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Healing Our Cities
MaRIaN VaN Eyk MccaIN

When I interviewed Druid writer Emma Restall 
Orr for this magazine some years ago1, I asked 
her how she thought city dwellers could best 

stay in touch with Nature when they were surrounded by 
concrete. Emma replied:

We can honour nonhuman nature, nurturing it within 
the concrete jungles of our planet, but each day we 
must also…find the currents in the city, the forces and 
flows, the eddies and tides...of crowds and traffic, in 
human noises, human creativity, human interaction, 
emotions, colours and energies. Nothing is negative or 
inherently evil, there is potential inspiration, positivity, 
in everything. Our task is to find the current, feeling 
how we are a part of it, how we might influence it, 
bringing joy and wakefulness to its flow.

For a Nature-lover, whose heart can so easily feel uplifted 
by a walk through the woods, there might appear to be little 
inspiration in the cement and glass canyons of the city. Yet 
Manhattan, the part of New York City with the deepest of 
those canyons, has such a vibrant current of life running 
through it that on first impact it almost knocks you over. 
New Yorkers surf that energy wave and they love it. So what 
is this quality? Why do some places have it while others 
don’t? Why do some areas feel vibrantly alive and others 
cold and dead?

According to architect Christopher Alexander:

There is a central quality which is the root criterion 
of life and spirit in a man, a town, a building, or a 
wilderness. This quality is objective and precise, but it 
cannot be named. 

He explains that any building, any town, any place is made 
not only out of the physical ingredients that compose it but 
the patterns of movements and events, the flow of energy 
in and around it, and particularly those that are repetitive:

The specific patterns out of which a building or town is 
made may be alive or dead…The more living patterns 
there are in a place…the more it glows…the more it has 
that self-maintaining fire which is the quality without 
a name…then it becomes a part of nature, like ocean 
waves or blades of grass, its parts are governed by the 
endless play of repetition and variety created in the 
presence of the fact that all things pass...2 

To Alexander, the art and skill of good architecture depend 
on recognizing and understanding this nameless quality of 
aliveness and proceeding accordingly:

When you build a thing, you cannot merely build 
that thing in isolation, but must also repair the world 
around it, and within it, so that the larger world at that 
one place becomes more coherent, and more whole, 
and the thing which you make takes its place in the 
web of nature, as you make it.3

It has been his life’s work to teach others how to shape their 
bricks-and-mortar creations to take their place in that web 
of Nature and to bring balance, harmony and health to the 
people who use them. 

Of course it is not a new idea. This wisdom has been around 
for six millennia in the East, where Feng shui is a widely 
accepted and widely followed discipline. Feng shui is the 
subtle art of placement, of creating and aligning elements 
in order to optimise the flow of the invisible energy known 
as chi or ki in the East and prāna in India. Modern Druids 
call it nwyfre. Most of us don’t have a name for it but our 
souls and bodies recognize it nonetheless. Unfortunately, 
most urban spaces and buildings in the West are designed 
and built with no sensitivity whatsoever to these subtle 
energy currents and as a consequence they can drain or tire 
us rather than nurturing us, though we may not realize why.

So what to do? We cannot tear our cities down and rebuild 
them. What we can do, according to Jaime Lerner, whose 
new book Urban Acupuncture4 was published late last year, 
is to find ways of bringing life back into dead spaces and 
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restoring the flow of energy to places where it has been 
blocked or stifled.

Lerner, who was three times mayor of Curitiba, Brazil, and 
is also an architect and a popular advocate for sustainable 
and liveable urbanism, describes how some city planners 
have worked to restore life and dynamism to ailing urban 
areas. Sometimes remedies might be large and bold, such 
as the disinterring of a neglected, sewer-like watercourse 
in Seoul, Korea, that had been paved over to make a road 
and turning it into a living, vibrant river, edged with 
plantings and pedestrian walkways. New York and Paris 
did something similar when they repurposed old, disused 
railway lines as linear urban parks, creating delightful 
new energy flows. Several large American cities such as 
San Francisco have deconstructed downtown freeways, 
with great results.

Other interventions such as establishing farmers’ markets 
and co-ops and turning old factories into shopping centres 
have relied more on people than on bulldozers. But in 
every case, the object has been to restore those mysterious 
currents of aliveness that we find healthful, comforting 
and pleasant and which help to bring us together and 
deepen our connections with each other and with the 
habitat that sustains us. This is why Lerner likens this 
work to acupuncture, calling it ‘pinpricks’ of urbanism-
projects, people, and initiatives that ripple through their 
communities to uplift city life. He says:

I believe that some of the magic of medicine can and 
should be applied to cities, for many of them are ailing 
and some are almost terminal. Just as good medicine 
depends on the interaction between doctor and 
patient, successful urban planning involves triggering 

healthy responses within the city, probing here and 
there to stimulate improvements and positive chain 
reactions. Intervention is all about revitalization, an 
indispensable way of making an organism function 
and change.

In urban health, just as in rural health, diversity is a key 
element. Vast tracts of car-based suburbia are to the city 
what monocultures are to the countryside. As Lerner 
points out:

A city pocked with lifeless suburbs or tracts of urban real 
estate devoid of housing is just as skewed as one strewn 
with abandoned lots and ramshackle buildings. Filling 
up these many urban ‘voids’ can be the first step to sound 
acupuncture. An important step is to add elements that may 
be missing from a given area. If there is plenty of commerce 
or industry but no people, then housing development 
could be encouraged. If another district is all homes and 
apartment blocks, why not boost services? And if a building 
is crumbling or a shop closes its doors, something new must 
be built in its place even if it’s only temporary…any initiative 
must be taken quickly, so as not to break the continuity of 
urban life. Continuity IS life. 

The publishers of Urban Acupuncture describe it as “…a love 
letter to the elements that make a street hum with life or a 
neighbourhood feel like home.” After all, when you love your 
home you take care of it and it, in turn, takes care of you. 
The health of the environment is as important in the city as 
it is anywhere else, and with more and more people living in 
cities, urban good health is of ever-increasing importance 
to the health of the planet. Parks, community gardens, 
piazzas with outdoor tables and strolling musicians, lakes 
and streams and tree-lined boulevards, archways and 
alleyways, areas with perfectly placed sculptures, half-
hidden courtyards with glimpses of flowers, a bench with a 
view of the river — these are all places where healthy energy 
tends to flow. These are places that draw us, nourish us and 
help us stay spiritually healthy. 
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It may be the smell of coffee and croissants that draws us 
towards coffee shops but it is not only that and the free 
wi-fi which tempt us to linger there. It is also the presence 
of that indefinable, super-comfortable something that 
the Scandinavians call hygge and the Dutch call gezellig. 
Our English language has no word for it and yet, like 
everybody else, we recognize it and are drawn to it. Like 
any other creature, when our habitat feels cosily ‘just 
right’ to us we humans smile and relax and our hearts 
open. People like those I have quoted here understand 
the vital importance of that for the health of individuals 
and communities.

Crime, violence, vandalism, alienation, these are the most 
obvious symptoms of urban sickness. But there are lesser, 
more subtle symptoms too, such as the stress and weariness 
that comes from too much exposure to crowds and traffic 
and the soullessness of so many of our public spaces. To 
heal these symptoms, both great and small, we must pay 
more attention to energy flows and how best to channel 
them for the healing of our cities and ourselves.

Marian Van Eyk 
McCain, BSW, M.A., is 
a retired psychologist 
and the author of seven 
books, the latest of 
which is Self-Therapy 
Made Easy (Psyche 
Books, 2012). She 
edited the anthology 
GreenSpirit: Path to 
a New Consciousness 
(O Books, 2010) and is 

also a free-lance writer, columnist, blogger and co-
editor of GreenSpirit Magazine. She lives in Devon. 
<www.marianvaneykmccain.com>
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