montealegre, 2013). From there, a hybrid culture of 
public space emerged. Although here it is presented 
through the case of Santiago de Chile, this could 
find similarities with other colonized cities while also 
questioning the contemporary sense of urban green.

It is common to find hypotheses about the urban 
modernization of Latin American cities that resort to a 
scheme in which Europe is the emitter of models, making 
Latin America a passive receiver. It is a fact that during 
the nineteenth century, the emancipated colonies wanted 
to update themselves, and the most effective tool for this 
was offered by that catalog-like modernization produced 
by France with the Haussmannian works. The French 
enterprise offered an urban model that could be acquired 
and replicated almost instantaneously through seats, 
streetlights, and, especially, green areas. If a city wanted 
to be modern, it was enough to apply the treatises of 

FIG. 1 Palacio y parque en 
Quinta Normal c. 1883 / 
Palace and park at  
Quinta Normal c. 1883.  
Fuente / source: Biblioteca 
Nacional de Francia (BnF) 
<gallica.bnf.fr>.
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metalwork catalogs to produce, quite economically, 
an instantaneous effect of modernization in its public 
space. This is what Choay’s thesis (1975) suggests, 
understanding Parisian walks as a standardized way of 
democratically extending modernity in its simplicity 
and economy. And this is what Gorelik (1998) proposes, 
identifying the park as a tool to produce and control 
the city, culture, and society in modern Buenos Aires. 
In these aspects, the convenient marriage between 
vegetation and urbanism of the French standard is 
of unquestionable relevance. What is discussed here, 
however, is that this model was not implemented as 
a tabula rasa, on a formal void, but had to settle on a 
substrate that was also green and had its own imaginary: 
rural culture.

In the field-city dichotomy, there is a hierarchy 
of dominance and submission, of triumph and 
renunciation, yet the implementation of urban models 
was not free of cross-contamination. The relationship 
between urbanism and agriculture was braided and 
strained in a loop. The axis of this interlocking was 
Quinta Normal, an urban property that functioned 
as a model farm and acclimatization garden intended 
to update agricultural knowledge. Every necessary 
innovation to produce a modern urban arborization 
was introduced there. Although agriculture did not 
generate the great capitals of the nineteenth century 
in Chile, it was for a long time how the territory was 
culturally and politically understood (Bengoa, 1988). 
Thus, the city was modernized with a new green 
repertoire, but the tools of that repertoire came from 
the modernizing process of the countryside. Symbols of 
this superposition and replacement of imaginaries are 
the palace and the park implanted in the Quinta Normal 
for the occasion of the International Exhibition of 1875. 
In the transformation of Santiago, the urban promenade 
was introduced in the agronomic station, thus signaling 
its way to obsolescence as an agricultural artifact.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the city 
finally moved from a role of dependence or exchange to 
that of domination. The modernization of agriculture 
allowed the valley’s irrigation and, those same lands 
conquered for crops, were soon occupied by the new 
urbanizations. The city abandoned the grid of its 
colonial checkerboard and spread following the canals 
and rural subdivisions. Urban arborization differed from 
its agricultural origins and incidentally, the countryside 
was pushed into the city, becoming synonymous with 
backwardness. But, in the process, the imaginaries 
of country forms became ingrained in practices and 
nostalgia, even though modern vegetation forms had 
been implemented on them. The next step is to review 
how the gardens occupied the places that used to 
be chacras or orchards in the townhouses; how the 
boulevards had to banish the arborized walks of Spanish 
tradition and rural use; and how the park had to dispute 
its functionality with a periphery of country wastelands 
actively incorporated into leisure habits.

FIG. 2 Plano de Santiago 
de Agostino Aglio, 
1824. / Plan of Santiago 
by Agostino Aglio, 1824. 
Fuente/ source: Peter 
Schmidtmeyer. Travels 
into Chile, over the Andes, 
in the years 1820 and 1821. 
Londres: Longman, Hurst, 
Rees, Orme, Brown and 
Green, 1824.
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The Chacras / the Gardens
The “republican village” – as Vicente Pérez Rosales 
(1886) called postcolonial Santiago, was a city that had 
no distance from the countryside – neither physical 
nor cultural. As shown in some cartographies, it was 
surrounded by a mosaic of wealthy quintas, popular 
chacras, and open land. Plans such as those published 
by Peter Schmidtmeyer (1824), José Javier de Guzmán 
(1834), and Claudio Gay (1854) draw an urban sprawl set 
in agricultural green. That rural landscape was not only 
a perimeter: the city was defined and represented as a 
territory in communion with a generous countryside. 
In the middle of the century, Benjamín Vicuña 
Mackenna (1857a: 158) – the future intendant who 
would modernize the city in 1872 – observed how the 
fruits of the orchards entered every day in carts to be 
sold in the streets of Santiago: “They are the chácaras 
of the fields, the grains of the farms [...] that get into 
the city.” The chácaras or chacras were small vegetable 
gardens, a metaphor for a liberal economic morality 
constituted by independent owners who worked and 
produced by their own means; an antithetical space of 
the colonial-enslaving estate.2 Santiago celebrated the 
festivities based on urban fairs, where the variety of 
fruits and vegetables represented the prosperity and 
abundance of a homeland viewed as a green orchard.

The chacras, however, were not only in the sellers’ 
baskets but also inside each block. The colonial houses, 
with their volumes distributed on the perimeter, 
hid large courtyards behind the severe and sober 
adobe facades that overlooked the street. In these 
gardens of Spanish and Islamic roots, ornamental and 
productive species coexisted; as in the description 
of Eden, where the perfume of flowers and fruits 
represents fullness. The rooms turned to the gardens 
articulated by corridors, where a sociability was always 
given in proximity to domestic intimacy. Travelers 
such as Samuel Johnston (1919) and Mary Graham 
(1916), who explored Chile in the first decades of 
the nineteenth century, described with pleasure the 
impression of these spaces that mixed chacra and 

FIG. 3 Detalle de las 
manzanas de Santiago 
en el plano de Amédée 
Frézier, c. 1714. / Detail of 
Santiago’s blocks in Amédée 
Frézier’s plan, c. 1714. 
Fuente / source: John 
Carter Brown Library.
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garden: the grapevines providing shade and food, 
the orange trees with their perfumed blossoms, the 
running water streams that served as irrigation and 
refreshment. The agricultural content of these spaces 
was complemented and combined with an abundant 
variety of ornamental plants. The Repertoire of Urízar 
(1835) lists the species present in Chilean gardens in 
the early nineteenth century, showing the special 
predilection for flowers in all their forms, especially 
bulbs. The characteristic floral collection expresses a 
particularly meticulous kind of gardening, more related 
to the georgic gardener mentality than to the bucolic 
landscaping of English-like gardens, of more pragmatic 
strategies and adjusted for a large scale.

The gardens and interior orchards contrasted with 
the desolate architectural landscape of the streets, 
flanked by adobe murals with few openings and 
ornamental expressions. Unlike other Latin American 
Baroque architectures, the Chilean facades have 
few distinctive elements, with the sole and minor 
exception of the foyer entrance.3 The garden was, 
on the other hand, the symbolic space that served 
as a wild romantic corner in literature, a place for 
daydreaming and encounters. The young Deidamia, 
the protagonist of El loco Estero (Blest Gana, 1919), 
is represented in a green frame in which basil and 
lemon verbena mix with buttercups and hyacinths in a 
typical Santiago garden of 1839. In addition to being a 
social space, a sensory and aesthetic spectacle, these 
gardens/chacras fulfilled a food function, introduced an 
ecological diversity, and contributed to the bioclimatic 
control of the house.

When the young Vicuña Mackenna (1856:127) 
visited Paris, he evoked the chacras of Chilean houses. 
He contrasted the warm, rustic textures of adobe 
and brick with the “slippery parquet” of modern 
Parisian apartments, “machinery of comfort.” The 
horticultural gardens were, in contrast, the sign of a 
more restful and loose way of life, of naps scented 
by orange blossoms. A year later, Vicuña Mackenna 
(1857b) felt encouraged to define a Chilean style of 
gardening in an article published by the newspaper El 
Mensajero de la Agricultura. Here, he synthesized the 
typology’s characteristic features through components 
of rural origin: a wide grapevine as a protagonist, deep 
irrigation streams, the dark green of the alfalfa, and the 
tree-lined promenades in the edges. From the middle 
of the century, the revitalization of public space, the 
changes in the culture and in the architectural typology 
of new residences between party walls, expelled 
vegetation from most of the private properties. 
Gardening became an ornamental and refined practice, 
mainly exercised on country estates. In the same 
article, Vicuña Mackenna already observed that the 
camellones landscape of the large rural plantations 
should not be visible from the garden of a country 
house. The chacra, stripped of the garden’s intimacy 
and transformed into agronomic technique, was no 
longer compatible with new tastes.

FIG. 4 Vista hacia el 
sur de Santiago, Eugène 
Maunoury, c. 1860. / View 
towards southern Santiago, 
Eugène Maunoury, c. 1860. 
Fuente / source: BnF 
<gallica.bnf.fr>.
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The Tree-Lined Promenade / Boulevards
The Alameda del Tajamar can be considered the first 
public promenade in the city of Santiago. It consisted 
of a double row of poplars that flanked the flood 
barriers of the Mapocho, with stone tiles that also 
doubled as a paved sidewalk, probably the only one in 
the city. Perhaps this explains why high society was 
attracted to walk through it dressed in sophisticated 
shoes and clothes. The Tajamar was followed by the 
Alameda de las Delicias on the southern edge of 
the city in the early years of the Republic. This soon 
turned into a trendy space which, at the same time, 
was bordered by a popular and rural world, always 
populated by fairs and surrounded by quagmires. In 
the middle of the century, this arborization strategy 
was reproduced along many avenues identified as 
‘alamedas’ in the city plans: the ones of Recoleta, of 
Cañadilla (current Independencia), of Yungay (current 
Matucana), and the one of Carreras (current Portales 
park). As Segawa (2004) observes, the tree-lined 
promenades had been an on-trend urbanistic invention 
among the enlightened Iberian Peninsula but rehearsed 
with greater insistency and extension in the colonies.4 
However, in Chile, it was reproduced indifferently 
both in the cities and in the fields, where the groves 
planted along the rural roads or in the boundaries 
of the agricultural estates shaded and protected the 
plantations from the wind. Thus, the first tree-lined 
avenues of Santiago were also the paths that extended 
through the valley and connected the city with the 
fields in its outskirts. The poplar rows were thought of 
as a green civilization of the territory which advanced 
following the irrigation networks.

Hand in hand with agriculture’s modernization, an 
appreciation of the arborization beyond its products 
began to spread, highlighting its environmental 
and aesthetic properties.5 Urban arborization 

FIG. 5 Alamedas hacia 
el oriente de Santiago, 
Eugène Maunoury, 
c. 1860 / Tree-lined 
promenades of eastern 
Santiago, Eugène 
Maunoury, c. 1860. 
Fuente / source: BnF 
<gallica.bnf.fr>.
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interchangeably to improve issues such as soil erosion 
or environmental humidity retention. This added to 
the hygienist discourse that encouraged the presence 
of trees in the city. José Miguel de la Barra was the 
pioneer intendant in promoting the arborization of 
Santiago, recommending the testing of species other 
than poplar and native species (Hidalgo & Sánchez, 
2006). Throughout the nineteenth century, each of the 
experts of the Quinta Normal had their own theory to 
support the use of one species or another in the streets 
of Santiago. Figures such as Claudio Gay, Leopold Perrot, 
Luis Sada de Carlos, Manuel de Arana y Borica, and 
Julio Menadier also insisted that the landowners should 
be educated in arboriculture for both production and 
ornate. The newest species – oaks, linden trees, bananas, 
mulberry trees – were imported by boat from Europe, 
brought from tens of thousands, along with seeds, tools, 
and manuals. A considerable and persistent enterprise 
despite its low efficiency, since the small seedbeds 
arrived mostly spoiled by the saline waters.6

In 1854, Vicuña Mackenna lamented that the 
municipal ax was chopping down the poplars of the 
Paseo de las Delicias to replace them with lindens. 
Although the promenade was not more than half 
a century old, for the future intendant, the poplars 
represented a valuable traditional landscape of Chile. His 
transformation plan for the city had as its centerpiece 
a ‘Camino de Cintura’ or roundabout-boulevard. In 
its early formulation, he explained his project as an 
articulation of already half-consolidated ‘alamedas’ 
(Vicuña Mackenna, 1854; 1856; 1857b). And, indeed, unlike 
the Parisian boulevard, which made its way through 
a densely inhabited and lively fabric, the Camino de 
Cintura was a chain of arborized-peripheral roads that 
did not require an intense dialogue with the city but 
with the countryside. Until the Transformation Process 
of Santiago (1872-1875), arborization strategies shared 
a common territory that originated in agricultural 
productivity and expanded without recognizing limits to 
forestry, protection of native forests, and promotion and 
management of arborization in cities.7 But the profusion 
of public spaces introduced by urban modernization 
made it necessary to adopt a specific arboriculture, which 
would resist the subsequent erosion of a developing 
metropolis. For this purpose, the first municipal forestry 
nursery was founded and the Quinta Normal de 
Agricultura was able to stop providing all the trees for 
the city. Besides the fascicles of Alphand’s work (1867), 
arboriculture manuals with special indications for urban 
gardening were imported, such as that of Alphonse 
du Breuil (1857).8 Modern urban arborization was also 
characterized by its high canopy. Thus, the baroque 
canyon space, typical to the traditional promenade 
and which, in its undaunted continuity of crosses or 
landmarks, concealed the city from passers-by, radically 
changed. While the poplars of the Paseo de las Delicias 
were disappearing in favor of linden trees or bananas, the 
utilitarian pylons and troughs were replaced by allegorical 

FIG. 6 Claudio Gay. 
Alameda, 1854.
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monuments, and the streams were covered. The 
facades of the buildings also began to be decorated 
with balustrades, windows, and balconies, hence 
participating in the modern public space landscape.

The Vacant Land / Parks
Country forms of leisure were strongly rooted in all 
social classes. As Mary Graham (1916:284) observed:

For a Chilean family, there is no greater pleasure 

than a walk or a horseback ride to the countryside, 

drinking mate in a garden or on the slopes of a hill, 

under a leafy tree, and all social classes seem to be 

equally fond of these rustic delights.

The neighboring fields of the city – Apoquindo, 
Ñuñoa, Renca, Peñaflor – were the place where the 
urban elite escaped, either with carriages to make 
same-day roundtrips or had summer houses to stay 
longer. But, when there wasn’t a parcel, a calesa, or 
enough time, the citizens resorted to nearby vacant 
lands to break daily life through relaxed activities. 
The term ‘vacant land’ is used here to designate a 
type of land not cultivated and open to free transit, 
sometimes described in chronicles by ambiguous 
and contradictory words such as mountain, plain, 
scrub, field, which, in turn, depending on climate 
benevolence, could also be grassland, flower meadow, 
bramble, plain or useless moor. But, when greened by 
the spring, the place welcomed the walk, the picnic, 

FIG. 7 Ilustraciones  
del manual de Du 
Breuil. / Illustrations  
of Du Breuil’s manual.
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of Santiago was the great vacant land par excellence, 
called la Pampilla.

Of uncertain position and extension, it was 
located about six blocks from the Alameda, and was 
accessed through the Callejón de Padura, route to 
the town of Melipilla. It was an appropriate distance, 
not exclusive to carriages, which allowed access to 
different social classes. It was generally presented 
as barren land of poor quality for agriculture, not yet 
irrigated, which explains why no one cared to fence 
it. It was covered with grass and wildflowers after 
winter and the setting of the snow-capped Andes 
helped to highlight its value as a landscape. However, 
it was visited with religious regularity: every weekend, 
weather permitting. Johnston (1919) and Graham 
(1916) also registered in their chronicles the memories 
from la Pampilla, confirming that the place was within 
the must-see for outsiders. Races and equestrian 
games were a pretext to move to the place in covered 
carriages, with furniture, musical instruments, and, 
more importantly, abundant food and drinks to spend 
a full day outdoors. The testimonies agree that this 
outing was multitudinous and socially transversal. The 
south of the Alameda was the territory of the popular 
forms of leisure, the chinganas or houses of amusement, 
which were the urban version of the rural ramadas, 
where the laborers lived their hours of rest (Salinas et 
al., 2007). The informal leisure of relaxed bodies on the 
grass, of heated tempers due to the drink, served as a 
metaphorical stage of freedom and contrasted with the 
rigid and guarded gatherings of the halls. Blest Gana 
(1862), this time in Martín Rivas, used this place for the 
first flirtation between its protagonists: a middle-class 
young man and an aristocratic girl galloping through the 
Pampilla at sunset.

Around 1840, the Campo de Marte was traced 
over the vacant land, a complex intended for military 
training that added parades to the attractions of 
the place (Montealegre, 2016). Subsequently, the 
celebrations to commemorate the Independence took 
the form of this daily uproar mounted there by the civil 
world and then ritualized by the military corps (Peralta, 
2007). Trying to formalize the space of an entrenched 
practice, around 1872, the Campo was transformed 
into the Cousiño park, the main green piece of the 
modernized Santiago. Conceived following the classic 
and elitist carriage ride of the nineteenth century, 
it was a circuit for visual enjoyment and constant 
wandering, with no room for relaxed bodies on the 
grass. It was inaugurated in the National Holidays of 
1872 under a strict regulation that prohibited all games 
and food sales that threatened to revive the previous 
revelry in the new gardens (Vicuña Mackenna, 1873). 
It had to be closed the next day, completely damaged 
by the crowds of visitors and vendors who filled its 
Alphandian arabesques.9 The tension between the 
formal park and the ingrained leisure habits of the 
Pampilla can still be perceived in that place.
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Nourish / Consume
It is fair to point out that the green of the French 
model is not merely ornamental: in its environmental 
and recreational functions lies its public ethics and 
the collective project of a forested city. In the case of 
Chile, it was also a modernizing project in which the 
elite committed themselves decisively, even if only to 
impose their interests and their own imagery. However, 
the process betrayed part of the georgic content rooted 
in local identity. The Santiago of the early nineteenth 
century, which looked to Paris and was ashamed of its 
village and provincial condition since it barely reached 
100 thousand inhabitants, had an organic relationship 
with its territory. From a current perspective, it could be 
said that the mosaic of chacras, promenades, and vacant 
lands was economically, socially, and environmentally 
sustainable. The modernized city lost that heteroclite 
characteristic of the traditional city that mixed the 
country and the urban: the courtyards with the corridors 
and the halls; orchards with ornamental gardens. In the 
modern division between the urban and the rural, the 
countryside became city nostalgia. Perhaps, and as Aureli 
and Giudici (2021) observe, the desire for domination 
implicit in the most varied forms of gardening that 
humanity has developed loses part of its content – and 
perhaps of its ethics – when it is detached from the 
function of nourishing. The culture of industrialization, 
capital and consumption that were expressed in the 
urban project of the nineteenth century broke with 
the georgic ethic of the vegetation use. They broke the 
countryside not only in cultural terms but also by putting 
into practice an effective material annihilation of that 

FIG. 8 Parque Cousiño, 
1940, Miguel Rubio Feliz. 
Fuente / source: Museo 
Histórico Nacional
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Notas / Notes

1 This hypothesis and its scope have been extensively developed 
in the doctoral research that serves as the basis for this article 
(Montealegre, 2017).

2 The relevance of these peasant orchards and their presence  
on the outskirts of cities can be consulted in the work of  
Gabriel Salazar (1989).

3 Descriptions of the mentioned gardens and the characteristics of 
Chilean colonial architecture can be found in the already classic 
books of Eduardo Secchi (1941), Alfredo Benavides (1961), and 
Roberto Dávila (1978).

4 However, precedents such as the Alameda de Hércules of Sevilla 
or the Alameda Central of Mexico, which, more than promenades, 
constitute parks, indicate that the typology name referred to 
arborized public spaces of different configurations. In Chile, 
promenade (alameda) was generally associated with the linear type.

5 Several notes on the subject can be read in the first newspapers 
published by the National Society of Agriculture: El Agricultor  
(1838-1849), El Mensajero de la Agricultura (1856-1857) and the Boletín 
de la Sociedad Nacional de Agricultura (1869-1933). 

6 These imports of plants are consigned in the above-mentioned 
newspapers from the same group and especially in the minutes 
recording their first years of operation, available at the National 
Historical Archives of Chile.

landscape: swapping the orchards for a barren garden 
city, which became increasingly diffuse and voracious 
over time. However, aesthetics and habits persist in 
memory. Santiago – and, of course, the Latin American 
city – carry in their cultural matrix more and different 
forms of green than those imposed by the European 
modernizing model. The new ways of relating to the 
vegetation in the city that the current culture is looking 
for may lie in the decolonization of the theories of 
urban forms and the vindication of the intricate warp 
that explains the forms, uses, and symbolic senses of 
green in local history. ARQ

FIG. 9 Parque Cousiño, 
c. 1931. Fuente / source: 
Museo Histórico Nacional
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