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tional and multicultural thematic issue associated with Ar-
chitecture, Urbanism and Cultural Heritage, including their 
impact on cultural-geographic regions.
The Modernisation and Globalisation of territories and cit-
ies is the object of this book.
Through contributions from colleagues and scholars from 
different international universities, the intention is to explore 
different interpretations of contexts, to study processes of 
Modernisation and Globalisation in territories and cities, to 
define strategies for urban transformation and to confront 
issues raised by environmental and architectural sustaina-
bility, all framed by an up-to-date and contemporary vi-
sion of the entire Adriatic-Ionian and Balkan region. 
Culture and the strength of ideas are essential for build-
ing bridges between knowledge and rediscovering a new 
relationship between Architecture, Urbanism and Cultural 
Heritage, the key to interpreting the processes transform-
ing territories and cities. 

The book is composed of six chapters:

1. Global and local modernisations.
2. Modernisations and cultural heritage.
3. Phenomena of regeneration, revitalisation, adaptive 
reuse.
4. Modernisation of urban planning, design, and land-
scape.
5. Housing modernisations.
6. Future design and technologies.

INTRODUCTION

This publication has gathered many leading scientists, 
scholars, and academic scholars from different countries 
to exchange and share their experiences and research re-
sults on all aspects of Architecture, Urbanism, and Cultural 
Heritage within the trends of Modernisation and Globali-
sation of the XXI century. It also offers an interdisciplinary 
book that presents and discusses the latest innovations, 
trends and concerns, practical challenges encountered 
and adopted solutions for Modernisation and Globalisa-
tion in cities and urban settlements.
The book expands the horizon by introducing a series of 
overlapping visions spanning the recently institutionalised 
Adriatic - Ionian Euro-region, now extended to the Balkan 
and Southeast European regions. The research topics are 
concentrated on Architecture, Urbanism, and Cultural 
Heritage in contexts and territories that reveal their ten-
dencies to Modernisation and Globalisation.
Modernisation and Globalisation in Architecture, Urban-
ism and Heritage provide a multi-faceted analysis based 
on the understanding of architects and urban planners 
working in both developed and developing countries’ tra-
ditions. Globalisation is a broad concept concerning the 
diversity of regions, cultures, and actors and the diversity 
of analytical approaches that can be employed to study 
it. During the past decade, notions of globalisation have 
displaced familiar modernisation discourses. 
Modernisation and Globalisation is a process that natural-
ly links the past, the present and the future - as a bridge 
between the past and the future. Current events such 
as the cultural heritage protection crisis illustrate that the 
discussion should not be confined to specific geograph-
ic regions or narrowly defined analysis methods but to a 
broader and deeper search spectrum. 
The research presented in this book embraces the need 
to cover various aspects and dimensions of Modernisation 
and Globalisation in Architecture, Urbanism and Cultural 
Heritage to see its local and global manifestations. From 
our perspective, globalisation studies imply research that 
is not just limited to the most popular spheres of globalisa-
tion but also includes the study of global problems such 
as climate change, overconsumption, population growth, 
human impact on the environment, water scarcity, con-
flict-related global issues, global catastrophic risk, global 
health issue, sustainable development, and cultural herit-
age protection. 
In summary, the distinctive character of Modernisation 
and Globalisation is that it delivers a significant interna-
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Advanced civilisations have historically contributed to their 
progress and modernisation over the centuries. Modernisa-
tion was promoted in the Age of Enlightenment of the 18th 
century, with the theory of modernisation created by the 
German sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) as well as the 
paradigm of modernisation produced by Harvard Talcott 
Parsons (1902).
Societies and their various cultural heritages have devel-
oped and evolved because of social and political change. 
Around the world, in many countries, culture has served as 
a source of identity, as evidenced by urban history. At the 
same time, globalisation and modernisation are spreading 
because of exchanges between different countries in the 
international arena. Local cultures are being limited slowly 
but progressively, paving the way for global culture, which 
has become an indispensable tool for economic growth, 
technological and scientific development, and adaptation 
to the surrounding environment.
Modernisation is a paradigm for a gradual shift from a back-
ward, traditional, rural, agricultural civilisation to a modern, 
secular, urban, industrial society. The growing demand for 
the city’s industrialisation and society has been associated 
with the emergence of modern society. As a result of the 
modernisation process, societies and cultures evolved a dis-
tinct set of personality characteristics, organisational and 
institutional structures, a belief system, and symbolic expres-
sions that set them apart from previous socio-cultural sys-
tems.
Modernisation was implemented at different times in differ-
ent countries and required different times for each of them 
to achieve the same goals. Depending on each country’s 
geographical and sociological characteristics, modernisa-
tion was realised as a continuous and open process, not a 
one-time success. We live in a fast-paced world where goods 
and products move quickly worldwide. Trade exchanges 
between developed and less developed countries are the 
foundation of the global economy. Tourism and migration 
are critical components of everyday social experience, and 
media images and cultural products are globally displaced. 
Politics is often conducted worldwide through international 
organisations or global social movements. These processes 

reduce the importance of distance in space, and global in-
terdependence impacts all cultures. They bring up cultural 
identity, power, inequality, and conflict issues.
Globalisation is a relatively new phenomenon and belongs 
to the period after the 1960s or after the 1980s due to the im-
pact of new technology (Scholte 2005). Nation-states have 
lost power, influence and even sovereignty due to their 
policies towards the demands of mobile capital, which has 
consequences for the survival of social democracy and the 
welfare state when both are constrained to accommodate 
business interests. Such behaviour is thought to result in the 
disappearance of national cultures and the emergence of 
a more homogenised (or hybridised) global culture (Martell, 
2007). As individuals who absorb culture from around the 
world rather than relying on themselves are more willing to 
be influenced by international style, national divisions have 
faded.
International organisations such as the United Nations (UN) 
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), as well as global 
social movements and even global civil society, are consid-
ered substitutes for nation-states from a hyper-globalist per-
spective (for example, Gill 2000; Keane 2003). Globalists see 
transnational, global forces as the primary source of eco-
nomic, sovereignty and identity issues, where political, eco-
nomic, social and cultural aspects are primarily concerned 
with a political framework organised around the global di-
vision of labour and power. Traditional economies and so-
cieties are giving way to modern development, and these 
changes are becoming visible in cities’ urban morphology. 
The concentration of population in urban areas and the rap-
id development of cities see them face profound questions 
about how they should develop. The city’s existing structure 
is under the constant pressure of transformations and mod-
ernisation from a large flow of investments in infrastructure, 
real estate and tourist structures. Today, cities are changing 
under the motto of modernisation, a change that, in many 
cases, is causing the alienation of traditional structures de-
veloped over the years. Preserving and improving the en-
vironment’s quality would include applying local values 
through the urban structure and city spaces through today’s 
modern technologies.

MODERNISATION: A GLOBAL PARADIGM  
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Traditional methods of urban planning care for a sense of 
traditional culture and community, while modernist pro-
jects, when taken out of context, contradict traditional ones 
based on historical experience. The reality of the develop-
ment of our cities faces the challenge of modernism inspired 
by global developments and finding common ground be-
tween the two trends without sacrificing traditional and pas-
sive design techniques. Integration of the two modes would 
need a consistent blend between the traditional and mod-
ern international development cultural paradigms.
The implications in the global development framework are 
essential in the practice of developing cities where, in ad-
dition to the tendency to modernise them, traditional and 
sustainable technical solutions are required for urban growth 
and improvement. Modernisation is treated as a complex 
combination of good and bad regarding heritage conser-
vation, and its scientific and technological successes have 
come at their costs in relation to communities’ spiritual and 
emotional life. He is currently unifying the world by establish-
ing common standards.
Cultural heritage is a particular historical link with the past, 
a tangible embodiment of the social and cultural traditions 
that have evolved to give modern cities and societies their 
meaning and character. During the twentieth century, pres-
ervation reflected a judgment that buildings or cityscapes 
were of architectural or historical value that should be pre-
served. In the new century, various reasons have been used 
to justify conservation.
Reflecting the fear that globalisation and an accelerated 
pace of modernisation trends in the urban structure of our 
cities and change are creating amnesia of historical values 
in the community in many cities, the benefits of preserving 
urban memory are being promoted. Heritage advocates to-
day are less interested in architectural quality than in using 
objects, fragments of urban fabric or memory of past events 
to reshape cultural identity and enhance emotional attach-
ment to cities.
Many defenders of urban memory and heritage architec-
ture think that modernisation affects the erasure of the past 
and memory, negatively affecting collective memory and 
communities. Heritage conservation provides important 
economic, social and psychological benefits, providing a 
sense of belonging and identity. Urban memory advocates 
today see preservation as a creative process that uses 
memory to create the future. Preserving heritage, preserving 
historical monuments, and valuing customs are sometimes 
seen as obstacles to modernity and better living conditions. 
Some consider heritage preservation a cost, even though 
many examples suggest otherwise. 

Le Goff, in his book “Storia e memoria” (1977: 394), address-
ing the relationship between the growth of social memory 
and cultural forgetting, asserts that contemporary people 
are “haunted by the fear of losing memory, a collective am-
nesia, [a fear] that finds expression in difficult in the so-called 
retro trend, or trend of the past, shamelessly exploited by 
memory markets since memory has become one of the sym-
bols of consumer society”. 
In the long term, preserving heritage provides significant 
economic, social, and psychological benefits, enriching the 
sense of belonging and identity. The modernisation of the 
city by erasing the past has the effect of destabilising mem-
ory and fragmenting communities.
Heritage and modernisation can work together by develop-
ing a common language and a mutual understanding of 
what each has to offer to city development. With the inter-
vention of renovated and reused old buildings and industri-
al heritage, urban regeneration often becomes innovative 
urban start-up centres - improving social life and expressing 
the vibrancy of a city.
Some questions related to the preservation of heritage and 
the modernisation of the urban structure and social life arise 
and await answers from specialists and scientific researchers 
as follows:
• How should we approach preserving urban and archi-

tectural memory, and who should decide what is worth 
preserving?

• Is conservation based on emotional attachment an ap-
propriate way to judge heritage’s urban and architec-
tural value?

• Should the judgment on conservation be aesthetic, 
practical or commercial?

• How should the urban environment respond to aspira-
tions for modernisation?

• As identity evolves, does the prioritisation of heritage 
negatively impact modern development while failing to 
meet current social and economic needs?

In this book, researchers from different countries try to give 
answers to some of these questions.
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1
Mosè Ricci 

How many furniture, houses, or urban districts designed and 
made in the ‘80s are still relevant today? What clothes or 
shoes that period can be worn without appearing old, unu-
sual or out of time? 
Almost all we could say. 
In forty -even sixty- years, the inhabiting spaces (clothes, furni-
ture, houses, districts, …) have not changed that much. Their 
projects have been modified even less. The way in which 
they are conceived and designed is almost the same. Fash-
ion, architecture, and city neighbourhoods are solid forms 
that better represent the people who generated them. They 
express a lifestyle, a status and, in some way the aspirations 
and expectations for the future. Is it possible that they re-
mained so indifferent to the changes of the last decades?
These have been the years of the most profound technolog-
ical revolution in history. More pervasive and effective than 
the one of the internal combustion engine at the end of the 
XIX Century that upsets not only the modes of production 
and the social hierarchies but also the aesthetics and the 
solid shapes of living. When, with the second industrial rev-
olution, all the material world changed very quickly. They 
invented urbanism. The architecture of iron and concrete 
generated new larger, and larger cities. The art went futur-
istic and abstract. Lifestyles changed and clothes too. The 
modern world projected humanity in the future with its forms. 
The ideas of speed and the future expressed the zeitgeist 
in the design culture. As Zygmunt Bauman wrote in Liquid 
Modernity (polity Press, Cambridge, UK, 2000), “modernity is 
time in the era in which time has a story” In modernity, genius 
loci coincided with genius saeculi, the forms of the city, of 
architecture, of fashion, fulfilled the epoch. In the modern 
age, it was unthinkable to dress or design furniture, houses or 
cities as they did in the previous century.
Today it is no longer the case. The distance between Gestalt 
and Zeitgeist has never been so dramatic. The paradigm 
that binds the aesthetics to the projection of time blown up. 
The overcoming of modernity lies especially in this. We live 
like in a long present. Where the sensitive forms and their rep-
resentations in solid space no longer carry an idea of the 
future. They seem to be always more or less the same. Im-
mutable and increasingly displaced in the rush of the shar-

ing information technologies revolution that is upsetting the 
system of social relations and the way in which things and 
places are related to each other. Even today, everything 
changes and so much faster than before. Innovation is con-
ducted in the intangible areas of the Net rather than in the 
material solid spaces. The way to experiment and dissemi-
nate information and knowledge are especially mutating in 
a vortex of accelerated change where the tools and virtual 
synapses materials involve the activities and lifestyles linked 
to them while the more traditional and unconnected spac-
es tend to remain inert, equal to themselves. Or they change 
slowly.
Douglas Rushkoff, professor of media theory at the City Uni-
versity of New York, describes the impact of the information 
technologies revolution on society as the present shock. 
Crushing of the time in a myriad of parallel peripheries 
where everyone feels the need to live the instant in which 
everything happens. The disorientation that blurs past and 
future in a continued hyper-connection and creates an in-
finite present. He wrote “The future that we have pursued for 
much of the twentieth century has finally arrived. Today the 
technology that we can dispose of allows us to stay con-
nected with anyone and to have at hand all sorts of infor-
mation at any time. But what will be the effect on our lives 
of this amazing compression of space and time? The era of 
total access has a downside that we had underestimated. 
Social networks fuel the anxiety of a constant “here and 
now” without direction and priorities, fragmented and dis-
tracted. E-mail and instant messaging are now an assault, 
and we are overwhelmed by an illusory continuous present 
that always gets out of hand.“
We live with our heads in the Cloud. Objects are intended to 
produce information that is monitored and transmitted in re-
al-time. Everything is accessible and traceable. The control is 
based on knowledge. In the era of the Internet of Everything, 
everything is destined to become another (as Marco Val-
secchi wrote in February 2016 in the Sole24 Ore Dossier on 
Technological Innovation).
How the forms of living are changing, or will they change? 
The architecture of the eternal present, paraphrasing Sigfried 
Giedion (The Eternal Present, the beginnings of architecture 

CITIES IN THE LONG PRESENT 
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1964), is still able to propose innovation through projects? Is it 
still suitable, in other words, to express visions of the future for 
solid material spaces? Moreover, how those visions can and 
will make sense in the era of 4.0 technology?

Trying to give some answers to these questions, it is best to 
go step by step. 

The digital progress we have seen in recent years is certainly 
impressive, but it is only a clue of what will come. It is the 
dawn of the second age of machines. To understand why 
this is happening now, we must understand the nature of 
technological progress in the era of hardware, software and 
digital networks. The rapid and always faster digitisation will 
probably lead to more economical and environmental dev-
astation due to the fact that becoming the computers most 
powerful companies will have less need for certain types 
of employees. The progress he will leave someone unem-
ployed in its race, perhaps many people. 
Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, two economists at MIT, 
developed those concepts in the book: The new machine 
revolution. Jobs and growth in the era of triumphant tech-
nology -published in Italy by Feltrinelli in 2015- which tells us 
with great effectiveness the impacts of the sharing informa-
tion technologies revolution for lifestyles and work processes.
The economic crisis is the first tangible result of the digital 
revolution that gradually reduces the job opportunities and 
empties the built spaces of the western city featuring new 
metropolitan figures. The technologies for sharing informa-
tion tend to transfer in the immaterial space of the Net func-
tions and places that needed physical spaces to be real-
ised until now. It is an obvious phenomenon at all. Just think 
about how are changing the behaviours of consumers that 
more and more now are buying on the Net, and there is less 
need for retail spaces in the city. You can meet, establish 
a relationship, give a talk via Skype or other social media 
without physically being there where it takes place. Now 
everything happens in the video, but soon our presence will 
be virtually expressed by holograms that can also simulate 
physical emotion and meaning. Anyone can become a 
part-time taxi driver and sell his travels on Uber or share the 
car with Car to Go or even the political choices at the click 
of Avaaz. In a few years, with a 3D printer, we can produce 
construction components and whole buildings. You can 
make spare parts of any object in common use at home 
and a basically equipped laboratory and blenders and 
other machines. While the new figures of digital artisans are 
emerging, the appliances factories in Friuli and Veneto have 
already closed. All the computers become more powerful 

and smaller and smaller. New technologies have less need 
for physical space.
The ASCI Red, the first product of the Accelerated Strategic 
Computing Initiative of the US government, was the fastest 
supercomputer when it was introduced in 1996. To develop 
it had cost $ 55 million, and its 100 cabinets occupied near-
ly 200 square meters (80% of a tennis court) at Sandia Na-
tional Laboratories in New Mexico. Designed for tasks were 
needed so much computing capacity, such as to simulate 
a nuclear test, ASCI Red was the first computer to exceed 
the teraflops, a thousand billion floating-point operations per 
second, in the classic test parameter for the speed of the 
computer. To get to this speed consumed 800 kilowatts per 
hour, about as much as eight hundred houses. In 1997 he 
touched 1.8 teraflops. Nine years later, another computer 
touched 1.8 teraflops. But instead of merely simulating nu-
clear explosions was able to draw those and other graph-
ics in all their magnificence realistic, three-dimensional, re-
al-time. He does not do it for the physics community but a 
video game. This computer was the PlayStation 3 of Sony, 
Red all’ASCI equal in performance. However, it cost about 
$ 500, employing less than a tenth of a square meter, and 
consumed about 200 watts per hour. In less than ten years, 
the exponential digital progress has transferred the comput-
ing capacity at the level teraflops by a single state labo-
ratory to the living rooms and the halls of the whole world. 
The PlayStation 3 has sold approximately 64 million units. The 
ASCI Red was withdrawn from service in 2006 (Brynjolfsson 
McAfee, 2015).
In just 10 years, from a 200 square meters apartment to a mo-
bile device that takes up less than a tenth of a square meter. 
This story is emblematic. Just to make it clear that not only 
the shared information revolution incredibly reduces the 
need for the occupation of physical space, but also cancels 
the necessity of specialisation of physical forms -removing 
the rationalist principle of Louis Sullivan Form Follows Func-
tion- simply because by using small digital devices we can 
do almost everything almost everywhere. Anyone can find 
thousands of similar examples that show how you always 
need less functional space to live and work because many 
of the uses that occupied real volumes in the city have been 
transferred or will transfer in the virtual spaces of the Net. 
If all of this is about to happen or already it happens, it is 
clear that many essential paradigms of modern, not only 
that of the close relationship between function and form of 
architecture or town, emptied of meaning. Ultimately the 
sharing information technologies revolution displaces the 
certainties of the modern project, and it makes suddenly 
seem out of time all the theories and practices that relate to 
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it. The zoning, the functional organisation of urban or those 
architectural spaces, the models theories, the best practices 
... seem to be manifestations of a logic that belongs to an-
other era. They were designed to handle the expansions of 
inhabiting solid spaces that are no longer expected to grow 
nowadays. For sure enlarging footprint is no more the only 
possible project for the development of built spaces.
According to CRESME (an authoritative Italian observatory 
on the building market) and WWF reports 2007-2014, Ital-
ian cities have grown enormously in recent years. Between 
1999 and 2009, approximately 300 million cubic meters per 
year were built up. It means 46 cubic meters per inhabitant. 
Building stock is equal to about 70 apartments per square 
kilometre if we calculate the national territory minus the pro-
tected rural areas and woodland. Between 1999 and 2007, 
house values rise steeply: in over eight years, from +25% in the 
islands ( i.e. Sicily and Sardinia), +30% in the North, and +60% 
in Central Italy. The same has happened with the number of 
buying and selling transactions and the number of real es-
tate agencies, architectural firms and construction compa-
nies. And the landscape has felt the impact of development 
just as much as the cities have. Between 1990 and 2005, a 
total of about 3.5 million hectares (a surface area as large 
as the Lazio and Abruzzi regions together) have been trans-
formed. In Italy, each Italian citizen makes use of 230 square 
meters of urbanised territory. There are more than 200,000 
kilometres of roads, 7,500 kilometres of disused railways, and 
27 million homes, of which 20% are vacant. Each year, start-
ing from the late 1990s, about 244,000 hectares of ground 
are consumed. With a game in which everyone believed to 
win - owners who put their savings safe, building companies 
working, the administrations that survived with urbanisation 
taxes, a policy that was continually prized by the rhythm of 
the building cycle – it was perpetrated a bloody and un-
precedented invasion of Italian landscapes. 
Since the collapse of the housing market in 2007, all the 
countries hit by the economic and environmental crisis suf-
fer abandonment and disposal often also for more recent 
works. The results of the Survey into the Property Market 
drafted by the Parliamentary Commission for Environment, 
Territory and Public Works, carried out in 2010, clearly outline 
the actual urban condition in Italy. From 2007 to 2010, there 
were 120,000 unsold flats, around 40% of those built. In 2010 
the investments in the property sector dropped by 7%, and 
new buildings by 32%. The buying and selling transaction fell 
(-15% in 2008 and -19% in 2009), and in the three years 2006-
2009, the business volume of the property market collapsed 
by 33%. The same report highlighted the fact that in 2008 to 
purchase a house in the semi-central part of a large urban 

area, an average of nine years of household income was 
required, as opposed to 3.4 years in 1965. The evictions for 
payment arrears went up by 25% between 2008 and 2009. 
Moreover, there are 5.2 million empty houses out of 10 million 
unrented properties in Italy. If we exclude the first homes and 
the relative accessories and the other properties whose use 
could not be reconstructed or that have not been detect-
ed in the income tax declaration form, around  17.5 million 
property units are owned by private families. Of these, not 
even one-third (29%) is declared as being rented. It is very 
likely that out of this very limited share, there is the impact of 
evasion. Or the vacant houses. Despite the growing number 
of empty houses, in 2010, at least 230,000 families were living 
in a condition of cohabitation and 70,000 in precarious living 
conditions. 
Even the numbers on the infrastructure reserve are signifi-
cant. In Italy, there are 20 million square metres of railway 
yards that are either disused or in the process of being closed 
down, of which around half (9.5 million) are in metropolitan 
areas. In the meantime, around 5,000 km of railway line 
have been divested, of which 2,600 km are still unused to-
day. There is 20,000 km of abandoned roads, of which 2,600 
are unused. The Gioia Tauro Harbour, the Tiburtina High-
Speed Railway Station, the Bre-Be-Mi Speedway (and soon 
-we bet- the Expo) are only the most prominent examples of 
a policy that always wastes twice First insisting on building 
new fetishes of past modernity, and then wasting away the 
greatest historical and natural heritage all over the world. No 
enhancement devices or strategic investments are forecast-
ed for that. The situation is the same in other European coun-
tries. In Spain, between Madrid and Toledo is a kind of new 
city for 300 thousand inhabitants completely empty and un-
sold but built even with the rubbish bins and the lampposts.  
And even in the wealthier countries of northern Europe, the 
problem is very much present. The Dutch Pavilion at the Ven-
ice Biennale in 2010 was an empty room with the threat of 
plastic hanging from the ceiling of all the empty buildings 
of Ramstadt incumbent on the head of visitors. Biennale of 
2012 always the Dutch Pavilion was called Reset and the 
German Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. In the 2014 Biennale, Por-
tugal is the Country that dramatically raises the same issue.
In just a few years, the economic and environmental crisis 
has shown us that there is an important form of abandon-
ment in Europe that influences the city’s life and economy. 
It is a sort of abandonment that’s not so much determined 
by an urban population decline as by internal mobility, mi-
gration from manufacturing centres, excessive building, 
the marginal state of agriculture, and the building market’s 
stagnation. All of these factors deeply affect the behaviour 
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and the wishes of the inhabitants themselves. In short, what is 
new is being abandoned. It is the abandonment of an idea 
of growth and the city, even before being an idea about 
its physical spaces. It responds to a strategy of survival, the 
economic crisis, and the awareness of the environmental 
emergency. Its effects are evident, and across the territory, 
they disseminate the image of a crisis-stricken city.
This is the point. The simultaneous action of three key factors: 
the economic crisis, the new environmental awareness and 
the sharing information technologies revolution is so deep-
ly changing our lifestyles and the way we imagine, and we 
want the solid forms of our future that all our design knowl-
edge suddenly seems inadequate both as an interpretative 
tool of the current condition and as a device capable of 
generating new environmental, social, economic perfor-
mances and new beauty.
If we look to the future, it could be said that one crucial ef-
fect of sharing information technologies revolution on the 
most advanced societies is the possibility of being able to 
live in much more physical space than in the past. A kind of 
space that it is not necessary to confirm based on pre-es-
tablished specific fates. Simply, we dispose of many built vol-
umes that are no longer needed or do not yet know how to 
use. The same happens for infrastructure and open spaces.
Will Re-Cycle be the destiny of the design disciplines in an 
age that seems to consider only -or at least- with absolute 
priority the growth of not material spaces and the intercon-
nection devices? If today -and in the future more and more- 
the theme of the city’s development is no longer about the 
growth but about the resilience and environmental quality? 
When not constructing new architectures, but retrofitting 
and re-signifying the existing ones becomes the central issue 
of the building production?
Returning to the initial question precisely, while everything is 
whirling changing … clothes, houses and cities are always 
the same. Is it possible to start reasoning about a new statute 
for the cities of the eternal present? 
Nothing surprising. In the history of architecture and the city, 
the great technological changes have produced major 
changes in lifestyles, in the forms of living and consequent-
ly in how we design them. Suppose the major paradigm of 
modernity was about the best possible spatial synthesis be-
tween function and architecture. Today, with the informa-
tion technologies revolution, we have the opposite problem. 
To give meaning, narrative and uses -even temporary uses- 
to spaces that have already given forms. Furthermore, turn 
them into attractive and ecologically efficient places to live.
In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn (Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1962) clearly explains how 

in the early stages of scientific revolutions, when major disci-
plinary paradigms are in crisis and are about to change, two 
extreme theoretical positions may contrast each other. One 
wants to confirm the principles of the discipline substantially. 
It tends to claim the specificity and uniqueness of the disci-
pline in its traditional and absolute essence. The other use 
curiosity as a new knowledge device. He wants to challenge 
the established principles, pursue the paths of change, ex-
ploring other cultures and other worlds, acquire new disci-
plinary contributions, have different points of view on the 
future. It is a major challenge for the architectural culture. A 
challenge that gives value to the existing with conceptual 
devices that work on the slipway and new life cycles of living 
spaces. A challenge that sees the environment as a project, 
the landscape as an infrastructure that produces ecologi-
cal performances and the city’s future as a collective and 
not authorial vision. In everyday language, a paradigm is a 
reference model, a term for comparison. The word comes 
from the ancient Greek paradeigma, which means pattern, 
example, sample. In the philosophy of science, a paradigm 
is the framework of a scientific discipline. A comprehensive 
(and globally shared) vision of the world crystallises around 
this framework. More specifically, it’s the world in which the 
framework operates and the one on which a specific scien-
tific community concentrate. It constitutes and delimits the 
field, its logic and its research procedures, giving Leibnizian 
order to things. It is inside this paradigmatic logic that sci-
entific research finds the object of study, the more cogent 
problems and the best techniques for dealing with them.
Thomas Kuhn (The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, cit.) 
used the following definition for the term paradigm: “The 
logical relationship between the main concepts that domi-
nate all the theories and all the discussions that depend on 
them”. As a result of being the “first unmoved mover”, the 
paradigm must necessarily be shared by a community of 
scholars. Not by chance, only the more mature disciplines 
have a stable paradigm.
In that form, in normal science, a paradigm is the conjunc-
tion of experiments based on models that can be copied or 
emulated. The prevailing paradigm often represents a spe-
cific way of seeing reality or the limits on future investigation 
proposals, which is different from and beyond the generic 
scientific method. Along those lines, a scientific revolution is 
characterised by a change in paradigm.
What here is perhaps more interesting is to understand is 
when and why it makes sense to refer to the concept of par-
adigm speaking about recycling for the space design disci-
plines. 
In other words, whether it makes sense to inscribe the dis-
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course on recycling within a wider theoretical frame that 
relates either to the huge scientific-technological revolu-
tion that is now taking place, either to the obsolescence of 
the old disciplinary paradigms that unfit to understand the 
changes.
In the world of urbanism, architecture and landscape, a 
new paradigm is a new way of doing things that has a huge 
effect on the living spaces. A new paradigm draws its roots 
from the idea of a paradigm shift in science, in which tech-
nology or new findings completely change the way people 
think about or interact with something. In the design disci-
plines, the idea is the same; a whole new way of looking 
at lifestyles, living spaces and their changes. However, they 
happen.
Detroit is the manifesto of the urban condition that identifies 
the new recycling paradigm as a conceptual device for the 
cities in the age of the eternal present. Perhaps it is the most 
important in this phase of history. 
Detroit is the American Pompeii. As a result of the crisis of the 
economy that had generated it, the Fordist metropolis De-
troit was forced to think about the problem of its survival and 
its fate. In the space of just a few years, its population had 
fallen from 1,850,000 to 740,000, more than 2,000 buildings 
had been knocked down, resulting in the abandonment of 
the centre for an area with an approximately eight-mile ra-
dius that is glaringly evident. Detroit has more than 320,000 
jobs lost between 2001 and 2008, and about 57% of the pop-
ulation has left the city from 1970, and 25% in the past fif-
teen years: its public spaces are emptied of meaning, and 
they do not express a traditional urban figure but suggest a 
new and different inhabiting way. Something impossible to 
imagine from a European perspective that is impossible to 
imagine if you do not go there. 
Detroit has one of the larger metropolitan areas in the Unit-
ed States. Its perimeter could include together cities such 
as New York, Boston and Philadelphia. In the middle, in the 
famous eight-mile divide of Eminem’ song, the modern city 
built in the last century with an elegant Victorian-style no 
longer exists. 
The empty houses with walled-up windows, which are oc-
cupied by squatters, tall buildings with windows crossed by 
birds, demolished industrial areas, abandoned shops, and 
empty monuments have turned this city into something else. 
They have transformed this city into something that is much 
similar to an idea of a park, and this is not at all unpleas-
ant. Beyond the ring of eight miles, the suburb lives very well 
around this new urban figure in the making. That’s where 
that the economic activities and houses are moved. There 
are well-travelled highways and shopping centres in full op-

erating in the peripheral area (a definition that could be ob-
solete elsewhere). The suburb works well in Detroit, where the 
modern city ended with the collapse of the economy that 
had made it. Since 2001, perhaps from the book Stalking 
Detroit by Charles Waldheim, Georgia Daskalakis and Jason 
Young, the urban American culture has developed an im-
portant bibliography about the case of Detroit. The city has 
become a manifesto.
Many people have exalted the ruin’s charm. The low flying 
images of McLean; the ephemeral urban condition docu-
mented by the short films of Zago; the Disassembled Detroit 
di Andrew Moore; the photo of a blonde woman scarred 
that Jason Young shows during his lectures about Detroit; 
are the incisive icons of a dead body. It is the funeral of mo-
dernity, and It is Ruskin’s figure of derelict spaces of Detroit 
that slowly recolonised by nature. The media immediately 
popularised this figure, and It has affected the collective im-
agination.
A charming and ancient vision refers to The Stones of Venice 
or Angkor Thom and Indiana Jones. It is a vision that can 
capture the imagination and can attract tourism. 
Thanks to the Detroit United States also have their Pom-
peii. The romantic strength of the archaeology of modern-
ism captures the emotion of all and has in itself the idea of 
uniqueness. There is only one place in the world where you 
can experience life today, the end of the modern city. That 
place is Detroit. No doubt about it.
The question is that in Detroit, there is not only death and 
that what happens there can involve, or already involves, 
other places. In Detroit, something decisive for the Cities is 
happening after the age of modernity that goes beyond the 
specific condition of the theme of ruin.
Today the best city tour is called Cloudspotting Detroit, Best 
Places for Viewing the Sky, sponsored by the city authorities. 
In spite of its name, this tour takes the tourist (better if he or she 
is on a bike) to places that are interesting to visit, ones that 
are worth seeing if you come to Detroit. There actually are 
not too many of them. Only 31 “places of interest” for Amer-
ican’s 11th biggest city, formerly (?) a metropolitan centre of 
900,000 inhabitants living in the urban area (as compared 
with 2,000,000 in the 1950s). What is important is that many 
of the top sixteen important places in the city are, as Alan 
Berger would call them, “drosscapes,” while the others are 
evanescent. Demolished areas, potential parks, manholes 
emitting smoke produced by the underground heat, huge 
abandoned public buildings, markets selling second-hand 
objects or where you can just trade things, Victorian houses 
taken over by nature, houses occupied by squatters, re-nat-
uralised infrastructures, abandoned areas that become sites 
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for artistic installations...Clouds of dust, vapour or flavours 
that take the place of traditional urban attractions (there 
are no architectures, museums, libraries, not even your gro-
cery store in Detroit anymore) give the ruins of this Fordist city 
back to narrative dimension and to nature.
After 15 years since the acme of the disaster that struck the 
city, Detroit is finding, slowly, another dimension.  For the first 
time in autumn 2011 - and in percentage more than any-
where else in America - increasing housing prices and new 
inhabitants. The presence of the university as a stronghold, 
the reception of the first tourist numbers in restored Victorian 
villas, the repositioning of the stage to the city centre, the 
casino in the Greek neighbourhood..., are all obvious symp-
toms of a city that begins to live in a different way. 
New physical or intangible devices take the place of tra-
ditional urban shapes. These are icons of the change that 
reduce, reuse and recycle the remainders of the city in a 
landscape. 
The satellite images of telespace; maps, diagrams and pro-
jects through which Stoss Landscape Urbanism develop pro-
posals for the activation of the recycling processes at the 
urban scale; The Dan Pitera’s experiments of reuse of homes 
burned (Fire Break) and unused spaces (TAP); the adapta-
tion of the Michigan Theatre in a parking lot; “visions” fo-
cused on the practice of recovery told by Arens; build the 
epic of a city that experiences the possibility of another fu-
ture after the metropolis. It is a process of recycling urban 
figures that generates new values through the assignment of 
a new sense of what is there. This is not a process of a rede-
velopment or urban renewal. There is not any attempt at the 
city regeneration or of Detroit landscape of the last century. 
There is not an idea of restoration of a lost urbanity, but the 
creation of a new value through the reduction of traditional 
metropolitan functions, the reuse of derelict spaces, and the 
recycling of surviving urban materials. 
Detroit is the first post-metropolis. It is an urban condition that 
the literature about the city has already anticipated in differ-
ent ways – from Jane Jacobs to Stanford Kwinter or Edward 
Sojia – and that not depends on the image of the modern 
city returned to nature.  
The post-metropolis is an urban figure that takes advantage 
of the spatial effects of an economic and social organisa-
tion based on new media. This is why it separates itself from 
modernity and therefore does not need the same type of 
physical facts (infrastructure, housing models, industries, 
etc.) that represent modernity’s city.
In other words, the post-metropolitan condition of Detroit 
swings among the charm of ruins as the replacement of cer-
tain metropolitan materials with devices of instant artificial 

proximity (new immaterial infrastructures), and the harmony 
that urban life has found again in Detroit inhabiting unusual 
spaces and not necessarily fast. 
The space settlement is freer to let nature happen. Ecology, 
sustainability, landscape, open spaces for leisure and kids, 
bike paths, slow mobility, ..., all this becomes central to the 
performance and design of urban space.
They are all obvious symptoms of a city that begins to live dif-
ferently and to convey innovation. Ultimately it is just this - a 
recycling process of urban figures that generate new value 
by assigning new meanings to existing ones.
Recycling means putting back into circulation, reusing waste 
materials, which have lost value and/or meaning. Recycling 
protects the environment, and it is economically conven-
ient. It is a practice that allows you to limit the presence of 
waste, reduce disposal costs and contain those of the new 
production. Recycle means creating new value, a new way. 
To begin a new cycle in another life. In this lies the propulsion 
of recycling content. The very idea of recycling provides a 
vision. As a detective of space, the architects are interested 
in the possibility of revitalising the existing, finding new mean-
ings for it, and creating new conveniences, and new beauty 
by the recycling built spaces that so rapidly are abandoning 
their characteristics of use. 
Recycling is an ecological action that pushes the existing 
into the future by transforming waste into prominent figures. 
In other words, as scholars of forms of physical space, it is 
not interesting to adopt the recycling paradigm because it 
is an ethical action -good and right-, but because in archi-
tecture today, to recycle is to design. The new paradigm of 
recycling projects into the future the reassuring image of the 
eternal present and twists it into a vision of beauty.
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2
Lorenzo Pignatti

Introduction

Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, the future Le Corbusier, 
made his Voyage d’Orient in 1911, starting from Vienna, 
sailing along the Danube to Belgrade to continue within 
the Balkan region, to reach Greece, Athens and then re-
turn via Italy by visiting Pompeii and Rome. It was a very 
important journey for his training, an experience that he 
reports several times in many writings until he revised and 
corrected the manuscript of the Voyage d’Orient a few 
weeks before his death, a publication that will come out 
posthumously in 1966. It is a fundamental journey for his 
training because, during this experience, Jeanneret’s 
strong passion for architecture was born, and the proper 
foundations of the theoretical thought of his architecture, 
based on rationality and modernity, were formed.
Jeanneret is fascinated by the simplicity of the Balkan 
houses with white and prismatic volumes of an abstract 
character, with light façades marked by openings that 
extend horizontally along the entire length of the facades 
(free facade); notes that the residential volume of the up-
per floors is raised on wooden pilasters (pilotis) that raise 
the house above the ground floor used for functional pur-
poses and that the upper volume often projects beyond 
the boundary wall and, similar to a bow- window, is pro-
jected towards the surrounding urban space.          

In Le Voyage d’Orient Jeanneret writes: “In Tirnovo the 
houses are whitewashed with quicklime, it is so beautiful 
that I was impressed […] Each house has its main room; 
a very large window, wider than high, framed in glass 
compartments, opens onto the trees and flowers of the 
garden [...] these rooms are so small that the window oc-
cupies the entire wall [...] there is always a hanging gal-
lery outside and overlooking the avalanche of houses [...] 
this gallery is the result of a fine carpentry, and the profile 
of the pillars and the roof are reminiscent of the exquisite 
niches of Islamic furnishings.”
Jeanneret also observes and studies the planimetric com-
position of the house, appreciating the flexibility of the 
interior spaces; the spatial fluidity of the Balkan house, al-
lowed by an autonomous wooden frame structure with-
out load-bearing walls, makes us think of the anticipation 
of the “free plan” of the future Le Corbusier. There is also 
clear distributional freedom within the individual living 
spaces with the distinction between the served part (liv-
ing room or bedroom), which remains free from any en-
cumbrance and furniture compared to the serving part 
(wardrobes, stove, bathroom, closet). The same flexibility 
is found in the vertical paths that are freely arranged in 
space and can be easily repositioned.

ARCHITECTURAL MODERNITY IN BOSNIA

Figure 1. LC 1911. House in Istanbul (FLC 2455).

Figure 2. LC 1911. View of Veliko Tirnovo (FLC 2495).
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All these considerations give strength to the reflection, 
even provocative posed by the scholar Udovicki-Selb in 
his essay “Les Balkans, genèse des ‘Cinq points de l’archi-
tecture?,”” that a connection can be created between 
Jeanneret’s observations in the Voyage d’Orient and the 
famous five points of Le Corbusier architecture. Although 
not supported by real documented sources, this consid-
eration is very fascinating as it fully values the importance 
of this trip as a unique and formative experience for the 
future of Le Corbusier.
Jeanneret then discovers the modernity of architecture in 
the Balkans.

Dušan Grabrijan and Juraj Neidhardt 

In addition to the Voyage d’Orient by the young Jeanner-
et, other considerations link the figure of Le Corbusier to 
the more recent history of Balkan architecture and Bosnia 
in particular.
It should be remembered that in the second half of the 
1930s, a substantial number of architects from Yugosla-
via worked at Le Corbusier’s studio in Rue de Sevres, to 
the point that the Master called that period the Slovenian 
epoch. Among these, as regards Bosnia, two architects, 
Dušan Grabrijan and Juraj Neidhardt, deserve particular 
attention. The first, Grabrijan, had studied with Jože Plečnik 
in Ljubljana, lived for a short time in Paris and moved to 
Sarajevo in 1930, where he began teaching at the State 
Technical Institute, establishing himself as a theorist and 
scholar of vernacular architecture and the traditional Bos-
nian house. Grabrijan convinced his friend and architect 
Juraj Neidhardt, a pupil of Beherens and collaborator of 
Le Corbusier for four years, to also move to Sarajevo in 
1939. Since the early 1940s, both favoured an interesting 
reinterpretation of the region’s traditional architecture 
through their studies, works and above all through their 
book, “Architecture of Bosnia and the way (to) moderni-
ty”, published in 1957, after Grabrijan’s death.
During his stay in Paris, Neidhardt had established a pref-
erential and friendly relationship with the Master, to the 
point that Le Corbusier wrote the only introduction ever 
written to texts by others for the book just mentioned. In 
the introduction, Le Corbusier reiterates his closeness to 
his pupil Neidhardt, whom he defines as “an old friend of 
the studio in Rue de Sevres” and above all, he says he is 
absolutely in agreement with the main theme of the book, 
which he identifies in the relationship between architec-
ture traditional Bosnian and modern architecture.
In the preface, Le Corbusier writes that Neidhardt’s book 

helped him resolve a fundamental ambiguity, namely the 
relationship between modern architecture and tradition.
“My book has helped to clarify an ambiguity against 
which I have found myself struggling all my life”, or “the di-
rect imitation made by some architects of the elements of 
tradition that offers an easy way to build a semblance of 
culture “rather than using another method, that of” conti-
nuity - a continuity of spirit and evolution “.
…… 
“For me, who visited Yugoslavia forty years ago and loved 
its landscape, its houses and people, it was a great pleas-
ure to find in this book the modern spirit of the world har-
moniously united with the things of which I have main-
tained a pleasant memory “.
Le Corbusier therefore presents and centres the theoreti-
cal essence of the book: to create continuity with history 
and design in harmony with tradition, with the culture of 
the place and with the technical and environmental as-
pects of a territory, in order to propose a modern architec-
ture that is therefore mainly based on the reinterpretation 
of tradition, without however renouncing to be protago-
nists of one’s own time and creators of a pure and simple 
contemporaneity.
Between the two characters, Grabrijan has always had 
a role more linked to historical and theoretical research, 
while Neidhardt has worked more in the relationship be-
tween tradition and design. Neidhardt in fact, continues 
the studies on Bosnian residences carried out by his col-
league, giving them a more interpretative key through 
projects, professional assignments and theoretical studies 
for residential prototypes, both rural and urban.
Neidhardt observes the volumetric simplicity of the houses, 
the contrast between the simple geometry of the volumes 
and the natural context in which they are inserted, un-
derlines the distinction between the stone base part and 
the upper part consisting of a light wooden frame, the 
flexibility and adaptability of the interiors, the functional 
division of the same, the simple rules of aggregation and 
expansion and the construction systems, he observes that 
there was only one “unwritten rule”, that new construction 
should not prevent the view towards the valley from the 
adjacent buildings existing (right of view).
Neiderhardt writes:
“Here (in Sarajevo), you can find traces of Cubism, the 
predecessor of modern architecture, since looking at the 
geometric shapes of the houses, we automatically rec-
ognise that oriental architecture, as well as modern archi-
tecture, is based on the contrast between the severity of 
geometric bodies and the freedom of nature.”
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Figure 3. J. Neidhardt. Studies for a rural residence.
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Of particular interest is a study for a rural house with an interi-
or patio. It is a single-storey building with a front overhanging 
the country level, in order to adapt to the topography of the 
mainly mountainous region; a simple, horizontal architecture, 
with a stone base and the main volume in a plastered wooden 
frame, a roof with a pitched roof covered in straw (as in Bos-
nian houses) and long horizontal cuts in correspondence with 
the openings, made possible by the lack of load-bearing walls.      

Figure 5. J. Neidhardt. Elements of Bosnian architecture.

Figure 6. Kadić brothers. Kopičić house (1939). Figure 7. Kadić brothers. Kopičić house (1939).
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In one of the most significant drawings shown in the book, 
Neiderhardt summarises the basic elements of traditional 
Bosnian architecture, namely the stećak, the Bogomila tomb 
that testifies to the original pre-Islamic culture of Bosnia, the 
atrium houses (atrij), the walls in stone of the base part (zid), 
the house itself in wooden frame supported by wooden pil-
lars, the protruding veranda (doksat) and, finally, the domes 
that cover the public buildings and the mosques (kupole).
We want to conclude this text with three projects that ex-
emplify how this design research continued and is reflected 
in various residences built in Sarajevo after the war: the first 
is a project by the brothers Reuf and Emir Kadić, the Kopčić 
house from 1937; the second is the mountain chalet in Tre-
bević designed by Juraj Neidhardt himself, built in 1947 and 
later destroyed by fire; the third is a small residential settle-
ment built around an existing mosque by Andrija ČIčin Šain 
in 1953.
The Kadić brothers’ project for the Kopčić house (1939) on 
Safvetbeg Bašagić street, one of the streets that start from 
the old centre to go up towards the Mahala, is fully part of 
the reinterpretation of the traditional Bosnian house and 
reflects the studies so far visas; the house looks like a sim-
ple raised volume on pilots in white plaster with large hori-
zontal windows that de-materialise the corner. 
The residential volume of the upper floor projects onto 
the street and is separated from it by a low boundary wall 
covered in local stone, which reveals the partially free 
ground floor. In the chalet built in 1947 in Trebević in the 
mountains just above Sarajevo and then destroyed by a 
fire, Neidhardt tackles the same themes as the Kopčić 
house and puts into practice the theoretical observations 
he had made on the Bosnian house. 

The chalet is a project that represents a synthesis between 
local traditions and construction elements and a purist 
concept of architecture, conceived in continuity with the 
natural context in which it is inserted.

Figure 8. J. Neidhardt. Trebević ski chalet floor plan

Figure 9. J. Neidhardt, Ski chalet in Trebević, period view. Sara-
jevo (1947).

Figures 10. J. Neidhardt. Trebević ski chalet layout.
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The Trebević chalet was positioned in front of the ski jump 
ramp. It was a compact and straightforward rectangular 
volume, projecting onto the slope, with a free-plan base-
ment covered in stone and a rectangular upper volume 
in a frame and wooden facings with horizontal openings 
and a pitched roof, all elements that recalled the tradi-
tional construction method of Bosnian architecture.              
In a residential neighbourhood on the corner of Džidžik-
ovac and Čekaluša streets, there is a refined intervention 
by Andrija ČIčin Šain from 1953 that integrates tradition 
and modernity in a small residential complex that devel-
ops around an already existing mosque and minaret. The 
project follows the orography of the place with three low 
and stepped buildings on different levels, with base parts 
covered in stone above which the factory bodies of three 
small residential buildings project, conceived in such a 
way as to recall the doksat of traditional Ottoman houses 
and wooden loggias facing the street (divan haneh). The 
project closes with a five-storey vertical volume, of a more 
modernist character, placed at the end of the complex 
and joins with an existing building of the same size, now 
home to the Italian Embassy in Sarajevo.
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3
Claudio Zanirato 

Introduction 

Driven by the structural changes in citizenship, the so-
cio-spatial configuration of the city today undergoes sig-
nificant changes when the individual urban communities 
are transformed to cope with new realities, new arrivals. 
Therefore, the cultural heritage of a geographical space 
that has become increasingly complex is necessarily re-
considered and reinterpreted, enriched by the presence 
and contributions of newcomers who bring cultural inter-
pretative proposals that are not always in harmony with 
previously accepted and consolidated models, so the city 
is reconfigured by consequence (it is forcibly pluralised). 
As a palimpsest of visible forms and thoughts, of aspira-
tions and failures, of utopias and dystopias, the city has 
always been the place of the unity of the multiple: it is the 
material expression of streets, squares, walls and buildings 
enlivened by the active presence of its inhabitants and 
is, at the same time, an immaterial expression of cultures, 
languages, aesthetics and political, social and religious 
wills that follow one another in the diachronic dimension. 
Compared to the city commonly understood, to the city 
that we can define as traditional, the postmodern city 
poses some drastic differences: “it compresses the cate-
gories of unity to the advantage of the epiphany of the 
multiple” (Altarelli, 2015). 
Moreover, since we only recognise ourselves in the face of 
the different, today we need a particular effort to recog-
nise the existing, that is, the characters of the context, as a 
reality outside the project and must be interpreted with it. 
It is unnecessary to think that “places are the same every-
where, accept the idea that the peripheries are all alike 
instead, every place seeks its constructive genius, seeks its 
meaning”. Therefore, the contemporary city is seen as an 
open work, the result of a myriad of isolated decisions, in 
constant modification, which is transformed by the stimu-
lus of the habits and lifestyles of those who live there. From 
a refined sensitivity for centuries around the appearance 
of a stable image, today, we find ourselves facing the 
tendency of sensitivity towards unstable, de-constructed 
images (Fig. 1). 

From this point of view, the character of the contemporary 
era is characterised by the loss of centrality and hierarchy, 
by plurality, by the overcoming of the idea of reason as it 
had manifested itself in the previous culture. It is also the 
crisis of the great Cartesian idea, which flaunted absolute, 
clear and precise truths for everyone, undermined by par-
tial and ambiguous truths, where confusion rules. 
In the figuration of the contemporary project, the form, 
therefore, undergoes a mutation process. From a place 
of structuring relations, it dissolves into the frenetic intermit-
tence of apparitions of decomposed images.  
Quaroni (1972) argued that “the city is that thing in which 
the quality of the relations between the parts is more im-
portant than the qualities of the individual parts,” and 
today the relations between the parts of the city have 
entered a crisis definitely. The emerging city does not re-
semble the historical city, but it is nevertheless the “city of 
coexistences”, intertwining of diversity: it proposes oppos-
ing or coexisting visions and fragments. 

Contaminations and hybridisations 

Diffusion is associated with hybridisation, the mixture of 

THE TYPOLOGICAL SPACE OF THE SELF-REPRESENTED CONTEMPORARY CITY

Figure 1. Urban transformation interventions in Milan-Cascina 
Merlata for an urban island of residential towers.
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uses, favoured by high technologies and teleworking, 
but it is a horizontal rather than vertical hybridisation (i.e. 
the combination of mono-functional buildings instead of 
the superposition of multiple functions in a single building, 
more similar to the historic city), with varying intensity of 
transformations, the result of a myriad of small projects. 
Discontinuity in relationships is characteristic of dispersion. 
Furthermore, in the landscape designed by the metropol-
itan peripheral mosaic, society becomes heterogeneous. 
Life is diversified by the social and working mix, as it once 
was in the historic city, so it can also be seen how the city 
moves to the periphery, dispersing itself. The spatial forms 
and the populations settled in a particular territory are 
constantly interacting with each other. They are produc-
ers of social and spatial configurations with their own sin-
gularity and contingency if it is true that the city is a space 
in constant evolution. Therefore, if the city as a “collective 
work of art” reflects urban life and its evolution over time 
as a material and immaterial, it is difficult to imagine the 
“built environment as an autonomous entity” . 
The urban peripheral parts are also places in continuous 
and rapid transformation. The prescriptive force of explic-
it rules (norms and regulations) and implicit (repertoires 
and languages) that characterise a city and its buildings 
reach the edges of the urban encumbrance. Between 
the centre and the periphery, the past borders have now 
become porous, the spaces interpenetrates continuously, 
they mix ... 
The perimeter settlements, modular and introverted, are 
both the industrial and artisan areas, built on the repetition 
in series of the same prefabricated shed module, both 
the residential districts designed by the iteration of a few 
building types imposed by the real estate market and the 
building areas public housing, where even the same typo-
logical model is replicated in series only with impercepti-
ble formal variations. These are all urban islands, ordered 
within them by simple rules of the juxtaposition of building 
artefacts that make their autonomy visibly stand out from 
the others or the randomness of the neighbouring areas.
Contemporary cities exhibit unprecedented contamina-
tions of spaces, times, and functions through the diffusion 
of information technologies; they welcome different and 
often conflicting governments and jurisdictions on their 
territory . 
The “places of social condensation” derive in fact from 
stratifications and proximity of different activities: they 
point to “unity of place”, but not that of the typologies of 
the past when still every “function” could be exhausted in 
a single building. 

The functions are no longer stable, and they are divided 
into complex forms and networks. For this reason, it is nec-
essary to distinguish “activities” and “functions” (changing 
chains of activities aimed at defined but changing pur-
poses) (Fig. 2).The advent of global cities has deprived 
architecture of those stable reference systems that had 
justified its action over time, and today it wanders almost 
lost in an unprecedented expanded field (to use the ex-
pression of Rosalind Krauss) that forces you to reformulate 
your own logic. Only by equipping architecture with an 
“enzymatic” function, or rather “positive seeds”, will it be 
possible to influence the transformations of the contem-
porary city (De Matteis, 2018). 
Architecture has constantly been confronted with heroic 
intentions of representation, of a political project. In con-
trast, today, it has to face the banality of everyday life, 
passing from the need for representation (symbolic value 
of architecture) to the constraint of transfiguration (loss of 
the possibility of identification of the architecture). As also 
in suburbanite, contextuality is often not apparent, or at 
times it is simply induced by the need to reduce the envi-
ronmental impact, in practice “suffered”. 
In the city that has lost all rules, the architectural project, 
therefore, relates to it more and more dramatically, de-
prived of the possibility of relating in structured ways. 
The tradition of the place of the form attributed to the city, 
the differentiation, has given way to the informal, so the 
city is everywhere and nowhere, and like the economic 
model that traditionally supports it does not tolerate any-
thing definitive, in order to always be in able to adapt to 
changes. 

Figure 2. New multifunctional district in north Milanofiori-Assago 
with urban fringe.
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Contemporary social complexity generates the prolifera-
tion of a multitude of identities, in turn, bearers of expres-
sions of self-representation, resulting in a typological ex-
plosion that tends more and more to escape the usual 
classifications, configuring a city as a sum of independent 
and often also conflicting. Thus the individualism resulting 
from the widespread city only allows events with a strong 
figurative uniqueness to emerge, capable of gaining a 
marked identity concerning the “flat” tones of the con-
text, often also with high-sounding ways.

Places and images 

Recognition is linked to the difference, to the unhomoge-
nisation of all places. The correlation between differences 
determines such an urban identity, hence the unrepeata-
ble originality. Furthermore, a “space” is characterised by 
greater abstraction than a “place”, which is instead more 
identifying. 
We spend our time in the constant attempt to “make a 
place”: that is, create relationships to try to escape from 
isolation, understood as the space on which we can read 
social relations in their historical and symbolic environment. 
It is a frequent reproach against newly built cities, their sub-
urbs but also their new “centres”, Marc Augé explains well, 
“that of not offering the equivalent of places produced 
by an older and slower history, where the itineraries of in-
dividuals intersect and mix, where words exchange and 
solitudes are forgotten for a moment, on the threshold of 
a church, of the town hall, at the bar counter, on the door 
of the bakery ... “ . 
The relational space of the contemporary city is a sort of 
flexible territory, devoid of figurative recognition but rich 
in service potential. In generalised and polycentric urban-
isation systems, as in those in which we find ourselves, the 
uncertainty of the margins is inversely linked to the structur-
ing of the territory around strong, identifiable urban places. 
If the architectural elements that have formed the parts 
of recent cities in an unbalanced way become a “social 
fact”, these “errors” end up wandering over the possibility 
of building identity paths in similar contexts, if not demolish-
ing in whole or in part these cumbersome presences (Fig.  
3). 
Moreover, if “identity is centralising, it insists on an essence, 
a point”, it is the process by which an architecture, by ac-
centuating the characteristics of diversity from the others, 
takes on its own character, defines a precise identity, iden-
tifying itself. Nevertheless, the contemporary city also sees 
in the continuous and increasingly accelerated change 

the search for its own identity, in the provisional nature, in 
the figuration of a sort of “planned chaos”. 
Cities express the culture of those who live in them and 
have inhabited them: homologous globalisation, it is true, 
but it also pushes to accentuate diversity and identity as 
a contrary reaction. In this contradictory framework, con-
temporaneity in the dialectic between homogenisation 
and identity sometimes comes to propose shortened ur-
ban scenarios, themed neighbourhoods or blocks. More-
over, the participation in increasingly mass-produced 
collective imaginaries seems to compensate for the in-
dividual’s tendency to isolation. It induces to trigger pro-
cesses of demassification of society, increasing the pos-
sibilities of choice and the manifestations of subjectivity, 
as elements of an “extreme” attempt to recover identity, 
including urban ones. Thus the image of an increasingly 
ideal city takes shape in the individual, which nevertheless 
always exists inside or under the real city so that the ideal 
city of the modern is an “informal” city, not only because 
it is formless but above all because it requires effort inter-
pretative, imaginative, to those who travel and inhabit it. 
Transforming itself from a unitary and well-defined place 
into a banal and confused stacking of discontinuous frag-
ments, albeit connected in a network, the contemporary 

Figure 3. New urban configurations of building transformation in 
Rotterdam-Chinatown.
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city is transformed from a collective place par excellence 
into the algebraic sum of individual places. Hence the 
spread of increasingly rigid, less flexible and available 
spaces: pieces of an indifferent landscape, with char-
acters who do not live there but only pass through them, 
cross them simply by touching them. 
A composite program of large buildings, sometimes set in 
open areas, always with an introverted character, in a de-
fensive attitude towards territorial transformations, can be 
considered the cornerstone of the dispersion landscape. 
If the city is no longer perceived as a homogeneous terri-
tory, then it follows that the concepts of discontinuity, rup-
ture, fragmentation are enhanced. 
This close contiguity between closed places and spaces 
of movement, not communicating with each other, gen-
erates that effect of heterotopia in the landscape of the 
widespread city that can be translated into the meta-
physics of contemporaneity. 

A topic spaces, non-places, become such because they 
are indefinite, not marginalised, in the absence of an 
authentic architectural design of environmental integra-
tion, or in the insufficiency of this to represent the sense 
of place in the contemporary world. In “non-places”, let 
us remember, people cross but do not meet: they do not 
generate relationships in practice. Today space no longer 
represents the conception of the world but its own sub-
jectivity: the formless space is preferred, highly conflictual, 
no longer dialectical, devoid of synthesis. The result is a 
city without a prevailing and orientation image, made up 
of these spaces. The city becomes a mental abstraction, 
immeasurable and without borders, de-materialised: a 
place of appearance and the immeasurable, inconceiv-
able as a whole, in continuous transformation, it escapes 
memory, cannot be remembered in immobility, it is a non-
place (Fig. 4).

Figure 4. Urban transformation of the ex-Maserati production area in Modena for service activities.
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Therefore the urban place is not identified with the single 
space but is articulated in a series of relationships between 
spaces, which are proposed as pieces of the city avail-
able to the individual’s interpretation through their own 
urban utility. The city is a large hybrid landscape, where 
the heterogeneity and diversity of the individual islands of 
which it is composed are privileged parts or fragments, 
which are so distinct that they can offer an answer to the 
most varied styles of to have his city (Fig. 5). 
The loss of relationship of urban populations with the terri-
tory is widespread, such as substituting places in non-plac-
es. The concentration, continuity and closure typical of 
places are echoed today by the rarefaction, discontinuity 
and openness of non-places, dragging the city’s destiny 
with it in this alteration. It should be noted that recently, 
the explosion of particularism, the violent re-appropriation 
of differences declare the need for a spatial equivalent 
for its own territory, especially on an urban scale.

Conclusions 

On an urban scale, these attitudes take shape in the 
poetics of the object, which means the construction of 
the city as a set of objects, insisting on the symbolism of 
the building, on the interactions between buildings. Thus 
“only the symbol of architecture remains, a presence-ab-
sence, in harmony with the figurative void of the historic 
city and the conceptual void of the contemporary pe-
riphery.” Therefore, the city is seen as a nebula in which to 
insert poetic objects, with disorientation, change of scale, 
de-contextualisation, and overlapping or research of the 
aesthetic character of the common object.

The sense, albeit expanded, of the difference between 
the parts of the industrial metropolis disappears in the cur-
rent configuration of urban aggregates: it melts into a liq-
uid spatiality tending to homologate the “parts”. The new 
disciplinary mission of the urban project should therefore 
consist in “knowing how to see” the city through “rhizo-
matic” networks capable of expressing the potential of 
the new identity spaces and restoring mature meaningful 
relationships to the system of traditional and static central-
ities (Monaldo, 2010). Modern Urban Planning came out 
silently, almost by stealth, from the urban scene where it 
entered with great clamour and in a spectacular way in 
the 1930s, inextricably linked to the ideas of rationality and 
progress. Moreover, the same happened, quietly, to the 
various postmodern urban planning, which alternated in 
the last decades of the last century in the name of irony, 
whim, the logic of the fragment. In their place, a new idea 
of the city has made its way and has now established it-
self: the idea of a “compact city”, of coexistences, all yet 
to be conquered (Cassetti, 2016). 
The revision of the Modern Movement has led to over-
turning the unidirectional design with inclusive values, at-
tentive and open to introducing external values into the 
process. In this way, the city can only regain its own ur-
ban functionality given by self-representation, for which 
sometimes it is necessary to differentiate between internal 
and external space, giving up its exact correspondence. 
The new spatiality of the city signals the attempt to over-
come modernity: the language of the new architectures 
emerge as the result of contaminations and crossings of 
different codes in an attempt to reconfigure the architec-
tural places of identification (Fig. 6).

Figure 5. New exclusive and intensive seaside neighbourhood 
Tjuvholmen in Oslo.

Figure 6. The Kilometro Rosso, Bergamo Innovation District.
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4
Kujltim Elezi, Nuran Saliu

Introduction 

World War II interrupted the development of Modernism in 
Shkupi was interrupted from World War II for a while, per-
haps to continue after the war with even higher energy 
than before. Through new urban plans and rapid construc-
tion of key modern buildings, Shkupi increasingly began to 
be presented as the capital in which the creation of Mod-
ernism in architecture was a matter of high priority, even 
for the new country’s government time. Unfortunately, the 
pace of creating Modernism in Shkupi was abruptly inter-
rupted on July 26, 1963, when the catastrophic earthquake 
devastated over 80% of the buildings in the city, most of 
them belonging to the period of Modernism. UNESCO fol-
lowed the first steps of reconstruction, and Shkupi gradu-
ally started to gain its appearance as a city after Kenzo 
Tange’s design. The reconstruction phase gave hope to 
the continuation of the dream of realizing Modernism in ar-
chitecture, but now with a different form from the first one.

The Yale syndrome

Besides the financial support for the reconstruction in 1965, 
Shkupi (the Faculty of Architecture) also won a Fellowship 
for some of its young architecture graduates to partici-
pate in post-graduate studies at prestigious institutions in 
the USA. One of them was Georgi Konstantinovski, who 
completed his master’s degree in Architecture at Yale Uni-
versity in 1965 under Paul Rudolph and Serge Chermayeff 
tutorship. 

Educated with Yale School of Architecture ideas, Konstan-
tinovski’s comeback marked a new era of creating archi-
tecture in Shkupi. The first two buildings that appeared 
from that ‘educational spirit’ are the Archive Building 
(1966) and the “Goce Delćev” Student Dormitory (1969), 
both of which were designed by Yale influenced archi-
tect Georgi Konstantinovski.
Building was Konstantinovski’s first large-scale experiment 
with highly textured surfaces. It was immediately recog-
nized after it was constructed for its strong urban pres-
ence, expressionistic gestures, and labyrinthine interiors. 
It highly announces a new dimension of spatial layering 
in contradiction and its effect on the internal spatial ge-
ometry. It presents a solid conceptual agenda, a spatial 
concrete structure, and a high standard. It is composed of 
separate components that constitute the total image, im-
mediately affective, even if complex: the total and articu-
late image can be first understood as presence in this con-
text. It equals institutional legitimacy, a will and capacity 
to manifest existence in concrete terms. In this sense, the 
program of the building is also significant: incrementally 
adds to the institutional infrastructure that constitutes its 
society. It wants the dignified architecture to install new 
ideas about existing, not merely as belonging to a place, 
but a purposeful presence and a new way of living. At the 
“Goce Delćev” Student Dormitory, Konstantinovski pre-
sents a strong image of permanence and a large scale of 
monumentality. Its towers, bridges, and balconies’ silhou-
ette represent brutality projecting a brave future of signifi-
cant architecture lineage. 

BRUTALISM: THE NEW FACE OF A CITY

Figure 1. Shkupi before the earthquake, Kenzo Tange’s master plan for Shkupi, G. Konstantinovski’s The Archive Building and The Student 
Dormitory “Goce Delćev”. (Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/) The Archive 
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Konstantinovski’s stay at A&A was of tremendous importance. 
On his return to Shkupi, as he later admits, he aimed to intro-
duce the new ideas he had learnt from Rudolph, Chermayeff 
and Kahn: Brutalism, the socio-architectural approach and 
the play of light through the buildings he would build. We 
conclude that the ‘Yale syndrome’ became known in Shkupi 
just because Konstantinovski was a product of such a school. 
Rudolph’s A&A building is clad in grooved cast-concrete 
panels that were hammered by hand to create a rough “cor-
duroy” texture that generates constantly shifting patterns of 
light and shadows. Konstantinovski was impressed by A&A. 
That is why both the Archive Building and the Student Dormi-
tory have visual affinities with Rudolph’s Yale A&A School. Ru-
dolph’s famous sectional drawing illustrates the focus of the 
design process and is a compelling example of spatial lay-
ering. Konstantinovski’s spaced line drawings example was 
produced by hands and were similar to Rudolph’s as they 
illustrated his inspiration and model technique.
The highly textured surfaces, the hammered patterns and the 
unique rendering style in Konstantinovski’s building(s) were 
derived from Rudolph’s unique techniques of architectur-
al rendering. It is more than clear that being influenced by 
the socio-architectural approach of Chermayeff, Konstanti-
novski’s Dormitory produced a new social agenda in both 
plan and form. For example, four rooms come off their own 
corridors, creating social neighbour spaces. In contrast to this 
spatial program of modesty and restraint, the bridges be-
tween the towers recall a glamorous and hedonistic side of 
architecture. Such a preoccupation with the spatial program 
is part of the socio-architectural intentions and contributes to 
the theories of ethics concerning Brutalism in Shkupi. 
During his stay at Yale, Konstantinovski regularly visited Kahn’s 
Yale Art Centre (1951). The modernist principle of the out-
ward expression of the structure and functional planning, 
plan clarity, spatial sensibility, and the purpose of the build-
ing demonstrated through its form, the relation of individual/
collective ideology of its socio-ethical program were some of 
the details Konstantinovski learnt from Kahn. 

On the other side, working for I. M. Pei in New York, who 
was also in awe of Kahn, Konstantinovski learnt that archi-
tecture is an imaginative synthesis of cultural and politi-
cal aspiration and that buildings should be known for the 
great monumentality, drama and unity, along with their 
ability to provide a strong focus for the symbol of the city 
itself. Following Pei, Konstantinovski tends to achieve sub-
texts of culture memory, history and myth.

Following the Yale syndrome: other contributions to Shku-
pi’s brutalism

Konstantinovski’s spirit will be followed soon by other ar-
chitects. Janko Konstantinov is very close to his under-
standings of making architecture - ‘brutal and monu-
mental,’ known first with his Pedagogical High School 
“Nikola Karev” (1967-68) and second, his very famous 
Medical Centre “Panće Karagjozov” (1968-70).
While the first one is very expressionistic, the second 
one is very monumental. However, both have become 
brutalist urban landmarks. Konstantinov’s building com-
pletely defied Brutalism’s original call for modesty and 
ordinariness in his Telecommunication Centre in Skopje 
(1972-1981). It is a large-scale structure that articulates 
on one of the four vehicular entries to the city. Its ele-
vations comprise ornamented structure, a phenomenon 
with the emergence of decorative curvilinear forms, 
which became known as “concrete baroque” in the lo-
cal parlance”.
Marko Mušič’s entered the list of Brutalist’s authors in 
Skopje with his new, large-scale building. His Ss. Cyril and 
Methodius University (1974) is a low-rise, large-scale as-
semblage of expressive, raw concrete components that 
transform the site topologically and exceed the vision-
ary capacity of beton brut. The plan similarity and site 
footprint with Paul Rudolph’s design for the University 
in Darmouth suggest that Mušič was interested in other 
parallel developments of Brutalism.

Figure 2. J. Konstantinov’s High Schools “Nikola Karev” and “Panće Karagjozov” and Telecommunication Centre, M. Mušič’s Ss. “Cyril 
and Methodius University” . Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/. 
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However, the most constructivist edifice and very ex-
pressive work came from Krsto Todorovski, his National 
Hydraulic Institute (1972), on the top of a small hill, just to 
raise his expressionistic volume.  Its pin-wheel plan pro-
ducing a mechanical-like torsion is countered by a trian-
gular geometry connecting the three cylindrical circula-
tion forms- all the more spectacular because it is viewed 
below.
Alfred Roth’s Pestalozzi Elementary School (1967-69) is re-
strained. Roth’s form of Brutalism evolves from his work 
with Le Corbusier and his later collaboration with Marcel 
Breuer to develop and construct the “Doldertal” houses 
in Zurich. Two other buildings worth mentioning here are 
The Contemporary Art Gallery designed by the Polish firm 
TIGRI (1966) and The National Ethnographic Museum de-
signed by Mimoza Tomić and Kiril Muratovski. 
The gallery is a refined experiment of void and matter, 
while at the National Museum, architects were explor-
ing the diagonal effects in the building plan. A random 
representative of Brutalism in Shkupi is the so-called GTC 
(City Shopping Centre) designed in 1971 by Živko Popo-
vski. The GTC is an innovative model for a shopping cen-
tre, developing an open horizontal spatial structure of a 
platform that allows flow and movement. Further along 
the river, the Bank Complex (1970) by Radomir Lalovik 
and Olga Papeš are pure examples of Tange’s idea of 
sharpening the City Gate Centre. 

Other buildings that somehow fulfil the mosaic of Bru-
talism and Brutalist buildings are those from Nikola Bo-
gaćev and Aleksandar Smilevski “Orce Nikolov” Gym-
nasium (1969-71) and The Macedonia Tabak (1981-82) 
from Slavko Vrencoski. 
They are both very representative structures, known 
for their monumentality, drama, and unity, symboliz-
ing the city itself. When it comes to the monumentality 
and the representation of the public function, also the 
power of religion close to the public touch is Slavko 
Gjurikj’s and Blagoja Micevski’s Catholic Cathedral 
(1975). Dimitar Dimitrov’s Residential Tower (1976) and 
Trajko Dimitrov’s Museum of Natural History (1968) are 
also a remarkable piece of building that stands as an 
example of the later interest of brutalist buildings in 
Shkupi. 
Biro71 gave his thought to combining function, geom-
etry and white concrete in order to finish his project for 
the Macedonian Opera and Ballet House (1972-81). 
Even though only a part of the complex was finished, it 
challenged the bipolar conventions of the figure and 
the ground of the urban space and the project. The 
project anticipated landforms architecture offered 
alternatives to the concept of Banham’s memorable 
image and marked the end of Brutalism in Shkupi.

Figure 3. K. Todorovski’s National Hydraulic Institute, A. Roth’s Pestalozzi School, TIGRI’s Contemporary Art Gallery M. Tomić’s & K. Mura-
tovski’s National Ethnographic Museum. (Source: www.marh.mk) 

Figure 4. Ž. Popovski’s GTC, R. Lalovik’s and O. Papeš’s Bank Complex, N. Bogaćev’s and A. Smilevski’s “Orce Nikolov” Gymnasium and 
S. Vrencoski’s Macedonia Tabak. (Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/) 
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Kenzo Tange and japanese metabolism experiment in 
Shkupi

Kenzo Tange visited Dubrovnik on the occasion of CIAM X 
(1956) and was impressed by the clearly delineated city ur-
ban figure, defined by its well-preserved walls, punctuated 
by monumental gates, a fact that would decisively colour 
his partly realized project for the reconstruction of central 
Shkupi. Walls and gates found their way into his Shkupi pro-
ject as its main motifs, yet filtered through a decisively fu-
turist, super-urban lens of Japanese metabolism, resulting 
in the movement’s first important international success and 
Tange’s first Metabolist proposal that reached a realization. 
In Tange’s interpretation, both the massive “city wall”, sur-
rounding the twentieth century downtown, and the “gate”, 
building upon the new railway station, became Metabolist 
mega-structures that significantly increased the city’s den-
sity, yet bearing no direct connection either with the actual 
city walls and gates or with the inherited ways of urban life. 
Both were, instead, metaphors, phantom echoes of the 
past serving as strong urban figures to organize a radical-
ly new kind of metropolitan fabric. If they established any 
continuity with history, that history was not even local but 
appropriated from another region - the Adriatic coast - 

which may have been geographically close but was cul-
turally rather distant. 
The architectural past was taken into consideration by Tan-
ge and his collaborators during the master-plan experiment 
and the idea of Japanese metabolism involved in creating 
a new city in a relationship with past history. 
That is why Shkupi, after Tange’s intervention, shared a di-
chotomous relationship between the old Ottoman bazaar 
and the twentieth century attempts of westernisation. Tan-
ge’s proposal transformed both ‘idioms’ into isolated islands 
surrounded by massive new pieces of urban infrastructure. 
It seems that Tange’s bold projection into the future greatly 
overshadowed any hints at continuity. His solution was later 
criticized because it stripped the historic bazaar of all the 
vitality that had characterized it to this day. Tange’s vision 
about Shkupi’s urbanism was seen as a problematic one, 
if not so much for the deep discontinuity with local urban 
history and then for sure that it projected too far into the 
future. What the Metabolists of the time were imagining in 
their paper projects, Shkupi promised to realize. However, 
in its implementation, Tange’s project not only remained 
unfinished–of the whole “city gate” only the railway was 
built- but it was almost completely stripped of its infrastruc-
tural characteristics.

Figure 5. D. Dimitrov’s Residental Tower, T. Dimitrov’s Museum of Natural History, S. Gjurikj & B. Micevski’s Catholic Cathedral, and Biro71’s 
Macedonian Opera and Ballet House. (Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/)

Figure 6. K. Tange’s “Train&Bus” Station and D. Petkova Kostić’s “Mavrovka” Shopping Mall. (Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/) 
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The reversed path: Brutalism meets tradition

In the case of Macedonia, the questions of identity and 
the construction of national institutions were very pertinent 
because the nation was never recognized before the 
founding of socialist Yugoslavia. That is why both identity 
and national(ism) (in) architecture were in the early 1970s 
on the agenda of Macedonian architects and institutions. 
The vernacular again provided frequent motifs of national 
representation. A significant step further in this direction 
was the ‘imaginary founding’ of the so-called “The Ohri 
School” which was a tentative category proposed by the 
end of the 1970s to capture the architecture built in re-
gional Macedonia. 
New buildings should make a distinct break by referring to 
Ohri’s unique architectural heritage. Ohri’s house was tak-
en for granted: it has completed the case. This idea points 
to the multiplicities of Modernism and their entangled his-
tories with critical regionalism. Newly designed structures 
were about to articulate a different canonical question: 
at what point can a shift in architecture be identified col-
lectively? 

The Ohri School is signified through the cultural geogra-
phy of Ohri, but it does not signify the Ohri region specif-
ically. One of the most exclusive examples that present 
the ‘school’ instructions is a very expressionistic building 
from Boris Čipan, Macedonian Academy of Science and 
Arts (1973-76) in Shkupi [MANU]. With its corner porch, the 
exaggerated tectonics and cantilevered balconies, Či-
pan’s MANU made apparent references to the wooden 
skeletons and glazed verandas of traditional Macedonian 
houses (Ohri’s examples were brought to light); decora-
tive cladding on the exterior columns and the abundant 
wood carvings inside further strengthened the message. 

Čipan shared the idea in public: “all over the world, the 
craftsman’s skills came to the surface for the last time in ar-
chitectural history in the exposed concrete buildings and 
produced concrete ornaments”. At the National and Uni-
versity Library (1967-72), Petar Mulićkoski went even further 
in a technological interpretation of tradition. He found the 
common architectural ground for a decent presentation 
of details from the soul of Ohri’s houses and architectural 
ornaments, mostly carved in beton brut, in the interior and 
exterior part of the building. 
Another building by the same author marked the point of 
bringing together national qualities in the architecture of 
the 1970s. His Central Committee of the League of Com-
munists of Macedonia (1970) reinterpreted similar motifs in 
a much more abstract and technologically daring fash-
ion, drawing the inspiration from the most picturesque 
and well preserved Ohri’s multi-storey houses with progres-
sively cantilevered floors. A picturesque conglomerate of 
six independent volumes of varying heights, the building 
features deeply cantilevered upper floors suspended 
from the concrete cores by steel cables enclosed within 
the roof. 

Further traditional references include the abstracted or-
nament embedded in the aluminium curtain wall, con-
crete walls, and small mosaic tiles evocative Byzantine 
mosaics. Similar tendencies are to be followed at the 
Kapištec Tower (1976), designed by Blagoja Micevski.
Few other architects were known as an activist lead-
ing the rediscovery of national elements in late Brutalist 
architecture. They used the same elements in order to 
confront modern architecture with old national ele-
ments. By coining the term, they challenged the prac-
tice to learn to read neglected sites and forgotten ref-
erences. 

Figure 7. B. Čipan, MANU, P. Mulićkoski’s Central Committee of the League of Communists, National and University Library, and B. Mice-
vski Kapištec Tower. (Source: www.marh.mk/betonsko-skopje/)
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The building represented by Tihomir Arsovski MOST- shop-
ping mall (1977), Todor Georgievski Children’s clinic (1980-
83), Zoran Štaklev Republic’s dispatcher (1987-89), Ljubinka 
Malenkova The Red towers (1975) is the best examples that 
coined the collaboration between the tradition and the Bru-
talism.

Conclusions

Going back to the Skopje experiment, due to the high stand-
ard of their conceptual agenda, design development and 
standard of execution, Skopje’s Brutalist buildings are a dis-
tinctive story of both presence and presentation, providing 
Banham’s key principles of New Brutalism on the significance 
of the image. Many buildings have been characterized as 
Brutalist, interpreted for their concrete and structural expres-
sion and their sophisticated conceptualization. The visual 
power of some of them exemplifies Banham’s emphasis on 
the image as conceptual architecture. Another large num-
ber of Skopje’s Brutalist buildings fit Banham’s principle of “as-
found” sense, and yet their presence and design are directed 
towards an objective of both ethic and aesthetic. The Skopje 
edifices can be interpreted as weight, presence, and brute 
defiance, with an architecture oscillating between matter 
and purpose. Nevertheless, these ethics meet the aesthetic 
characteristics of the object and concept headon, not as 
a style but as a material provocation. It seems that Brutalist 
architecture changed as others took it up, and what begun 
as ethics had deteriorated to aesthetics.
The escalation of travel and exchange of people print jour-
nals and goods was becoming a glacial force of a new era. 
The story of Brutalism in Shkupi is a product of this force. As a 
ready product, Brutalism in Skopje was imported from Amer-
ica through Konstantinovski and presented a compound 
between American ideas, Japanese Metabolism, and Le 
Corbusier’s spirit. Architectural traditionalist elements are in-
terlaced into Brutalists’ bodies that seem to float weightlessly 
above the ground. In some cases, architects succeeded in 
making ‘Brutalism’ in architecture compatible with the Mac-

edonian architectural tradition and its symbols. At the begin-
ning of reconstruction, Shkupi was called “The Brutalist Cap-
ital of the world” due to the quality of the buildings and the 
power of Brutalism as a style. After few decades, the nomina-
tion switched to “Brutal Monsters”, “Ugly concrete and heavy 
weight Monsters”, till the most unpleasant one “The most hat-
ed buildings of today”. That raises the question, ‘What went 
wrong with Shkupi’s Brutalism?’ Today many buildings are un-
dergoing facade treatments to suit the aesthetic historicism 
of the new regime. Konstantinovski, as a pioneer of Brutalism 
in Shkupi, actively protests the erasure of this heritage.
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5
Llazar Kumaraku, Ermal Hoxha 

The destruction

Why write about destruction in architecture when these 
two words (destruction/architecture), at first glance, are 
considered dialectical? Firstly, as a concept, destruction 
has always been present in all steps in the history of archi-
tecture. In addition, the word ‘destruction’, from the Latin 
‘distruere’, consists of the first part ‘dis’, which denotes the 
negative of the second part, the word ‘struere’1, which 
expresses the making, the creation of something. ‘Struere’ 
is also the basis of the word ‘co-struire’, which refers to a 
joint action that brings together different building parts. 
Likewise, ‘struere’ is the basis of the word ‘structure’, which 
translated from Latin means ‘lay-in/stratify’, ‘connect’, 
‘bring together’, and ‘merge’. From this derives that if 
the word ‘struere’ indicates the creation, construction 
or erection of a building, its opposite, distruere, indicates 
the dismantling, destruction, collapse, the demolition of a 
building. So, this word expresses the loss of structure and, 
consequently, in the case of architectural objects, the loss 
of functionality, which, in architecture, represents two of 
the three main pillars of Vitruvio2. Thus, the words ‘struere’ 
and ‘distruere’ indicate two opposing actions, which are 
among the most vital activities for mankind and stands as 
foundations in his existence3.
In order to avoid misunderstandings, something else must 
be added. The action of structuring a space that will have 
a residential function does not necessarily end as an ar-
chitectural outcome. Building and structuring a space 
without an aesthetic imprint is not architecture. Making ar-
chitecture means elevating tectonics to an architectural 
level through a purely aesthetic gesture. However, many 
architects, such as Calatrava, have achieved through so-
phisticated structural constructions to give an architectur-
al image, where the aesthetic gesture is fully expressed 
exclusively through the structure.
Nowadays, destructions and demolitions are increasing-
ly part of the architecture of the city. It started from the 
controlled ones to the unexpected ones, to the ones that 
cause big debates and those that happen totally in si-
lence. Not all destructions are necessary, but some must 
happen just to leave room for something new. 

Although this new thing at first seems alien and is not ac-
cepted by society, since it seeks to change a convention-
al equilibrium created till that moment, it always remains 
a forerunner of the future.
The first act of the construction process is the demolition, 
deconstruction, or the destruction of something previous, 
of a precursor order or structure. At the first moment of the 
act of the construction, the natural order of a part of the 
territory, of a settlement or even nature itself, is destroyed 
and disrupted, even partially. The cover of Essai sur l’Archi-
tecture4 shows the destruction of a natural order to build 
there a primitive hut. 
Franco Purini’s drawing, “La solitudine e il ritirarsi preoccu-
pato degli alberi all’apparizione della capanna rustica”5 
(Fig. 1), features a drawing where trees show both the as-
tonishment and the fear of nature at the moment that the 
first hut appears. 

DESTRUCTION IN ARCHITECTURE

Figure 1. The solitude and the worried retreat of the trees at the 
appearance of the rustic hut. China ink on cardboard, 40 x 40 

cm. Source: Purini, Franco (1994). 



50

These cases show us that at the moment of the appear-
ance of architectural work, a previous balance must nec-
essarily be broken or destroyed. This balance, destroyed 
by architecture, she seeks to rebuild it by itself through its 
presence, with stronger connections, but not always this 
kind of result is achieved. There are many cases where the 
image or the balance has proved to be unstable after the 
process of building.
When architecture is destroyed, and the facts leading to 
that event do not matter here, in those moments, we feel 
as if something belonging to us, representing us, part of 
an image or a collective memory, has been taken away 
because that architecture, whether private or public, ele-
mentary or super-curated, was part of a collective image. 
For this motive, we all are sensitive to what is already gone. 
If we think of architecture, then it seems almost impossible 
to erase it easily without causing a violent act. When de-
struction happens, considering that buildings are almost 
like individuals in the urban community, several immate-
rial mechanisms arise, causing emotional movement. We 
can be indignant for another reason a swell. In our sub-
conscious, the erected building represents the image of 
a hoped eternity, and the moment we see this eternity 
crumble right in front of our eyes, then automatically a 
sense of conservatism is represented in the preservation 
of what has been constructed, which we consider as the 
most approximate image of eternity.
The concept of destruction in the modern western world 
is largely revealed by the demolition of the walls of medi-
eval cities. The world of architecture had known destruc-
tion even before. The one of the Paleo-Christian St. Peter, 
on which followed the project started by Bramante and 
continued by Michelangelo, Maderno and Bernini, is the 
most famous. Nevertheless, these destructions affected 
particular buildings and were not an integral part of the 
city. To continue, even all the ruins we will address later 
bear witness to the pre-modern demolitions in a period of 
peace, so not because of a war.
Destruction has always been associated with architec-
ture, both with reconstruction and with new construction, 
and almost dramatically with ruin, which always emerged 
as a sublime entity due to its loss of stability.
Another way how destruction is presented in architecture 
is also “Destruction through Construction”6, emphasized 
in Sotir Dhamo’s research, where the author states that 
many of our cities, beyond the destruction to build some-
thing new, also suffered loss and destruction of its “city im-
age” through the act of building.
Avoiding possible misunderstandings that may arise read-

ing this article, it should be immediately noted that this text 
does not seek to have a positive or a negative attitude 
about the phenomenon of destruction but seeks to inves-
tigate aspects related to it, before and post destruction.
Degradation aspects will not be part of this article, al-
though if one does not intervene to hold it back, it can 
put the stability of architecture seriously in crisis. Although 
it often leads in the same direction as destruction, Deg-
radation is just a silent aspect that requires a long time 
and does not bring immediate destruction. Likewise, the 
consumption by time, which causes all the buildings loss 
of superficial material or damage in their content, is not 
subject to this article.

Violence, criticism, and ideological destruction in modern 
architecture

As the architect Artan Raca write, it is clear that “the de-
struction of an object is inextricably linked to what will be 
done next. It is the other side of the coin, and often the 
result that comes after it is the answer to destruction7”. 
Based on this assertion, it should be noted that modern 
architecture came to the Western world in the name of 
rescuing society from the degraded spaces of the medi-
eval industrial and polluted city. Typical of the beginning 
of Modern Architecture is the destructive interventions of 
Haussman to restructure Paris or even, as mentioned be-
fore, the destruction of the medieval walls where the most 
famous are those surrounding the city of Vienna, which 
raised a great debate that took place internationally. 
Modern architecture came west with a rescue purpose 
and justified all the violence and destruction it exerted 
on the pre modern city in the name of that rescue. This 
aspect of the violence of modernity since its inception is 
emphasized by Franco Purini in his book “Comporre l’Ar-
chitettura” when he says “Modernity was redundant as it 
is post-modernism it was redundant and cruel – cruel in 
the sense that Antonin Artaud gave to this term – as the 
work of many artists who are the ideal fathers of modernity 
itself, including Giovan Battista Piranesi, Marquis De Sade, 
poets such as Giacomo Leopardi, Charles Baudelaire, Ar-
thur Rimbaud. It is a behaviour that modernity inherits from 
the extreme accuracy of the Enlightenment and from the 
momentum of romanticism”8.
All the power and violence of modernity, supported by 
great architects9 and often manifested in the great and 
oppressive interventions on human nature, had its re-
sponse in the aftermath of World War II. The power and 
violence of modernity against the past and history had 
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catastrophic consequences for the human nature. These 
consequences of modernity based on Enlightenment re-
sulted in the destruction of Hiroshima, the human violence 
of the Mauthausen camps and the social ones of com-
munism10 towards its end. 
The social consequences of modernity were also reflect-
ed in architecture. The end of modernism comes with one 
of the most famous destruction of modern architecture, 
such as that of Pruitt-Igoe neighbourhood (Fig. 2), about 
which Jencks writes “Modern architecture died in St. Lou-
is, Missouri on July 15, 1972, at 3.32 p.m. (or thereabouts) 
when the infamous Pruitt-Igoe scheme, or rather several 
of its slab blocks, were given the final coup de grace by 
dynamite. Previously it had been vandalized, mutilated 
and defaced by its black inhabitants, and although mil-
lions of dollars were pumped back, trying to keep it alive 
(fixing the broken elevators, repairing smashed windows, 
repainting) it was finally put out of its misery”1.

According to Jencks, modernism in architecture falls here, 
but it must be emphasized that his teachings clearly in-
fluenced and are still a source of inspiration for young 
professionals who, having realized the mistakes of the 
modern era, such as indifference to places, fundamental 
approach to the project, ignorance of human phenome-
nology has attempted to correct them with greater sen-
sitivity to these aspects directly involved in the sphere of 
residence. The demolitions that occurred during the mod-
ern period justified on an ideological basis their behav-
iour towards historic cities. The secession that modernism 

demanded from the dark ages of the Middle Ages and a 
renaissance that was nothing but the germ of what was to 
come was manifested through barbaric violence against 
urban space or historic buildings. All the destruction of the 
past was justified by constructing the New City where the 
New Man of the future would live.
The first phase of modernism had a tragic end, as clear-
ly shown by the ‘investigated’ works in sections by Matta 
Clark, which beyond the cutting and the physical viola-
tion of the building, marks the end of a past world that 
was built on purity of image and form, on the stability of 
solid ideas and permanent security. Suddenly the artist 
or architect’s cuts open to us a new world, new visions 
that make the past and the future dialogue between 
them, like in the case of Conical Intersect (Fig. 3) or the 
Splitting (Fig. 4), where the odd banality of the modernist 
box-building is enriched by the vertical cut, the segment-
ed sign that marks the split. It is precisely this contradiction 
between anonymous normality and the extraordinariness 
of the artistic gesture, reduced to a simple and almost 
tragic decoration, that brings to collapse all of the securi-
ties that previously built the western social order, based on 
ideological absolutism2.

The futuristic promise that each generation had to build 
their own city today seems exceeded, and the destruc-
tion of building something new in the same place seems 
far from the academic world. In reality, the disconnection 
between the real world and the academic world is evi-
dent in our country, perhaps because most of the large-
scale constructions carried out today are more specula-

Figure 2. Destruction of Pruitt-Igoe - Source: Minoru Yamasaki.

Figure 3. Conical Intersect – Gordon Matta Clark. Source: Lee. 
2000.
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tive constructions built by investors rather than projects 
elaborated for the specific urban or architectural context. 
As mentioned above, these buildings can destroy a place 
rather than give it an identity.

Lately, it seems the architecture itself should have a be-
ginning and an end. At this point, architecture is in tune 
with all other consumer products that surround us in our 
lives. From this point of view, it is clear that beyond the 
act of creation and the lifetime of a building, there also 
lies the anticipation for its demolition. So, one of the archi-
tecture paradigms is clearly transformed here, the one of 
construction long life.
Many abandoned buildings reflect modernity nowadays 
because they require significant maintenance invest-
ments, although they are not old. Their abandonment for 
economic reasons leads to their degradation to ruin and 
final destruction.

Destruction by war

The basic principle of war is to destroy the societies and 
the physical structures they have built over time. The de-
struction of the city, as one of these structures, seems to 
be the primary goal of wars because it follows not only 
the elimination of strategic military facilities but above all, 
the destruction of history, identity, social and cultural val-
ues of the enemy, which are inevitably unfolded in the 
urban space. Only in Germany, according to Winfred Se-
bald, the war caused unimaginable damages. Accord-
ing to him, six hundred thousand German civilians died 
in the bombing, another seven and a half million were 

left homeless, one hundred and thirty-one cities were at-
tacked, and most of the buildings were completely razed 
to the ground. To show the situation of the German cit-
ies torn by war, Sebald tells us about a smelly city, where 
teams searching for corpses are seeking amid the burned 
and the still not-rising smoke over the city, a smell that af-
ter some days would seem pretty normal13. Although the 
book denounces more the silence and amnesia of Ger-
man society after World War II, which did not feel morally 
justified to speak of its pain, causing so much pain to other 
people, it nonetheless describes us a clear picture of the 
situation of cities after the bombing. It also shows that the 
Germans took great care to build a totally separate im-
age from what had happened before World War II.
In fact, the rebuilding of Berlin, a city almost completely 
flattened by the bombs of the British air fleet, took place 
in a very short time. Dresden’s (Fig. 5) reconstruction was 
also very quick. In this city, allied airstrikes destroyed, 
among some military targets, much of the old city and 
its monuments. Many of the city’s important historic build-
ings were rebuilt, including the Gottfried Semper Opera 
House, but, to escape the city’s past as the royal capital 
of Saxony, some of the church ruins, royal buildings and 
palaces, such as the Gothic Sophienkirche, Alberttheater 

Figure 4. Split – Gordon Matta Clark. Source: Lee. 2000. 

Figure 5. Destruction of Dresden - Richard Peter. 
Source: Deutsche Fotothek
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and Wackerbarth - Palais, were flattened by Soviet and 
East German authorities during 1950-1960 rather than re-
paired. Very interesting is the reconstruction of the Frauen-
kirche baroque church (Fig. 6). It’s a great example where 
reconstruction builds a bridge to the past. The rebuilding 
of the baroque church, which was left in ruins until 1991, 
was completed in 2005. 

The church was completed by reusing the stones of the 
old building, clearly visible from the darker colours inside 
the present walls. This way, a symbol of continuity was cre-
ated between the past and the present, while also main-
taining a visible memory of the devastation caused by 
the war. Frauenkirche is a symbol that has a dual function: 
on the one hand, it reminds of the allied bombing that 
struck not only military targets but also civilian buildings, 

and on the other, it remembers the German responsibility 
for World War II. After or during a war, social and archi-
tectural destruction is the first thing we see14. We have all 
lived close to the drama of Bosnia or Kosovo: we carved 
out in our memory the destruction of the Sarajevo Library 
or the Monstar Bridge, and even sadder for us is the de-
struction of the markets Gjakova and Peja, or some neigh-
bourhoods of Prishtina. It was unbelievable to think why 
places could suddenly become ruins where we had lived 
for so many years. War tends to destroy buildings, plac-
es, monuments, elements, and symbolic spaces of a city. 
In this tendency appears the bloody horror of cancella-
tion of architecture, as if it also wanted to destroy, be-
fore physically cancelling it, the efforts of the generations 
which raised it. Nowadays, the ravages of the historical 
monuments of Palmira or Aleppo are ruthless, where the 
level of the most imaginable brutal barbarism was mani-
fested in the destroying of temples belonging to UNESCO 
archaeological sites.
These Urbicide15 images, a sad, bloody and painful spec-
tacle – as Tim Slade’s film sequences in ‘The Destruction 
of Memory’ tell us – speak today the tragic language of 
the destruction of art and culture built on urban heritage, 
which is a shared worldly wealth, it must be preserved to 
pass it on to future generations. After the process of de-
struction by war, which, as mentioned above, targets the 
physical part of a city and what it represents, arises the 
problem of its reconstruction. Francesco Mazzucchelli, in 
his book “Urbicidio. Il senso dei luoghi tra distruzione nella 
ex Jugoslavia”6, describes the relationship between the 
war and the physical destruction of the city, with its mem-
ory and the reconstruction. In fact, Mazzuchelli says that 
memory is not only eliminated by the physical destruction 
of the city but also by its incorrect restoration or recon-
struction. 
The author also talks about demolitions and reconstruc-
tions in three important cities, such as Belgrade, Saraje-
vo and Mostar. The case of the rebuilding of Sarajevo, a 
city where various cultures, such as Muslim, Latin Catholic, 
Serbian Orthodox and Jewish, were struck before the de-
struction, is illuminating. During the rebuilding process, the 
Bosnians almost completely eliminated the Christian foot-
prints in the city, especially the Orthodox ones, wiping out 
a significant part of the city’s past.
It must be said that during a war, it is not only the physi-
cal destruction of the city that causes the elimination of 
other intangible values, such as culture, identity, memory, 
history, tradition, social tissue, but also the moment of re-
building, as the case of East German cities that wanted 

Figure 6. Frauenkirche Dresden – With dark colour we can clearly 
distinguish the stones reused from the destroyed church. Source: 

Llazar Kumaraku by Google 3D Map. 



54

to leave behind the bourgeois matrix of the past, or the 
case of rebuilding Bosnian cities, which eliminated the or-
thodox spaces. In both cases we can have the same re-
sult, elimination of values that the urban space represents. 
So, we can easily deduce that incorrect reconstruction or 
restoration can be as destructive of the past as the act of 
destruction itself.

Damnatio memoriea – demolition of monuments/build-
ings

The destruction of the past has been an ancient tradition, 
which continues even today. The destruction of the mem-
ory in the Roman civilization was manifested by the ‘dam-
natio memoriea’, where they condemned the memory of 
the deposed emperors or traitors of the Roman Senate. 
The severe punishment included the cancellation of the 
name from the inscriptions of all public monuments, the 
demolition of statues and monuments erected in hon-
our of the convict, and the alteration of portraits in coins. 
‘Damnatio memoriea’ can literally be translated as a 
damnation of memory that affects not only the convicted 
person but especially the spatial elements that evoke him 
or even the time when the character existed.
Of this category are, for example, the devastations of the 
1990s in Albania, which affected both the demolition of 
monuments, statues or busts of the dictator, but also the 
destruction of many buildings that were symbols of that 
tragic period. In Italy, erasing or obscuring the symbols 
of fascism for nearly eighty years was nothing but a con-
demnation of the memory of the past. Also, according to 
the above mentioned Sebald, to this category belongs 
the silence of the German people or intellectuals after 
World War II, that remained silent about the destruction of 
their cities, as if they were quietly accepting the violence 
against their space due to pain and terror that had been 
planted all over Europe by them.
Within this ‘damnatio memoriam’ strategy lies the hidden 
but constant desire of a certain political class in Albania 
to destroy the Pyramid building in Tirana, which was ini-
tially conceived as a museum of the figure of the dictator 
and the communist era. It almost never functioned in this 
role, but the mere association of that building with the dic-
tator’s name pushes the Albanian political class always 
to propose its demolition. A paradox desire that cannot 
be explained logically17. We hope that future generations, 
who do not appear to be ideologically influenced by the 
presence of this building, will restructure it by bringing it 
back to life and by removing it from the shadow of total 

degradation or destruction. The hope for regenerating the 
Pyramid is based on the erection of a new historical bal-
ance from a generation that appears already detached 
from the dictatorial period.
In many cases, the destruction of memory lasts for a cer-
tain period of time, which over time is overcome as new 
historical balances are restored. The objective of ‘dam-
natio memorae’ is to erase history, but this is not always 
achieved. Many of the initially violated works may be re-
vived by taking the same functions, such as the obelisk 
and Mussolini’s pool in Foro Italico again. Undoubtedly the 
values of the Pyramid in Tirana, or of all the buildings still 
existing from that period, can be manifested largely by 
their architectural value. It would be best for all this evi-
dence of the past to be preserved more for their architec-
tural values than for others, which can become obscure 
or almost completely erased over time. When contem-
plating Campo dei Miracoli in Pisa or Piazza San Marco 
in Venezia, it is clear that we are admiring more the aes-
thetic and architectural values they convey than the story 
they carry, which is displayed to the casual observer only 
superficially.

Tirana: Destruction to build a new Image

The urban history of the city of Tirana is traversed by a se-
ries of demolitions and constructions that have accompa-
nied it throughout its history.
Among the major destructions of Tirana are the old City 
Hall, where the National Museum of History is built today, 
and the Old Bazaar that was destroyed to leave the 
place to the Palace of Culture. Both of these destructions 
during the dictatorship period have wiped out a signif-
icant part of the architecture of the city of Tirana. That 
kind of destruction happened not only to historical build-
ings of the capital but also to very important buildings of 
the cult. It is important to note that in the dictatorial peri-
od, especially in the second half of the 1960s, a wave of 
destruction swept through the buildings of all cults prac-
tised in Albania. While in the Vatican was held a ‘meshë’ 
(Mass) in Albanian to celebrate the five hundredth anni-
versary of Skanderbeg’s death, considered the guardian 
of the Christian religion in Europe, in our country, not only 
the churches but also mosques or synagogues were de-
stroyed. There was never such violence of this kind against 
architecture in Albania. We recall that all the invaders 
have transformed religious buildings’ function by adapt-
ing them to their religion. An emblematic example is the 
cases of all churches born and transformed into mosques 
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sublime.
The ruins have been the inspiration for great architects 
like Palladio, that after measuring and redraw the ruins of 
Rome, especially those of the Hestia Temple, from which 
he was inspired to design the Rotonda, or even Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi, who documented all pictures of the ruins 
of Rome again and resting on them raised the imaginary 
layout of Ichnographiam Campi Martii Antiquae Urbis.
The ruin, which appears as the final appearance of all 
the architectures, reveals the almost tragic fate of all the 
works and the final destruction of the architectural con-
struction. The first pit that has been dug violating/excavat-
ing the land’s surface from which ideally the material on 
which the building was ‘erected’, will eventually collect 
all the erected building/material. This quasi-biological cy-
cle gives to the act of construction a mystical and tran-
scendental character.

Conclusions

At the end of this article, we can clearly say that the pro-
cess of formation and transformation of the architectural 
or urban space is a continuous process in which construc-
tion and destruction, but also reconstruction, degrada-
tion, maintenance, are inextricably intertwined to each 
other. The destruction of man-made space has always 
been accomplished for multiple reasons. As described 
in the analysis above, it has always been a violent ges-
ture that has consequences on settlements’ image. Many 
times destruction in architecture has irreparably dam-
aged the city. Other times, from ruins, cities of the same 
name have been built but with a new image containing 
the story, as the case of Dresden.
Of another nature are the demolitions in our country 
where at times, as in the case of constructions along the 
Lana River or those of the ‘Rinia’ Park, they have proved 
useful in creating an improved image for the city. Howev-
er, other times they have been carried out, leaving urban 
gaps that are not yet resolved, such as the space behind 
the Opera and Ballet Theatre or the one that encloses the 
Museum of History.
The process of stratification tells us today that contempo-
rary is not the destruction of the city and its construction 
on a tabula rasa, but the grafting of the new on the old 
and the creation of a new spatial reality created by the 
over-emphasis above the old. This approach should to-
day lead to interventions in urban realities saturated with 
construction.

after the Islamic invasions. The most famous and impor-
tant of all is certainly St. Sophia of Constantinople.
Destruction does not always exhibit a negative charac-
ter. It is often necessary and should be used to erase from 
the sites those spaces or structures that parasitise on cer-
tain sites. To this category belongs for sure the demolitions 
of buildings that ‘pollute’ the natural space, such as the 
demolition of all buildings that had blocked the Lana River 
during the ‘90s or the kiosks that had occupied ‘Rinia’Park 
during the same period.
In many cases, such as those just mentioned, the concept 
of destruction can be seen as a redefinition of a new ur-
ban order that reflects a different image confronting the 
past. Destruction defines a mutation of the old image, 
which creates a deficiency that waits for a new architec-
ture. In this sense, destruction emerges as a transformation 
action against urban space.
During the recent period, other types of demolitions oc-
cur in different urban spaces to free space for new hous-
ing complexes. The destruction of the natural parts of the 
city has been another type of destruction that occurred 
recently, where large areas of Tirana that were formerly 
green are now being built.
In recent years, two historic buildings that were previously 
classified as first-class monuments, such as the ‘Qemal Sta-
fa’ Stadium, designed by the Florentine architect Gerardo 
Bosio, and as expected with the National Theatre, after 
the law was approved, are being demolished.
In these cases, the destruction that is occurring, rather 
than in the name of economic progress or that of the 
capital itself, is fuelled by economic speculation over 
construction. It is no coincidence that the functional ty-
pologies represented in time by some of the consolidated 
formal typologies today appear hybridized by towers.

The ruin

The ruin is the final state of the building, which has lost sta-
bility and consequently functionality. For this motive, as 
Franco Purini would say, we are in a state of isolated con-
templation only the last aspect of the architectural triad, 
or more precisely, that of the venustas18. The final state of 
architecture mentioned above is nothing but the first mo-
ment of a return to nature of all the raw material or mate-
rials that were taken away from it. This moment becomes 
even more sublime because it is precisely in that moment 
that emotional characters are clashing with reflections on 
the life and “death” of the artefact, which may uncon-
sciously convey to the observer the feeling of Kantian19 
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14 Barattin, Leonardo (2004). La pratica dell’urbicidio e il 
caso della città di Vukovar, 331-350. Koper: ACTA HISTRIAE.
15 The word urbicide first used by Bogdan Bogdanovic to 
describe the destruction of the cities of the former Yugo-
slavia during the Balkan wars of the 1990s, tells us beyond 
the physical destruction of a city and its immaterial culture, 
identity, memory, history, tradition, social fabric etc.
16 Mazzucchelli, Francesco (2010). Urbicidio. Il senso dei 
luoghi tra distruzioni e ricostruzioni nella ex-Jugoslavia. Bolo-
gna: Bologna University Press.
17 The “Forum A+P 8” periodical, Co PLAN, Tirana 2011, can 
be consulted on the Pyramid destruction argument and on 
an international competition for the Pyramid.
18 Purini, Franco (2019). Të kompozosh arkitekturën. Tirana: 
Polis-Press. P. 67
19 Kant, Immanuel (2002). Osservazioni sul sentimento del 
bello e del sublime. Torino: BUR 2002.
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6
Skender Luarasi 

Introduction: Premises, hypotheses and definitions
 
“Everyone is equal before the machine. I can use it, so 
can you”.

László Moholy-Nagy
 
Is Construction Something External?

“We are being driven into an indivisible life process. We 
see life more and more as a moving yet indivisible whole. 
The boundaries of individual fields blur. Where does sci-
ence end, where does art begin, what is applied technol-
ogy, what belongs to pure knowledge? Fields permeate 
and fertilize each other as they overlap. It is hardly of inter-
est to us today where the conceptual boundary between 
art and science is drawn. We value these fields not hierar-
chically but as equally justified emanations of the highest 
impulse: LIFE! To grasp life as a totality, to allow no divi-
sions, is among the most important concerns of the age”.1

Sigfried Giedion, “Building in France, Building in Iron. 
Building in Ferroconcrete”

“The problem ahead of us focuses on the question: 
Can the emotional apparatus of the average man be 
reached? Is he susceptible only to football games and 
horse races?”

Sigfried Giedion, “Architecture You and Me: The Diary of 
a Development”

Sigfried Giedion’s “Architecture You and Me – The Diary 
of a Development” was published in 1958. Here Giedion 
introduces his ideas on New Monumentality and Region-
alism and argues that modern architecture should be re-
sponsive to a particular community, place, climate, and 
cultural context. Giedion invokes a dialogic relationship 
between one and the other, between people and the 
community. AYM is permeated by humanism and anthro-
pomorphism that we do not find in the book “Building in 
France, Building in Iron, and Building in Ferroconcrete”, 

which was first published in 1928.2 In BF Giedion outlines 
the spatial and technological conditions under which a 
new modern [post-bourgeois] subject may emerge. This 
subject ‘emerges’ from the vertiginous iron lattice-work of 
Eiffel Tower and the transparent cubes of air of Le Corbus-
ier’s houses…; as he experiences them through a techno-
logical eye, the camera equalizes YOU and ME. 
The paper investigates these two subjectivity constella-
tions, YOU=ME and YOU+ME, in relation to BF and AYM 
respectively. The shift from the former to the latter is in-
dicative of the larger transition from the pre-war modern 
architecture, which was informed and inspired by the 
avant-garde movements of Dadaism, Constructivism and 
Cubism, to post-war culture, which was characterized by 
the global expansion and affirmation of international style 
on the one hand and the emergence of various ‘styles’ 
on the other, such as brutalism, phenomenology, and re-
gionalism. How do these two books map the larger tran-
sition from pre-war to post-war architecture? The paper 
juxtaposes BF and AYM in terms of their formal structure 
and visual and textual content and situated them in their 
respective cultural and social milieus.

The avant-garde and “Building in France, Building in Iron, 
Building in Ferroconcret”

“The illiteracy of the future,” someone has said, “will be 
ignorance not of reading or writing, but of photography.” 
But must not a photographer who cannot read his own 
pictures be no less accounted an illiterate? Will not the 
caption become the most important part of the photo-
graph?”

Walter Benjamin “A Small History of Photography”

A cursory look at Building in France, Building in Iron, Build-
ing in Ferro-concrete shows that the book is about con-
struction. Sigfried Giedion surveys the engineering feats of 
the Nineteenth and early Twentieth centuries and argues 
how these feats conditioned an irreversible change in 
modern architecture. Later, in “Space-Time and Architec-

MODERNISM AS THE UNCONSCIOUS OF GLOBALISM: MAPPING OF SUBJECTIVI-
TIES IN SIGFRIED GIEDION’S HISTORIOGRAPHY
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ture,” Giedion would call these feats “constituent facts,” 
which, while latent in Nineteenth Century’s unconscious 
and hidden under the eclectic facades, erupted with full 
force in the Twentieth Century architectural landscape. A 
close reading would reveal, however, that this book is not 
only about the constructions in iron and ferroconcrete but 
also about construction through photography. Giedion’s 
photographs of the Eiffel Tower convey the feeling of a 
vertiginous and transparent space that has nothing to do 
with the customary depiction of an icon-building (Fig. 1). 
Similarly, Giedion’s photographs of Le Corbusier’s houses 
convey spatial interpenetration, boundlessness, expan-
sion, transparency, blurred boundaries, spatial ambigui-
ties, simultaneity, airy volumes and smooth surfaces (Fig. 
2).

“Construction” is a key term and multivalent concept in 
BF, and it operates on two different levels. First, on the 
level of the book’s content, “Construction” denotes a 
“thing,” says, an actual building or construction made of 
iron or ferroconcrete. BF as a whole is an assemblage of 
visual and textual material that describes the new con-
struction materials and technologies and their constituent 
role in the development of modern architecture. Second, 
on the level of the form of the photographic image: “Con-
struction” denotes the construction of modern optical 
consciousness and subjectivity. Eiffel Tower is constructed 
twice, once by Gustave Eiffel, and then for the second 
time (or many times after…) by the viewer, the modern 
subject through the photographic camera. The medium 
of the construction is not only iron and ferroconcrete but 
also light and photographic celluloid. The constructor is 
not only Gustave Eiffel or Le Corbusier but also any mod-
ern subject with a camera. The constructor is Me as well 
as You….
BF is not a book with photographs but rather a photo-
graph in a book format. It is not about the photograph of 
construction but rather construction as photography. In A 
Small History of Photography, written in 1931, Benjamin ar-
gues that the debate around the aesthetics of photogra-
phy as art should be turned around its head; it should be 
dialectically reversed into art as photography.3 The essay 
points directly to the avant-garde principle of construction 
as photography, particularly as it is embodied in the work 
of Moholy-Nagy, who co-authored many photographs of 
BF and designed its graphic layout. Moholy-Nagy painted 
like a photographer.4 His photograms and photographs 
do away with the camera lens and the “mechanical” 
point of view. Instead, they are plastic manipulations, inter 
penetrations and modulations of light. The subject is not 
positioned on one side of the camera or the lens but rath-
er entrenched in a cloud of photons variable intensities 
of light and shadow: a purely atmospheric reality. (Fig. 3)
Andreas Haus has argued that Moholy-Nagy’s work con-
flates the Dadaist and Constructivist principles. The former 
consisted in gathering fragments from the [bourgeois] 
world and reassembling them in a montage, with the in-
tention to precisely undermine that very world; or in Hauss-
mann words, “to destroy the morally pharisaic world of the 
bourgeoisie with its own means…the Dadaist uses bluff to 
leap beyond his own greed for sensation and meaning.”6 
The Constructivist principle of form-creation (Gestaltung), 
on the other hand, was that of assembling minimal or el-
ementary elements in a composition. The conflation of 
these two principles created the notion of Elemental Art. 

Figure 1. Eiffel Tower 1889, from Building in France 

Figure 2.  Le Corbusier: La Roche House in Auteil
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The latter’s method “was to aesthetically destroy the al-
ienated complexity of the real moment of motion in order 
to gain from its elements for its sovereign presentation. The 
material was Dadaist, the montage Constructivist.”7

The “Elemental” is both to the de-contextualized frag-
ment from the “known” and “familiar” reality and the abil-
ity to construct another reality through the manipulation 
and modulation of these fragments. The “elemental” is 
the common denominator that relates and connects YOU 
and ME; or rather: You and Me are elementarily connect-
ed…. As Raoul Haussmann states, “only the ‘elementary’ 
equality of subject-perception and Object-qualities could 
bring about a situation in which man felt himself to be 
at the centre of all relationships in a world in motion and 
self-motivated agent of the ‘synthesis’.”8 “Elementary,” 
more than an object, is a relation or reciprocity between 
the subject and object, between the perception of an 

object and the cognition of that object. Although YOU 
and ME have their own subjectivity, they both share the 
same elementary relation to the object or the basic im-
age, and this relation is made possible through the tech-
nical medium of photography and the camera. In other 
words, although my subjectivity is different from yours, my 
relation to the elemental image is equal to your relation to 
that image. I am equal to you – ME=YOU - in so far as we 
share the same elemental relation to the object.

You + Me and the eternal man

In Giedion’s historiography, the role of subjectivity chang-
es from BF to AYM. This change happens on the level of 
both form and content. BF has 138 images, 96 of which 
are photographs, and the rest are drawings (plans and 
perspectives). Only 5 of the 138 images are birds-eye 

Figure 3. Moholy-Nagy: Photographs and Photographs, from Andreas Haus, MOHOLY-NAGY: Photographs and Photograms, trans. 
Frederic Samson, Pantheon Books, New York, 1980,
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views. Out of 138 images only two are paintings: Edouard 
Manet’s “Exhibition” and a purist still life of Édouard Jeanneret 
(Le Corbusier). The rests are photographs or drawings of iron 
and ferroconcrete constructions. The images and the text are 
intertwined and juxtaposed in every spread across the book. In 
AYM, there are 70 images, 9 of which are birds-eye views. Out 
of 70 images, 21 are photos of paintings and sculptures. Except 
for 12 sketch-like images that are distributed among the pages 
of the first and the last chapter, all the other 70 images are or-
ganized into three stand-alone sections: between p. 40 - p. 41, 
Different from BF, in AYM, the observer is not “invited” to con-
struct the image but rather presented with a “construction.” 
The images are already constructed and “complete”, like ar-
chival facts that the subject is expected to recognize. 

Many images in AYM are birds-eye views. They are not distort-
ed or foreshortened perspective; they are just as they could 
have always been… (Fig. 4). 
The subject is presented with an overall completed pattern, 
whether looking at an aerial view of Piazza del Campo or Gro-
pius’s Boston Back Bay Commercial and Community Centre. If 
in BF the subject is the image, or as Raoul Haussmann says, the 
subject-perception is equal to the Object-quality, in AYM, the 
subject is with the image. 
In AYM, the subject identifies with the “eternal spirit” of human-
ity. This “eternal spirit” undergoes a series of substitutions, such 
as the “core,” “feeling,” “place,” or “regionalism.” Its content is 
not as important as the fact that it is “far away,” deep into the 
strata of history. 

Figure 4. Spread from “Architecture You and Me”
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Indeed its content is precisely this distance…. Architec-
ture ought to embody this distance in/through the aes-
thetics of monumentality. 
Giedion, together with Sert and Léger, provide us with 
nine points of monumentality, whose manifesto-like for-
matting in terms of “points” suggests a relationship with 
the early days of avant-garde art and architecture. 
These points are:
1. Monuments as human landmarks;
2. Monuments as the expression of man’s highest cul-

tural needs;
3. Monuments as representative of a unifying con-

sciousness and culture;
4. In order to build monuments, we need to look at the 

past;
5. Monumentality is not a building but an attitude that 

addresses both the individual building and town 
planning;

6. Monumentality is essential for the organization of 
community life;

7. Monumentality represents the social and community 
life and the average man’s aspiration for joy, pride 
and excitement;

8. The monument creates the need to plan the site or 
the space of the monument;

9. The monument itself is a “site” of integration of mod-
ern technologies, art, and natural and man-made 
landscapes. “Monumental architecture will be 
something more than strictly functional. It will have 
regained its lyrical value. In such monumental lay-
outs, architecture and city planning could attain 
new freedom and develop new creative possibili-
ties, such as those that have begun to be felt in the 
last decades in the fields of painting, sculpture, mu-
sic, and poetry.”9

The language of this aesthetics of monumentality con-
sists of the plane, cluster of solids and voids, the wall and 
the vault. Le Corbusier’s “cubes of air” have become 
heavy…. If in BF technology (the iron and ferroconcrete 
construction and the camera) serves as a mediator be-
tween the modern subjectivity and the mechanized life 
of the modern metropolis, in AYM, this role is taken by the 
monument. The monument becomes a teleological site 
were “modern technologies, art, and natural and man-
made landscapes” are integrated and bound together. 
Technology is important as it helps this monumentality be 
realized (vaulting and other structural engineering feats). 
Technology is substituted by the monumental symbol and 
subsumed by it; the camera is substituted by history.

However, this history is not the same as the historicism of 
Nineteenth that Giedion vehemently criticized in BF and 
continued to do so in AYM. This other history has nothing to 
do with an eclectic use of styles and forms but rather with 
a typological approach to architecture. Typology serves 
as a regulative principle that guards both the historian 
and the architect/artist from elaborating a “false continu-
ity from the Stone Age to the Twentieth Century, through 
an oversimplification and a purely formal description of 
various periods” and helps them “concentrate on the ver-
tical lines going through history”10 (Fig. 8). Giedion states:
“History teaching is ever tied to the fragment. But these 
fragments have to be chosen in such a way that new 
constellations will arise in the minds of the students. History 
can only be taught in this sense by people who have an 
intimate understanding of the architectural and planning 
problems of the present, of their emotional as well as of 
their social aspects”.11

Proportion, like typology, is another regulative principle 
through which the architect regulates the composition of 
the historical fragments. Giedion states:
“The whole development of architecture today leads us 
toward greater attention to the long-neglected study of 
proportions. We know, of course, that knowledge of pro-
portions alone can no more produce a good architect 
that the rules of the sonnet- writing can produce a poet 
such as Petrarch; but in a period like our own, which is 
slowly beginning to demand a coherence of parts in rela-
tion to the whole, whether, in a single building or a larger 
complex, the study of proportions can provide a neces-
sary backbone”.12

Compare this almost apologetic statement from AYM with 
another one on proportion in BF

“In his theory, Corbusier is often less daring than in his de-
sign. In Vers une architecture there is a chapter on tracés 
régulateurs – Hildebrandt translated it [into German] as 
Aufrißregler [regulators of the elevation], that is, the at-
tempt to overlay similar triangles on the façade. Berlage 
was perhaps the last – 1907 – to be allowed to do that. 
That is permissible for a uniformly elaborated, anthropo-
morphic architecture. Nevertheless, in the case of Cor-
busier, it is absurd. The old formulae no longer restrict the 
proportions that will result from standardization, but apart 
from this, these proportional formulae are invalid today 
because a BUILDING is no longer a closed-form like a Re-
naissance palace but demands CONNECTION TO THINGS 
NEXT TO IT. 
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Perhaps Corbusier himself negated this method in the LA 
Roche house; there, the proportional formula is inscribed 
in the façade, whereas the functionally projecting wing 
for the art collection naturally refuses to be restricted by a 
schema of similar triangulation”.13

BF proposes a post-anthropomorphic conception of ar-
chitecture. The aesthetics of this architecture does not 
originate from an eternal conception of the human body 
but rather is contingent on the new “technologies of vision 
and standardization.”14 The building is not a coherent and 
“self-sufficient” “beautiful” whole from which nothing can 
be added or subtracted, but rather a relational fragment 
that responds “to things next to it.”15 In AYM, however, 
Giedion attempts to seek and recover the anthropomor-
phic proportion. While no more than a rule, the proportion 
can bring coherence between the part and the whole, 
a coherence that is much needed “in a period like our 
own,” a period of unbridled growth and technology that 
runs amuck.16  Proportion is a regulative principle that both 
controls “uncustomary” creativity and provides an anthro-
pological basis for recognition. BF seeks the NEW, while 
AYM seeks to RENEW…. BF responds to a post-bourgeois 
subject that is yet to come, while AYM seeks to recover 
an eternal subject. BF suggests an architecture that goes 
away from “the determinate presentations of a self-pos-
iting consciousness towards indeterminate constructions 
– historical and concrete, yet virtual and ineffable – hov-
ering contingently above the ground;” 17 AYM, on the oth-
er hand, considers the subject’s consciousness as already 
constructed, as already there….
In AYM, Architecture and Me stand for the creator-archi-
tect, painter, sculptor, and the historian; YOU, on the other 
hand, stand for a generalized yet ambiguous anthropo-
logical figure: the man in the Street. This Man in the Street is 
universal and eternal, in so far as all people under this cat-
egory, despite their individual differences - whether one 
is a maid or football fan… - have a universal and eternal 
need: feeling. The task of the creator of the artist is precise-
ly to create works of art and architecture that will help YOU 
get in touch with this eternal nature, a nature that is sup-
posedly there, inside YOU, yet a nature that is eclipsed by 
rationality and mechanization, and that only the artist-cre-
ator is capable of revealing. The creator can perform this 
task through the aesthetics of monumentality. This mon-
umentality is more than just a building; it is a space-time 
condition that, like a deep well, feeds off different strata 
of history. The term “Man in the Street” is part of the larger 
context of the development of post-war architecture and 
the influence of CIAM on this development. 

The term was first coined by James Maude Richards 
since 1940. Richards, the editor of the British Architectural 
Review and a speaker at CIAM 6 in 1947, raised the issue 
of modern architecture’s lack of appeal to the “Man in 
the Street.” Richard wrote that modern architecture did 
not offer this person “any suitable alternative to the Olde 
Worlde styles that for many years have at least offered 
him the solace of suggestiveness.”18 In CIAM’s post-war 
architectural discourse, the term “Man in the Street”, is 
a ruse that stands for a variety of aesthetic and ideo-
logical positions in architecture. These positions oscillate 
between two extremes: avant-garde and kitsch. The first 
position is that of Clement Greenberg that vehement-
ly rejected any compromise between art and “mass 
tastes;” the second position is that socialist realism is the 
official style of the Soviet Union. The in-between positions 
were many, such as New Empiricism, Scandinavian Mod-
ern, and Latin American Architecture, to mention only 
a few. While different in their agenda, what they had in 
common was a “softening” of Modern Architecture so 
that it responded to the aesthetic and practical “needs” 
of the people, and a distancing from a political position, 
which in turn was manifested by a return to “eternal val-
ues,” such as place, neighbourhood, community and re-
gionalism.

Conclusions: Between the man in the street and the post-
modern man

Giedion occupied precisely such an in-between po-
sition. He attempted to reconcile the two extremes of 
avant-garde and kitsch through the “synthesis of the 
arts” and the “New Monumentality.” Indeed, in the post-
war CIAM meetings in general and those of Bridgewater 
(CIAM 6) and Bergamo (CIAM 7) in particular, aesthet-
ics is the preferred theme of Giedion.19 Giedion believed 
that the architectural and urban problems should be ap-
proached aesthetically by integrating or synthesizing ar-
chitecture with painting and sculpture. The aesthetics of 
new monumentality serves as a universal platform from 
and according to which the individual building, the ur-
ban problem of housing, and the civic centre ought to 
be conceptualized. The purpose of this new aesthetics is 
to keep the kitsch and “mass tastes” at bay while at the 
same “touch” the “common man.” In order to do this, it 
must necessarily reach deep down into the layers of his-
tory, to search for something that is “common” to all, to 
both YOU and ME. Painting is the medium par excellence 
of this search and in rare cases architecture too….20 
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His work anticipates both the affirmation and globaliza-
tion of modern architecture at the very moment of the 
explosion of multiple narratives, that moment that would 
be later known as post-modernity. Giedion stands at the 
threshold of post-modernity without crossing it.
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7
Eled Fagu, Florian Nepravishta

Definitions and terminology 

According to Jurgen Habermas1 , ‘modern’ was first used 
in the late 5th century to distinguish the Christian present 
from the pagan and Roman past. Habermas states that 
the term ‘modern’ can be used widely and has no de-
finitive time period because its concept is based on an 
era’s perception. Specifically, the idea of being ‘modern’ 
changed with the belief, inspired by modern science, in 
the infinite progress of knowledge and advancement to-
wards social and moral betterment (Habermas,1981; p. 
4). Habermas suggests a definition of ‘Modernity’, which 
mainly has a socio-economical perspective, thus a rela-
tion between social modernisation and capitalism; be-
tween the world’s institutions and autonomous econom-
ic and administrative systems. Whereas Foucault 2  takes 
an approach in which he explains how vital the scientific 
aspect of modernity is and how it has affected life as a 
whole. He claims ‘Modernity’ as something, which is char-
acterised by a combination of power and knowledge 
around the subject of life that is possible to master through 
science.
Modernisation has emerged as a critical concept in West-
ern social science after World War I. It refers to a long-term 
change process by which traditional or agrarian Western 
societies were transformed into the complex systems of in-
dustrial societies of the XIX and XX centuries. As a result of 
the modernisation process, societies and cultures devel-
oped a typical set of characteristics in personality’s struc-
ture, organisations and institutions, a system of belief and 
symbolic expression that differentiated them from older 
socio-cultural systems. For many centuries, scholars have 
described and tried to explain the process of modernisa-
tion in terms of concepts such as social differentiation, ra-
tionalisation or economic development (Nolte, 2001).
‘Political modernisation’ may be used to refer to a suc-
cessful and enduring adaptation of a non-traditional 
political system to societal change (Schmidt, 2001). The 
defining characteristics of political modernisation support 
the rationalisation of authority, differentiation of new polit-
ical functions, and development of specialised structures 

to perform these functions while having mass participa-
tion. In sociology, modernisation refers to the transforma-
tion from a traditional, rural, agrarian society to a secular, 
urban, industrial society (Inglehart, 2001). The rise of mod-
ern society has been linked and associated with the new 
need for the industrialisation of the city and its society. Ac-
cording to this, there is a need for more than economic 
and technological components that make up their core. 
‘Industrialisation’ is a way of life that encompasses pro-
found economic, social, political and cultural changes 
(Krishan, 2016). Societies become modern by undergoing 
industrialisation transformation as well as significant social 
changes. 
Historically, the period over which modernisation has oc-
curred is measured in centuries, although there were peri-
ods that were considered as peaks. In different countries, 
the modernisation process was applied in different peri-
ods, and it took different times for each of them to fulfil 
the same achievements. Many things are relative to the 
geographical and sociological conditions of each coun-
try. However, modernisation is a continuous, open-ended 
process and not a once-and-for-all-time achievement. 

Modernism in Western and Eastern countries

While defining ‘Modernisation’, it is widespread to associ-
ate this term with ‘Modernism’. In order to distinguish the 
differences between them, the article is presented a brief 
history of the beginning of the ‘Modernism’ movement 
and how it affected different spheres of social life, archi-
tecture and arts in general. Architecture is a continuous 
dialogue between time and place. It has always been a 
representation of society, as it would reflect the values, 
achievements and downfalls of the world’s civilisation his-
tory. By studying the built environment in an interdiscipli-
nary spectrum, with the help of both social sciences and 
scientific approaches regarding the effects of architec-
ture on people, the conclusion is much accurate con-
cerning the cultural, political, economic, moral and social 
value of the time. 

20TH  CENTURY MODERNISATION AND MODERNIST ARCHITECTURE IN ALBANIA
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The mentality of aesthetic modernity began to take 
shape with Baudelaire3 and his theory of art influenced by 
Edgar Allan Poe4 . It then unfolded in the avant-garde ar-
tistic movements and finally attained its peak with Surre-
alism and the Dadaists of the Café Voltaire5  (Habermas, 
1981; p. 40). During the 20th century, some avant-garde 
movements had their expression in architecture, influ-
enced by the Bauhaus, the architectural style during the 
‘20s and ‘30s in Germany. Bauhaus was like a unifica-
tion of industrial design, arts and crafts with architecture. 
Their avant-garde ideas were initially linked to Futurism, 
Russian Constructivism and De Stijl just after World War I, 
suggesting a need for understanding, unity and peace. 
The artists’ works evolved into geometric compositions 
rendered in primary colours, giving attention to charac-
teristics like function, mass, space, time, light or material 
to suggest a rational architecture. This gave way to the 
desire of the Modern movement to create architecture 
for the people through means of production, rational 
expression and pure universal principles, rather than by 
just being guided by aesthetic concerns. 
In urban planning, modernism supports the mechanisa-
tion of the city, the functionality and the division of it in 
zones according to functions and orders. The principles 
of standardisation and unification of the building indus-
try came after the fourth CIAM congress, held in 1933 
under the title “The Functional City”. Amazed by the ma-
chines and industry of that time, their idea was to bring 
order to the city and to conceive it as a machine that 
worked according to specific rules. These principles can 
be found present in many works of Le Corbusier, one 
of the father figures of Modernist architecture. There-
fore, in the modern city, everything can be easily distin-
guished based on human’s primary activities. This theory 
succeeded worldwide during the modernisation pro-
cesses. However, soon it was realised that progress was 
made only in defining the minimum standards, whereas 
the specific needs of the individuals were never taken 
into consideration. This makes ‘Modernism’ not an elite 
movement rather a general minimum requirement for 
all. Meanwhile, in the Eastern front, after Stalin came into 
power, he cut wires with the Constructivists and every 
kind of experimentation in arts and architecture was 
gradually banned. Stalin himself theorised a new na-
tional style and named it ‘socialist realism’ instead of the 
globalist tendencies towards the Modernist movement. 
‘Socialist realism’ began to be officially applied after the 
competition for The Palace of the Soviets6  in Moscow in 
1933. 

This competition marks the first, strong defeat of the Mod-
ernist movement in the Soviet Union and later for the 
whole Eastern Front. ‘Soc-realism’ in the mid - 20th cen-
tury was considered old-fashioned and not responding to 
the rate of reforms in the country. However, at that time, 
the Soviet Union was building a national identity based 
on Stalin’s cult of personality that influenced the whole 
itinerary of arts and culture. In the Soviet Union (as well 
as in the Western world), ‘technological innovation’ be-
came the keyword of the beginning of the 20th century. 
‘Socialist realism’ in arts and culture, with the use of the 
borrowed ornamentation of Hellenic architecture and 
models of the 19th eclectic architecture, tried to create a 
pan - Slavic Orthodoxic architecture which, rather than a 
technology-based idea (like modernism), was more a po-
litically driven movement that should affect the emanci-
pation of ‘proletariat’, competing firstly with Tsarist regime 
and later with Western architecture.  Societal-realism was 
considered cultural modernisation for the Russian society 
of that time, and ironically, it included an international 
meaning being exported all over the communist world. 

The beginning of modernism and modernisation in Alba-
nia 

Back in 1939, the journalist and later famous Italian histori-
an Indro Montanelli7 , despite his fascist tone, would write: 
“[…] the Albanians inherited their country less than thir-
ty years ago from the Turkish invader. […] For thirty years, 
[…] they have done as much as they could do, perhaps 
even more than they could do.” (Montanelli, 1939, p. 40). 
The statements bring in mind the emergent needs and the 
substantial development differences between Albania 
and the Western countries as consequences of the Otto-
man invader. However, after the announcement of Tirana 
as the capital of Albania, the city entered a phase of a 
series of political and cultural transformations. The author-
itarian regime of Ahmet Zogu, initially as a Prime Minister 
and later as King Zog I, was not unified with the oriental 
urban area but sought to develop and transform Albania 
according to the modern Western world. During the ‘20s 
and ‘30s, the quality and productivity of urban develop-
ment, new buildings, and city planning are remarkable. 
The modernisation and westernisation processes started 
with the architecture of the capital, Tirana. To create 
a modern city, King Zog I invited well-known architects 
from Austria and Italy and enabled the collaborations be-
tween native and well-known architects of that time (Fig. 
1, 2). 



66

Back then, ‘Modernism’ referred to the architecture pro-
duced by the Albanian architects who studied abroad or 
by the foreign architects who were invited by the govern-
ment or individuals who wanted to build their own private, 
modern villas. As Montanelli writes: “the Orientalisation 
of the city is in full conversion - to make it more beautiful 
[...]. Introduced on the way of becoming a Western cap-
ital, it still has to try with all its forces to succeed - and so 
everything on the expenses on energy and money is fully 
vindicated. 
Nevertheless, it seems that there is also an imbalance that 
can become dangerous tomorrow, between the flawed 
modernity of this city and the archaism of its hinterland, 
which is the whole Albania” (Montanelli, 1939, p. 49). 

In this period, among other architects, Florestano di 
Fausto can be mentioned, a professional architect from 
Florence who promoted an architecture in the style of 
“Novecento” , a pre-modern architecture that also in-
cluded some national references from the traditional 
and geographic context. According to the instructions 
of King Zog I in Di Fausto’s works, cultural and traditional 
elements can be found, especially in the facades of the 
buildings, which stressed the connection between the 
new monumental space of the square and the tradition 
the time. The Albanian architect Kolevica states: “In the 
period of the first Albanian state, especially in the years 
1930-1940, constructions were carried out in our main 
cities in the spirit of postmodern architecture which had 
begun to spread in Europe. It could be mentioned the 
Bank of Korça, Bank of Tirana and Dajti Hotel buildings. 
It is worth mentioning the architect Qemal Butka, who 
designed the Municipality of Korça, a kindergarten in Ti-
rana, which unfortunately was later demolished, as well 
as his apartment where he first introduced elements of 
national architecture in the cultivated one” (Kolevica, 
2004; p.39) (Fig. 3, 4).Parallel to the strategies for West-
ern urban planning, another significant step towards the 
consolidation of the state was setting the first democrat-
ic laws and orders. The legislation of the time was con-
ceived following Western democratic laws. During 1932-
36, the Parliament enriched the Albanian legislation with 
essential laws to improve the finances and the econo-
my, expropriations for the public interest, health and the 
Red Cross, gendarmerie, unification of civil and military 
pensions. Later in 1937, the deputies approved laws to 
prohibit the women’s face covering, the prohibition of 
the marriage of public servants with foreign women, the 
facilitation of the payments, etc. (Bakiu, 2010). 

Figure 1. The Building of the Albanian Parliament. Source: G. A. 
Bakiu - Political Albania, 2010.

Figure 2. The Palace of Princess Senije, 1930. Source: G. A. Bakiu 
- Political Albania, 2010.

Figure 3. Girls Institute “Mother Queen”. Source: G. A. Bakiu - Po-
litical Albania, (2010).
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There were specific laws introduced regarding the adminis-
trative working-class’s dressing code and actions taken for 
women’s emancipation. 
Albania was experiencing significant changes, and the coun-
try was heading towards modernisation and modernism. Not 
only was the whole country slowly being transformed, but 
also the society was being cultivated, educated, civilised 
and modernised. As Kolevica states about the society’s taste 
concerning architecture: “Although the government build-
ings constructed during the occupation were in the spirit of 
the ‘Piacentini-style’ fascist architecture, they were generally 
beautifully constructed, with modern architecture, cladding 
materials, and high-quality workmanship. […] Thus, the year 
1945 found the Albanian civil population, especially the ed-
ucated ones, with a taste in favour of modern, rational and 
functional architecture” (Kolevica, 2004; p. 40).
In conclusion, the first transformations of Tirana as European 
capital also as the main cities of Albania took place in two 
main phases: initially during the monarchy of King Zog I and 
after that during the actual annexation of Albania by Italy 
when the country was put under the Italian Fascist rule (from 
1939 to 1943). Thus, this three-decade relationship between 
Albania and Italy, which was transformed from a pact be-
tween the two countries into the conquest of Albania by Italy 
during World War II, is reflected in the Italian architecture of 
Tirana. There are visible differences between the ‘romantic 
architecture’ of the Square of the Ministries, the building of 
ex- Skanderbeg cultural circle during the monarchy of King 
Zog I and the Italian protectorate, in comparison with the 
‘classical rationalism of the fascist architecture’ on the Fascist 
headquarters (today “Nënë Tereza” square). The architec-
ture of the Ministries buildings is evidence of King Zog I, who 
will build a national identity and consolidate the Albanian 
administration by modernising the country and its architec-
ture. 

That is why national symbols of Albania like Alexander the 
Great, the helmet of Skanderbeg or the far Illyrian origin 
are found on the bas-relief of the façades (Fig. 5). On the 
other hand, the parallel city planned as the Fascist Head-
quarters, which was being developed in the Southern part 
of Tirana historic centre, despite being proclaimed as tra-
ditional modernism, seems to cover more the expressions 
of totalitarian fascist architecture, which focused more on 
brutal monumentality, rather than communication with 
the human scale.

Figure 4. Bashkia Korce, Ark. Qemal Butka. Source: Discover 
Korce.

Figure 5. Albanian elements in the façades of the Ministries. 
Source: G. A. Bakiu - Political Albania, (2010).
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Unfinished modernisation In Albania  

After 1945, with the coming to power of the communists 
and the confiscation of private property, the whole coun-
try experienced drastic political and social changes. Alba-
nia became connected to the Soviet Union ideologically, 
politically, and economically, transforming Albania into a 
socialist state ruled by Marxism-Leninism theories and pol-
itics.
Initially, the Soviet influence in the planning and architec-
ture of the city according to ‘socrealism’ better known as 
‘Stalinist style’ came in Tirana through the experience of 
Albanian students who studied in Moscow. As Kolevica ad-
mits, “the main figure of this period is Gani Strazimiri, who 
graduated on architecture in Moscow and knew the Sta-
linist architecture perfectly” (Kolevica, 2004; p. 39). 
In his thesis about new urban planning for Tirana, Strazimi-
ri challenged the Italian city plan by integrating the con-
cept of space organisation concerning the plan of Great-
er Moscow, which was characterised by monumental 
axes, regular rectangular geometry and the composition 
of urban texture with “super-blocks”. In this plan, it is clear 
the optimisation of the new order to transform the old re-
ality entirely through a new urban concept following with 
precision the principles of the ‘socialist realism’ (Fig. 6). 
However, engineers and specialists were stopped from 
studying abroad during the Cold War, especially in Western 
countries. Thus, they fell behind the techniques and styles 
that were elaborated and applied worldwide at that time. 
Kolevica refers to his university days: “during my university 
days, the only allowed architectural magazine in Albania 
was “SSSR Architecture” (Soviet Union Architecture). […] 

Figure 6. Plan of Gani Strazimiri for the centre of Tirana, 1956. Source: AQTN.

Figure 7 and 8. Durrës Street, Tirana, 1960-1965. Source: AQTN.



69

The only book on the history of architecture referred to the 
Soviet Union by praising the butaphoric architecture that 
flourished after World War II. At the same time, it harsh-
ly denounced the beginnings of Modern architecture in 
the Soviet Union in the ‘30s. The Soviet Union Agricultural 
Exhibition that was recently promoted as an architectural 
folly” (Kolevica, 2004; p. 38-39). When it comes to the im-
portance of the aesthetics of the new buildings, Kolevica 
states: “[…] together with some Russian professors and Al-
banian engineers, who had completed their studies three 
or four years ago in the Soviet Union, we developed a host 
of technical subjects, where architecture had the least 
importance” (Fig. 7, 8). 
The necessary preconditions for building socialism were 
transforming from a rural to urban industrial society and 
empowering the urban proletariat. Thus, the phases of 
‘socialist urbanism’ were conditioned by ideological and 
pragmatic objectives. 

City planning was firmly based on administrative norms 
and instructions from the supervising authority and the 
communist party. Architects, engineers, and specialists 
were grouped into Design Institutes, which were politically 
driven, and the staff would get instructions for every single 
project. Initially, Soviet norms were taken as references, 
and they later became instruments for town planning. 
They would predefine the access to the workplaces, ser-
vices, facilities, and the distribution of funds for construc-
tion, leading to a standardisation and unification process. 
According to Faja8,  “in the whole country, in villages and 
cities, dwellings made of one type of apartment with the 
same kind of architecture and urban planning prevailed, 
the extreme prefabrication industrialisation brought to our 
cities the fatal monotony and suppressed the freedom of 
every creator of architecture” (Fig. 9,10).
The interrelationship of architecture and ideology was ev-
ident on many levels through the architectural discourse 
in socialist Albania, starting with the polemics about the 
“official architectural style” suitable for the development 
of the new society, the attempts of evoking the traditional 
national heritage while trying to develop the country. 
According to Marxism - Leninism, the only way to devel-
op a country was industrialisation, as the theory connect-
ed the origin of art with productive activity and its needs. 
This theory was used by the Soviet Union, while actually, 
they were getting ready in case of another war. Wanting 
to impose the indoctrination, the Soviet Union announced 
‘Socialist Realism’, which was spread in all fields of culture, 
based on the formula “realistic representation plus a cel-
ebration of socialism.” According to Lenin: “art belongs to 
the people”. It should be understandable and express the 
will of the masses.” The ‘socialist realism’ suggested that art 
should reflect the everyday life of the workers, and this cul-
ture became dominant in society and the general meth-
od of artists and writers’ creativity (Uci, 1970; p 295). The 
roller of ‘socialist realism’ went over literature and arts in 
all the Eastern countries, part of which was also Albania. 
Therefore, while in the Western countries, arts celebrated 
the freedom of expression by experimenting with different 
forms of it and sometimes opposing the political system, in 
the Eastern countries, art was put under the tutelage of the 
political system and was used as pure propaganda. The 
beauty was seen in the socialist everyday life, which was 
being established, in people’s “selfless and transformation 
work and high moral virtues”. The “realism” in the artworks 
of the time would express random everyday working activ-
ities and glorified happy people, while the actual econom-
ic reality and the workers’ conditions were much different. 

Figure 9. Standardisation of Architecture. Standard building 
types. Source: Kadare Museum.

Figure 10. Prefabricated Camus system, built-in Albania from 
1971. Source: Wikipedia.
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The life of Albanians was marked by megalomaniac, al-
most utopian industrial projects, energetics and town 
planning (Fig. 11, 12). On the other hand, today, this so-
cialist utopianism is often a synonym for the “original sin” 
of unsuitable economic structures, ecological problems 
and social conflicts.
    
Conclusions 

Modernisation is a multiple and fragmented process as 
the history of a country, just like has happened with Alba-
nia, is made up of interruption, attempts at establishing 
continuity and repeated revisions of the concepts and 
standing towards modernisation. The development and 
emancipation of the whole country are linked both po-
litically and architecturally. However, it is considered an 
open-ended and continuous process.
According to the Theory of Modernisation9,  there are 
two aspects of modernisation: The institutional (or organ-
isational aspect) and the cultural aspect. The first aspect 
of the approach stresses ways of organising and doing, 
whereas the second assigns primacy to ways of thinking 
and feeling. The first approach is mainly sociological and 
political, and the second one is sociological and psy-
chological. The socio-psychological approach considers 
modernisation mainly as a process of change in perceiv-
ing, expressing and valuing.

There is a never-ending debate on what constitutes de-
velopment, but the general thought usually describes it 
as economic growth, technological advances and social 
transformation from traditionalism. There is a linear path 
that all societies should take to achieve a state of moder-
nity. Rostow illustrated this in his theory on the five stages of 
growth . Here he argued that it is possible to identify all so-
cieties in their economic dimensions, as lying within one of 
five categories: the traditional society, the preconditions 
for take-off, the take-off, the drive to maturity and the age 
of high mass consumption.
In Albania, at the beginning of the 20th century, there 
were taken serious steps towards developing the country 
and the emancipation of society. In contrast, the dicta-
torial regime seems to have left it broken and unfinished. 
Albania seems that has experienced a fake ‘Modernism’, 
as it also happened in the other Eastern countries. Howev-
er, socialism in Albania was not a constant and homoge-
neous regime based only on Marxist principles. Instead, it 
was politically characterised by phases, which mostly had 
to do with the conditions of the authority of the leading 
bureau, involved different perceptions and consideration 
for the same phenomena. Therefore, unlike the Marxist 
origin of the socialist system, there was never achieved 
a scientific approach to industrial development. Instead, 
propaganda covered all the deficiencies that authoritar-
ian politics produced. 

Figure 11. Drawings in “New Albanian Magazine” 1972. Source: 
Kadare Museum.

Figure 12. Building through “voluntary” work. Source: Kadare 
Museum.
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Lacking the freedom of speech, art, and lifestyle, it seems 
that even human nature experienced negative changes, 
which probably need time for betterment. The strategy of 
complete industrialisation of the country resulted in a fail-
ure, considering that a small country like Albania could 
not catch up with the needs of the people because of 
being utterly closed from any other influence. These fac-
tors led to an obsolescence technology, economic pov-
erty, and malfunctions of industrialisation. As soon as the 
dictatorial regime collapsed, the fabrics and socialist her-
itage were stolen and destroyed in conditions of extreme 
penury and greed.
However, in the fragile democracy that developed dur-
ing the last 30 years in Albania, there were taken actions 
towards the development and modernisation and the 
emancipation of society. Significant changes can be no-
ticed. Although not in the most mature form, modernisa-
tion is a continuous and open-ended process that was 
more effective in democratic societies and applied in a 
broad consensus with the living society.

Notes

1Jürgen Habermas (1929) – German philosopher and soci-
ologist in the tradition of critical theory and pragmatism. 
2 Paul-Michel Foucault (1926 –1984) – French philosopher, 
historian of ideas, social theorist, and literary critic. 
3 Charles Pierre Baudelaire (1821–1867) – French poet who 
also produced notable work as an essayist and art critic, 
who through his work expressed the changing nature of 
beauty in the industrialising Paris during the mid-19th cen-
tury. 
4 Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) – American writer, poet, ed-
itor and literary critic.
5 Café Voltaire – Hugo Ball (a German actor) and his fel-
low artists announced the Cabaret Voltaire as a group of 
young artists and writers has formed to become a cen-
tre for artistic entertainment and politics, which was later 
known as Dadaism. 
6 The palace of the Soviets – The architectural contest for 
the Palace of the Soviets (1931–1933) was won by Boris 
Iofan’s neoclassical concept.
7 Indro Montanelli (1909 – 2001) was an Italian journalist 
and historian. 
8 The palace of the Soviets – The architectural contest for 
the Palace of the Soviets (1931–1933) was won by Boris 
Iofan’s neoclassical concept.
9 Indro Montanelli (1909 – 2001) was an Italian journalist 
and historian. 

10 Faja, Enver (2004). “The rebel of the uniform architec-
ture”, Tirana: Journal “Albania”.
11 Theory of Modernisation – used to explain the process of 
modernisation within societies and originated from Ger-
man sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920). 
12 Walt Whitman Rostow (1916 – 2003) – American econo-
mist, professor and political theorist.
13 The Stages of Economic Growth (1960) – One of the ma-
jor historical models of economic growth by the econo-
mist Rostow. 
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8
Ermir Hoxha

Introduction - “modern” not “modernist”

As I was interviewing the well-known painter, Sali Shijaku, 
around ten years ago, I still recall that the artist, speaking 
about the modern tendencies of the Albanian painting during 
the years of the so-called “liberalisation in our country”, would 
emphasise: “We were modern, but not modernists… So, we 
were modern on our behalf, not modernists as were the artists 
in the West, during the turn of the 19th – 20th centuries.” This defi-
nition, which is one of the most interesting descriptions regard-
ing the meaning of the relationship that existed between the 
Albanian artists and the liberal spirit of the 60-70s in Albania, 
was offered to me at that time as one of the most intriguing 
invitations for a more detailed observation of this dichotomy. 

Photography and architecture as the first signs of modernism 
in the Albanian oriental reality at the turn of the 19th – 20th 
centuries.   

The 19th century was the century of the Industrial Revolution’s 
triumph – the century of important inventions such as the tele-
phone, the dynamite, the Mors code, the photography and 
the motion picture. More than this alone, it was the century of 
the revolutions and the nation states’ formation. It was the time 
when the European citizens were looking for a new national 
identity, and along with that, they were seeking a state/nation 
to represent their political interests, which would be above the 
absolute one of the old European monarchies. Out of such 
reality would depart the Italian artist, Pietro Marubbi (1834–
1903), a follower of Garibaldi, born in Piacenza, who, at only 
22 years of age, in 1856, would come to Albania and would 
open his photographic studio in Shkodra “Foto-Studio Marub-
bi”, being this the first one on the Albanian soil. By making the 
first photos, Marubbi, apart from creating the professions’ defi-
nition in Albania, the building up of the studio, the ritual  and 
the product’s typology, was the first one to propose the real 
image through the photography and the painting (until that 
time, this image in our country was only a religious one). This 
was achieved in a reality where the works of art would either 
be made by the so-called “zografi” painters, artisan masters 
or imported from abroad. Marubbi’s impact, as both a realist 

painter and a photographer, in the same space, would give a 
new dimension to the function of the art and that of the artist 
in Albania. As a clear sign of modernity, the contribution of 
Marubbi, aided by the new bourgeois class, would be an ut-
most important tool for the modernism of the society in Shkod-
ra’s district. In contrast, its documentary values, the passing of 
the mastery to the new generations, and the physiognomy of 
his work are considered very important, both for the time he 
lived and the new dimension of life in the city.
At the end of the 19th century, this social class would be the 
motor of the economy, not only for Shkodra but also for Korça, 
a city in the southeast of Albania. By financing either private 
or public buildings, the new bourgeoisie was being clearly dis-
tanced from the Albanian heritage of the “çardak” edifices, 
and in this way, they would develop a new and more mod-
ern architecture. Together with the new spirit, along came the 
change in the format of the builder’s authorship. The anon-
ymous builders, being them either from Dibra or Shkodra, 
military designers or engineers, native or foreign ones, were 
leaving the Albanian scene, and more and more clearly, now 
would enter into it some creative personalities, such as Kolë 
Idromeno (1860-1939). Idomeneo was educated as a profes-
sional painter and photographer and seemed to have inher-
ited the space left open by his father, Arsen2  , and his early 
teacher, Pietro Marubbi, both autodidacts who had worked 
as building designers and engineers3.  At the end of his career 
(by the year 1930), Idromeno had built about 100 edifices by 
exerting his influence over the anew urban and architectonic 
conception of the entire city of Shkodra. His multifaceted posi-
tion as a designer, a building engineer, an ironworker, a stone 
crafter and often a painter and a sculptor would make him a 
very influential personality in the city, a leading master to the 
other builders. 
On the other side of the country, Korça would demand im-
proved conditions for hygiene (by draining the adjacent Mal-
iqi swamp and building its sewage system) and for an urban 
plan to modernise civic life. Being the most important cultural 
and economic centre in the southeast of Albania, Korça was 
characterised by a civil consciousness, which quickly would 
bring to life the raising up of buildings with a social character, 
based mainly on private financing. 

MODERN AND MODERNITY IN ALBANIAN ART REALITY DURING THE 20TH CENTURY
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They didn’t have structural changes in the interiors and were 
often surrounded by bannisters and well-ordered gardens, 
elements that were transformed into a symbol of pride for its 
inhabitants, along with the main street that was transformed 
into a boulevard. As a clear element of the social status, they 
would “persistently” add the decorative elements in the fron-
tal views of the houses, aiming for a personal stylistic expres-
sion. By being eclectically displayed with elements such as the 
brick, the crafted stone, the worked upon iron, the framing of 
the many windows, and they draw from the neoclassical el-
ements or the formal ones, such as the vault and the small 
house-top.  
Being modern in architecture and the new realist image, the 
Albanian reality at the turn of the 19th – 20th centuries was, in 
its essence, the overlaying of the new western format upon 
the old oriental one.  

The modernism on the native art before and after WWII

We arrive now in the 1930s, a time when the native reality 
had changed a lot. After the opening of the new artistic insti-
tutions on a national level, such as the “Miqtë e Artit” (Friends 
of Art) Association and the Drawing School, the Albanian 
students began to be enrolled in the Western Academies, in 
which few of them also experimented with the movements 
of modern art, as were the Post-Impressionism and the Ex-
pressionism. A special case among them is the one of Sadik 
Kaceli, who, before being a student of the Ecole Des Beaux-
Arts in Paris, persistently demanded to participate in the Fau-
vism movement by writing directly to Henry Matisse. Kaceli 
was not accepted as a student by Matisse, but he would 
often try his aesthetical “imprint” in the student’s etudes he 
made4.  Still, today we may see some of his artistic interpre-
tations in some works that have survived. We would analyse 
them, and it is clear that he was influenced by the Expres-
sionist tendency, in which movement the French painter has 
seen as a point of reference.  
By having utterly expressive colours in his beginnings, the 
young painter from Gjakova, Abdurrahim Buza, seems to be 
on the same journey. At the start of the 1930s, having just 
returned from his studies in Florence, Buza proposes his first 
portraits, permeated by the quick touches and an expressive 
colour range. These portraits are small in their dimensions, of-
ten full-face or three-quarter views, calm, and are offered as 
a tribute to the modern movements at the turn of the 19th 
century. For most of them, the themes and artistic approach-
es during this period are still traditional, whereas they belong 
to the realist style. After all, this art was offered to a reality that 
was quite a conservatory and had just knocked on the doors 

of the European culture5.  
In the meantime, all this research was developed amidst a 
new urban reality, which had started some decades ago 
with the Neo-Renaissance echoes of Idromeno’s Shkodra 
and the Western spirit of the multi-styled Korça. During the 
‘30s, this tendency would be proposed anew, incorporated 
in the Roman Classicism schemes, as Brasini suggested some 
projects in the new capital city, Tirana, but they remained 
only on paper due to their costs. Only some years later, ar-
chitects such as Di Fausto, Morpurgo and Berte would lay the 
stylistic foundations in the centre of the new capital. During 
this time, the ministerial complex in Tirana was raised, and 
the first national bank in Durrës where would dominate the 
Neo-Renaissance and the Mannerist styles. These elements 
would be forcefully surpassed only after the Italian invasion 
by the language of the monumental rationalism imposed by 
Bosio.  
The modern and the modernist tendencies, during the first 
half of the 20th century, were occasionally interlaced by re-
inforcing even more the idea that the modernity in the 20th 
century was destined to be superposed upon the traditional 
strata, by force, as the only matrix – this was done as the sit-
uation would allow, whenever there existed the space and 
the favourable conditions to do so…
After World War II, the terms “modern” and “modernism” 
would take new connotations. As the Communist Party came 
into power, the implementation of the Socialist Realism meth-
od would be preached upon the native reality; this was the 
official image of the state’s ideology, and it was going to stay 
so until the overthrow of the regime in 1991. 
At first glance, this artistic method would offer a euphor-
ic, optimist and beautiful image, whereas, in its essence, it 
would sermonise a New World, a world that was raised upon 
the rubbles of the old one; a world without the exertion and 
the use of one human being by another one, a world with-
out social classes and in which the income would be divided 
equally to all of its members. As such, communism was utterly 
modern because it demanded the overthrow of everything 
and the renewal of all the elements of the past in the name 
of a glorious future, an optimist and prosperous one. O. Lelaj 
would put it in this way: “From an anthropological point of 
view, the Communism, especially for the Albanian society, 
is displayed and articulated as a systematic endeavour and 
it was oriented towards the modernity. It was an authentic 
project of “social engineering”, which either would embody 
or aim to produce some emancipation, both in quantity and 
in quality, both for society and the individual6.”  
In its essence, every element of the Communist society would 
have to be new (modern). It was new in the recently creat-
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ed social structures, which were forcefully superposed upon 
the old ones, with the New Man, the old one, which used to 
be patriarchal and short-sighted. It was new with the current 
family: the equality in the couple, being it with a few mem-
bers, away from the traditional ones where the husband was 
all-powerful and a despot to it. It was new in the urbanistic 
area, music, architecture, literature, cinematography, and 
message and function. This was achieved in some areas 
since the 50s, a period when the triumph of the state’s will 
was imposed on the entire artistic and cultural sphere in the 
country. Starting from 1949, when the League of the Albani-
an Artists was created, the state would consider the artists as 
just some other state’s workers7 who had to put their artistic 
talent in the service of the state’s ideology and policies. 
The state was interested in creating as much as possible func-
tional, cultural structures, a controlling filter (censure) and a 
prolific artistic climate. The state would spend considerable 
sums on raising a real propaganda machine, which had to 
blossom and work wherever and whenever the state desired. 
This came to be materialised fully in the 60s, during the Cultur-
al Revolution that was imposed upon the country. 
During this decade, the new forms and themes were clari-
fied. These were: The Leader’s Portrait, The New Man, The His-
torical Painting, The Socialist Life or the Industrial Landscape. 
These themes were materialised in thousands and thousands 
of paintings, posters and monuments, under the severe watch 
of the propaganda machine, in all the countries that were in 
the Soviet orbit. They were imported into Albanian reality at 
the beginning of the 60s when the return of the students from 
the East offered de facto the knowledge of the form and 
the standard of the typical Socialist Realism. Some of these 
students, such as Guri Madhi, Sali Shijaku, Vilson Kilica, Kristaq 
Rama, Zef Shoshi, or Mumtaz Dhrami, would give the shape 
(with the state’s blessing) to the sanctioned principles of the 
Socialist Realism, and quickly these examples would become 
the model to be followed. Together with them, is presented 
their product, which was fulfilled during and after their stud-
ies – what at first glance seems to be the parenthesis of an 
artistic “spring” that would fully blossom during the beginning 
of the 70s.
Significant changes were to happen also in architecture. The 
style, structure, and function achieved during the 30s were to 
be “denied” in the name of the Soviet brotherhood, whose 
political imposing brought some edifices with “illusions of 
grandeur” during the 50s. 
This would be bypassed only a decade later when the new 
personalities of the Albanian architecture (students from the 
East and students who graduated in the native university) 
would propose a new functional rationalist language. 

As the country came out of the Eastern Block (in 1961), accord-
ing to E. Faja8, the Albanian architects profited from departing 
for good from this foreign, intangible and incomprehensible 
form. It was replaced by a new and modern urban architectur-
al language, which drew its inspiration from the western devel-
opments that happened between the two World Wars. Inspired 
by solid personalities of the field like Gropius, Le Corbusier and 
Van De Rohe, these architects aimed towards a style that cre-
ated a new world, a new architecture, an architecture that 
drew its inspiration from the sun, the light, fresh air and green-
ness … and (since it was a time of economic shortage), why 
not for it to be an economic architecture, a rational, simple 
and functional one9...”  The architects were mainly prepared in 
the Central Europe universities, during the years’ 53-’60: Koço 
Miho, Eqerem Dobi, Sokrat Mosko, Besim Daja, Enver Faja, V. 
Cisko, Koço Çomi. They were part of the group of the students 
sent by the state’s platform, and they imported the principles 
of rationalism and functionality in the country by establishing 
what is now considered: “The school of the modern Albanian 
architecture10” . Their edifice, different from the previous typical 
buildings of the 50s, tries to achieve modern architecture prin-
ciples, in harmony with the urban infrastructure, by proposing 
social, elegant, light and functional units.
At the same time, during the end of the 60s, also in visual 
art would be felt “a strange wind” of freshness. It is a time in 
which the Albanian youth, searching for its identity, found the 
bell-bottoms pants, the long hair and the “rampant” sound of 
the jazz music, even in the state’s television station festival. Dur-
ing this period, the country (dependent by the humour of the 
geopolitics in the ally China) was living the liberalisation of the 
youth – this was diffused as a thunderbolt in the entire Albanian 
society, indeed echoing the developments that were happen-
ing in the world. 
The developments were significant in visual art (especially in 
the painting). They influenced more or less all the artists, al-
though the most mentioned were the new generation of art-
ists such as Edison Gjergo and Edi Hila. By being officially pro-
moted in a series of expositions organised with various themes 
(we may mention here the exposition titled “Rinia” [youth] in 
1971 and the one titled “Pranvera” [Spring] in 1972), they were 
amid a lot of discussions in the press among the artists, which 
were echoing these activities. These expositions would convey 
a new spirit, new perspectives and emotions, having enriched 
the expressional means which without any doubt were “in the 
function of the content”. 
The majority of the artists would defend these novelties openly, 
protecting them from the dangerous labels: “formalist”, “asthe-
tician”, “it has colouristic solicitations”, and “it is detached from 
the reality”.
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After this period of “triumph”, the state’s voice was thrown pre-
cisely upon the victims, sanctioned in the 4th Plenum (1973). 
Many artists, writers, singers and cinematographers, being 
labelled as followers “of the liberal, revisionist and bourgeois 
viewpoints”, were defined as enemies of the correct line of 
Marxism-Leninism and the Socialist Realism method. This was 
accompanied later by massive imprisonments, deportations 
and transfers. This reaction knocked out definitively the am-
bitions of all the creative spirit for another art. On the histori-
cal aspect, the period of 1969-1973 is undoubtedly the most 
interesting one in Albanian Art. It is at first the laxity and later 
on the great clash of the state with the intellectuals in all the 
fields and levels. It is the clear demonstration that the Stalinist 
state of Enver Hoxha would not allow deviations, not because 
it was not in comfort with them, and neither because it could 
not manage them, but because in its logic of the status quo, 
the continuity would mean an eternal power. This “eternal” 
power, especially in periods of power crisis, pushed by exter-
nal factors and internal ones, is consolidated so that it is to 
be considered invulnerable. This blow, inevitably signed by the 
4th Plenum (summer, 1973) ended the Spring of the need for a 
much different Albania. 
In a decade of terror at all levels, starting from the simple 
workers and reaching high to top ranks of the power, the blow 
made sure that the terms “modern” and “modernist” would 
be pronounced again only at the end of the ‘80s. During this 
period, as an antidote, the state would demand the artists a 
greater engagement to search for new forms of expression by 
not being divided from the national traditions or the “healthy 
ones” in the world. So, the artists started gradually, after the 
“blessing of the state”, proposing a new art form that would 
search more and more new expressive territories, without “of-
fending” the subject, the theme and let alone the message. 
One part of the artists took again the dialogue they had in-
terrupted during the beginning of the 70s, by using a vitalised 
visual language, drawing upon the modernism of the ‘20s, 
whereas a younger generation until the end of the falling of 
the system, feeling more and more the change that was com-
ing, was slowly defining the personal esthetic perceptions, for 
an art that was departing from the politics and going closer to 
an existential language. 
During the years of Socialist Realism, the terms “modern” and 
“modernist” would imply two very different notion. The “mod-
ern” would imply the esthetic re-conception of the self, and 
thus, a positive note in the artistic research (the expression in 
the Albanian language of that time would be “modern in the 
good sense of the word”, the term “modernist” would label 
every Western modern artistic movement at the turn of the 
19th – 20th century. 

We recall the expression of Sali Shijaku: “We were modern, 
not modernists”. While the first one would always be promot-
ed with great care so that it was not abused with the term, 
the second one would be condemned with an entire ritual, 
starting from the meetings at the workplace place, the sur-
veillance everywhere, the calling to the interrogator, the ar-
rest and the imprisonment. Indeed, during the alertness peri-
ods, the abuse, the misunderstandings and the misusage with 
them were only in the service of the state’s cause to exert the 
violence. However, the modernism of the beginning of the 
20th century remained the farthest island and the aesthetic 
destination for the major part of the Albanian artists, by which 
they defined the apex of the aesthetic research of the artists 
in the West.        

The terms “modern” and “modernist” in the last decade of the 
20th century 

During the end of the ‘80s, being favoured by the concessions 
of the system and the international movements in all the East-
ern Camp, in response, the Albanian artists would re-flame 
once more the dialogue with the “classics” of modernism as 
it had happened in the ‘70s. In parallel, these discussions hec-
tically started at the ateliers of the “Instituti i Lartë i Arteve” 
(University of Arts) - wherein the ‘70s were organised open lec-
tures on the modernism – and they would rediscover the “old 
love” about the avant-garde movements in the dialogues 
that would happen with the most liberal pedagogues. In the 
beginning, they were only encouraging the liberal spirit, but 
later on, in the Institute, small groups of students started to 
give “half-hidden” lectures about modern artists such as Kan-
dinsky and Paul Klee.
The end of the ‘80s would define the artistic aspirations of a 
nation on the verge of its bearing’s limit; a nation that was 
tired from the extra-long years of the state’s violence, of the 
dictations that were imposed on the theme, on the message, 
on the subject and on the form. Its linguistic multi-formation 
explains once more that the extreme isolation of the country 
brought inevitably also the isolation from the artistic devel-
opments in the world. A fact favouring this view is the native 
meaning of “modernity” defined by the cubist or expressionist 
forms. The signs of more conceptual art or a universal meta-
physical language were so rare that it is not worth mentioning 
to generalise all the artistic products of the end-years of the 
‘80s. In conclusion, it was self-defined as a transitive product, 
a temporary bridge towards the works that at last would be 
free from the state’s political pressure. Since the “isms” were 
absent, they vacillated towards borrowing without diffidence 
the aesthetic of the “heroes” of modernism. 
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Their themes would be emphasised by the destruction or the 
denial of the human figure, abstract expressionism, laconic 
sexuality, or an existential symbolism with religious notes. While 
they would hurry to build a personal aesthetic physiognomy, 
the first years were accompanied by the lack of a dictated 
hierarchical system, putting almost all the artists at the same 
start line, despite their age, their academic background or 
the privileges they had gained in the previous regime. Along 
with it, their existence was pervaded by the daily exodus of 
the people going abroad, the migration dilemma, the need 
to survive and the dream to be confronted in the big scene 
of world art.
After the hectic “start” of the beginning of the ‘90s, as 
they would borrow without any hesitation the “isms” of the 
20th-century modernisms, the artists tried to find their personal 
voices and at the same time tried to understand what they 
had lost from the world art starting from the middle of the 20th 
century. As they slowly left their early heroes in the quest for an 
artistic individuality, starting from the middle of the ‘90s, they 
realised that the history of art, which until yesterday belonged 
to a province, today had become a globalism history, with 
other actors and other rules. As an old painter said: “During the 
Socialist Realism, the Albanian painters would see each oth-
er, whereas now they see the world”11,  and accordingly they 
proposed another format, at times more formal and at times 
more conceptual, with various themes defined both from the 
personal experience and the time. They would develop formal 
experiments that were in the trend of the time, coming in the 
forms of installations, realised in mixed media and extra-picto-
rial materials, which would be superposed upon the canvas or 
outside it (and later on also in video-art), as a testimony of the 
research for another receptive language. These works were 
often started at the Art Academy, being it the first experimen-
tal laboratory, to be “served” later on at the halls of the Alba-
nian Art Gallery or in exterior environments. Although for the 
main part of the works, this period is considered unclear and 
utterly experimental, in its dynamism, it defines the first stage of 
a quest to find the artistic format for each of the artists. 

Conclusions 

Modernism in the West was born as a philosophical and cultur-
al movement, which would oppose every cultural, social and 
traditional form during that time, but in oriental Albania, this 
reality was as far as the mountains of Tibet. 
According to its own terms and conditions, the Albanian reali-
ty would know “the modern” and “the modernity”. At first, “the 
modern”, in relation to this reality, would be the romantic re-
alism and the photography, but in a few decades, these me-

diums were formatted, transitioning in their status, from being 
an actuality into being a tradition. This concept would also be 
seen in the Western tastes of the new bourgeois architecture. 
All this confirmed the idea that the modernity in the Albanian 
reality during the first half of the 20th century expressed only an 
immediate need: the need to be detached from the medie-
val oriental past.   
Full social modernism would forcefully happen after WWII, in all 
its tonalities, but as it was developed within the borders of Al-
bania, it brought with it some epochal aspirations and misun-
derstandings. The modernism in visual art was borrowed firstly 
during the period of’ 60s-’70s, and without major changes, it 
continued during the end of the ‘80s, but in essence, it was de-
veloped as a monotonous refrain - as one of the artists would 
put it: “(At that time) we would go on speaking endlessly for 
the masters of modernity … (without knowing that) beyond 
the borders of Albania, … the world would consider them as 
“archaeology”12.  
Beyond all this, it seems that “the traditional” and “the mod-
ern” involuntarily would define the most durable mirror of the 
Albanian reality. When talking about visual art, the realism 
(meaning, the understandable figurative image, in its theme 
and image) survived longer than all the other aesthetic ap-
proaches that were borrowed from the West, whereas the 
modernism was called into question each time the young art-
ists wanted to replace the traditional realism. However, in a 
typical generational war, “the Modernism” never managed 
to resist the time (sons against fathers). Realist art (figurative 
and understandable), in the best case with clear conceptual 
metaphors, still dominates the native artistic scene. In contrast, 
the abstract image and the new mediums (the installation art 
and the typical video-art of the Post-Modernist language) are 
still developed in the margins of the Albanian scene, without 
dominating it, neither in its form nor in its expressive power.  
It is a different discussion when it comes to the architecture in 
Albania. Following the first modernist examples of the ‘60s, in 
an open market of architects (often foreigners), the Albani-
an architecture offers examples of typical spaces and build-
ings that belong to the contemporary language, where the 
Post-Modernism as an aesthetic language finds a full manifes-
tation space, without being harmed by the traditional one. 
     
Notes

1All of this, inevitably, seems to create a new social ritual, which, 
according to Z. Paci: “... starts from the desire (the invitation) 
and continues with the preparation (the dressing, the comb-
ing of the hair, the going at the place of the photo-shoot, the 
setting up, the posing) and was concluded with the execu-
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tion of the photo, starting from its shooting until its printing. As 
we all know, every one of these processes would require its 
time (at first, a long time). Marubbi began with this ritual, and 
consequently, we learn today about the people, their dresses, 
their ceremonies, the vigils and the important moments, the 
psychology of the characters”. Paci, Zef (2012). Marubi, Pho-
tography as Ritual. Tirana: Prince.
2 We are informed by M. Prenushi, at his biography on Idrom-
eno, that Arsen Idromeno, Kola’s father, had built a series of 
edifices: “Among the many works designed and built by him, 
today we may see the “Lukej” house, in the ex-neighbourhood 
“Arra e Madhe”, in our city, the house of Rrakacolla family, the 
ex-building of the Red Cross, the gymnasium “Illyricum”, the 
house of Idromeno family at Branko Kadia street, and some 
more buildings.” Prenushi, Mikel (1984). Kolë Idromeno (1860-
1939), Life and Work. Tirana, 8 Nëntori. 
3 According to Luzati: “Idromeno points his attention further, 
step by step towards the designing of the general traits of an 
alley, the road, the ensemble of the city in its architectural-ur-
banistic entirety, until the composing of a regulatory plan for 
the city of Shkodra, as the greatest achievement of the time.” 
Luzati, Skender (2013). Idromeno street architect. Tirana, Kumi.
4 Kaceli recalls of this experience: “I went to the Louvre and 
would stay for hours in front of the works by the authors I 
loved so much: Rubens, Rembrandt, Velasquez, etc. …  I am 
sorry I forgot to tell you about Matisse, Cezanne, Van Gogh, 
Vlaminck, Utrillo, Gaugin, Signac, Seurat, etc. … whom I ad-
mire as much as the older ones…” Xoxa, Eli (2007). Kaceli 1914-
200. Tirana: Art Gallery Kaceli.
5 On this argument, K. Dilo recalls on an interview to have 
asked himself Paskali: “How was it possible for these artists who 
had studied in places like Italy, where there were the Futur-
ism movement and the modern art, not to have embraced 
any of these movements.” Paskali would respond: “At those 
times, we would stay at the “Kursal” Coffee Shop, where pok-
er was being played, and music was heard, and we would 
get up surprised when we would see the female students of 
the “Nëna Mbretëreshë” Institute walking on the street in line, 
without the burqa; this would impress us, the intellectuals... To 
whom would I talk to at that time by making art that would not 
be understood in its form... an unassimilable art?” An interview 
with Ksenofon Dilo: was taken on the 15th of November 2010.
6 Lelaj, Olsi (2015). Under the Sign of Modernity. Tirana: No Sur-
faces.
7 The position of the state’s work was to be fulfilled in parallel 
with the main duty of the artist. M. Treska would say about this: 
“Our artists have not forgotten their main duty, although they 
do not have all of their time in their disposition to be dedicated 
to the artistic creation, being them working for the state and 

different institutions…” Treska, Milto (1951) “Exhibition of Cultur-
al Arts for 1950”, Our Literature, No.1 (November): 67.
8 Faja, Enver (2008). Who directs Albanian urban planning. Ti-
rana: UFO Press.
9 Idem, 14.
10 The different definition as “The Polish School” also belongs 
to Enver Faja. He sees the principles of the Albanian architec-
ture of the period 1960-1975, easily identifiable at the works of 
Simon and Helena Sirkus, key figures of Polish architecture until 
the ‘70s. 
11Muka, Gazmend (1998). “Equivocals and Values in Onufrin 
‘97”, Pamor Art, no. 1 (March): 7.
12 Edi Rama in the introduction Cadri Forever, in Kandinski, Vasi-
li (1997). On Spirituality in Art. Tirana: Attempting Publications.
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9
Gjergji Islami,  Andronira Burda 

Introduction

City planning and Architecture have been a concern for 
major dictatorships in 20th century Europe (Hitler, Musso-
lini, Stalin) not only as a means to bring hope amongst 
people after the Great Depression or to face rapid indus-
trialisation  but also because it was a strong tool to medi-
ate power and ideology and to persuade masses. Enver 
Hoxha followed the same “totalitarian logic” in post-war 
Albania. [Re] Building the [socialist] city is a theme widely 
present throughout his oeuvres, embedding urban princi-
pals that reflected those that were already researched 
and discussed by the urbanism schools of thought after 
the 30s in the Soviet Union, when large theoretical discus-
sions on “What a socialist city should be?”, took place. (A. 
Kopp, 1967, p 183)
The rhetorical textual language used by Hoxha while ad-
dressing the urban issues is characterised mainly by or-
dering requests and an imposing rhythm of speech. His 
discourses often represent unstructured and disorganised 
thoughts transmitting patterns of losing of association. This 
type of a synthetic thinking, which is clearly perceived 
throughout his written discourse, in various cases provides 
a route to a chaotic narrative, which displays correlations 
with the chaotic urban planning process that Hoxha dic-
tates and supervises throughout his regime, using commu-
nication. 
Hoxha’s oeuvres had a major role in defining the pillars of 
the system, philosophy, ideological approach, economic 
and social order, and cultural model. These writings, often 
transcriptions of his discourses, inspired by Marxism-Lenin-
ism, served as the key reference in translating socialism 
in simple words and making Hoxha’s vision clear, under-
standable and applicable to everyone, from the proletar-
iat to the politburo. Subjects related to architecture and 
urbanism are continuously present in the 70 oeuvres. A 
series of thoughts, discussions, advice and concerns ex-
tracted from 21 of Hoxha’s oeuvres will be presented in 
this article as his manifesto on architecture which proved 
to be the base of all the major developments of the field. 

The approach to architecture and urbanism

While offering many discourses related to architecture and 
urbanism, Hoxha is personally involved with the topics, hav-
ing his perspective formed mainly from the places he has 
visited and his intuition. Starting from the late ‘40s, he thinks 
and builds a socialist city, an environment serving and rep-
resenting the socialist ideology and society. Initially based 
on the Soviet model and Socialist Realism, during the rule of 
Enver Hoxha, architecture in Albania will follow a particular 
and auto referential path that still needs to be studied and 
evaluated (Islami et al., 2018).
In 1960, influenced by Khrushchev policies in the Soviet Un-
ion, Hoxha seemed to focus mainly on industrialisation and 
construction optimisation. In the closing speech of the 16th 
Plenum of the Central Committee of the Party of Labour of 
Albania, he declares: “In the future, we should build fast-
er, cheaper, better … in construction, we cannot advance 
with primitive techniques…”. By introducing a 15-20-year 
housing plan, Hoxha discusses the need for qualitative 
building materials and new brick, cement, and prefabri-
cation factories supporting the construction sector (Hoxha, 
Vepra 18 p. 241, 244-246). It seems that Hoxha is more sen-
sible to construction costs than aesthetics when sustaining 
that beauty in architecture should be considered together 
with other factors, such as the economy (Hoxha, Vepra 48).
Hoxha is much concerned about urban planning also. Al-
though he expresses this in different forms, often banal, he 
believes that territorial and city planning are major instru-
ments to control and boost development. Envisioning Tira-
na, he sees the city as a well-structured entity, divided into 
functional zones where the areas for the development of 
industry, infrastructure, housing, culture and recreation are 
previously thought and well defined (Hoxha, Vepra 4). Ac-
cording to Hoxha, mobility within the city should be based 
on public transport, bicycle or pedestrian movement (Hox-
ha, Vepra 48), rejecting the car-centric model of the west-
ern cities. The planning process is understood as the result 
of a scientific analysis based on territory, demography and 
development scenarios related mainly to industry and agri-
culture (Hoxha, Vepra 48). 

ARCHITECTURE IN SOCIALIST ALBANIA: RE-READING IN THE RHETORICAL PER-
SPECTIVE OF ENVER HOXHA’S TEXTUAL LANGUAGE
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Different from how it could be presumed today, demo-
graphic phenomena were a planning output in a central-
ised state ruled by a totalitarian regime. They were con-
trolled and pre-determined in order to serve the pre-set 
industrialisation goals. 
On the ideological level, especially after 1975, Hoxha em-
phasises the national character of architecture, referring 
to the principles of Socialist Realism (Hoxha, Vepra 54). He 
pushes architects to interpret their new designs inspired by 
the national tradition in art and architecture, which often 
resulted in unclear or produced very artificial responses in 
design terms (Islami et al., 2018). The tendency for nation-
alist architecture becomes more evident when Hoxha gets 
personally involved with the argument and discusses that in 
detail, particularly for the Skanderbeg Museum in Kruja and 
the National History Museum in Tirana (Hoxha, Vepra 56 and 
Vepra 63).

The socialist city: between rhetorical language and reality

Based on Marxist-Leninist ideology, the people  is the key-
word used throughout Hoxha’s textual language while ad-
dressing urban issues “... for this important problem, people’s 
ideas have to be taken: what do the people think about 
urbanisation in cities and villages...”. (Hoxha, Vepra 4, p. 
457) Despite placing the people in the centre of his textual 
language, he gave proper instructions as to how [socialist] 
cities have to develop. The speech held by Hoxha in 1948 to 
the appointed Ministerial Committee of Urbanism marks the 
cornerstone of socialist urban planning principles that build 
the image and the imprint of Albanian cities. 

Tirana, like Moscow,  became the priority for visualising the 
image of the socialist city, while “… all the others had to 
follow its [Tirana’s] example.” 
(Hoxha, Vepra 4, p. 451). The socialist city envisioned by 
Hoxha’s rhetoric was characterised by a duality: an indus-
trially developed city, and at the same time, a walkable 
garden city. They were conceived as separate centres in 
the territorial spatiality but interlinked with a well-devel-
oped infrastructure. Prioritising the development of the 
industrial city, Hoxha himself appoints Yzberisht as one of 
the future industrial poles of Tirana. “The industrial area I 
think to be placed on the direction of the barracks along 
the hills of Yzberisht.”(Hoxha, Vepra 4, p. 454). The con-
struction of the future soviet project of Textile Factory at 
the same place marked the starting process of industriali-
sation of Albanian cities. 
To juxtapose the industrialisation impact on the quality of 
life of cities, Hoxha, who studied in Western countries and 
approached the Eastern Bloc ideology, disseminates in 
his speeches the vision of a garden city , with parks and 
green spaces: “The capital must be entire as a garden, 
planted with trees for shade and fruits.”. (Hoxha, Vepra 4, 
p. 455). 
Although post-war Albania had mainly rural ottoman char-
acteristics, which represented the concepts of ‘neither vil-
lage nor city, that Engels aimed for the Socialist society (A. 
Kopp, 1967, p. 189), Hoxha’s vision “to construct the new 
Albania” , as a developed industrial country, required the 
future [re] building process, to oppose the Western capi-
talist city and embrace the ideology of the new socialist 
society “Everything that will be built, will adapt to our pro-
letariat regime”. (Hoxha, Vepra 4, p. 455).
On the other hand, the constant necessity for housing and 
the lack of economic development and technology dic-
tated Hoxha to emphasise the approach towards collec-
tive housing and low-rise buildings. The concepts of con-
centration and collectivisation are widely used not only 
in terms of efficiency but also from the ideological point 
of view: “The houses must be concentrated because in 
collectivism we go faster towards socialism.”
However, he emphasises that houses must benefit from 
the air, the sun and light, giving specific recommendations 
that buildings must be linear and not high. (Hoxha, Vepra 
4, p. 455). Throughout his textual language, the constant 
use of keywords like green spaces, collectivisation, and 
low-rise buildings, which reflected the urban principals of 
the Eastern Bloc ideology, conceived the skyline and the 
urban morphology of the low rise - low, dense Albanian 
[socialist] city.

Figure 1. The opening image of the documentary “Enver Hoxha: 
the architect of the new socialist Albania”, broadcasted by TVSH 

(Albanian State Television) after Hoxha’s death.
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The socialist village: An orderly rural cluster

The settings of the new socialist society would not be all-em-
bracing without rural settlements. In such a framework, the 
rhetorical language of Hoxha underpins the spatial develop-
ment and the image of the socialist village too. He articulates 
a hybrid development model of rural-urban partnerships 
based mainly on tourism. Through the example of Tirana and 
its surrounding villages, like Mëzez, Hoxha visualises a central 
urban node and peripheral rural tourist destinations which 
sustain each other.  This suburban village will absorb the flow 
of citizens during the weekends, and thus, development 
from the industrialised city, while the latter would benefit rec-
reation and healthy destinations (Hoxha, Vepra 4). A spatial 
development concept that remained isolated throughout 
his rhetoric and not even materialised, but a quite coherent 
today when discussing rural development.
Concepts of collectivisation and standardisation delineate 
the [re] building of rural areas like happened with cities and, 
therefore, influence their image. Agricultural land is consid-
ered “gold” and protected from construction (Hoxha, Ve-
pra 18, p. 251), thus discouraging the expansion of cities or 
villages. Following this strategy, in 1965, Hoxha discussed the 
principles of concentration of villages. A national require-
ment envisioned a monocentric settlement, well-structured 
around an administrative and cultural nucleus where spatial 
order is implied in the typical irregular urban form of vernac-
ularism (Hoxha, Vepra 28). 
This national directive of providing order and concentration 
in the planning principles of the villages identified the dif-
ferences between the compact rural settlements of South 
Albania compared with the scattered one of the North. Al-
though Hoxha accepts these differences as part of the tra-
ditional culture, he sets the concentration strategy as a long-
term process, which will finalise itself with the new villages 
as monocentric settlements clustered in the rural landscape 
(Hoxha, Vepra 28). A necessity to sustain better manage-
ment and the preservation of agricultural land and to guar-
antee control and authority. 

Towards the image of the [socialist] city

The process of re-reading the written discourse of Hoxha 
regarding urbanism pinpoints conceiving the [socialist] city 
based on Marxism-Leninism, as one of his concerns, while 
the other one relates with building its image. It is a priority for 
dictatorships to transmit the achievements of their regimes 
and, at the same time to persuade the masses with their ide-
ological symbols and styles. 

Thus, architectural propaganda becomes a one-way 
medium of communication between the people and the 
dictatorship. In this context, in Hoxha’s rhetoric, the cen-
tral square emerges as the venue Urbis, where authority 
is legitimised through urban design. In his 70 books, he in-
cludes the discussions for re-designing the central squares 
of Tirana, Korça, Vlora and Lezha as a set of ontological 
principles towards building the centres of the political 
power of the [socialist] Albanian cities. 
The horizontal expansion of the central square is Hoxha’s 
keyword while discussing the future of these centres of 
ideological power. He needs to provide the proper ur-
ban choreography for the political rituals; therefore, he 
constantly searches for the square of socialist rallies and 
celebratory parades (Hoxha, Vepra 55 and Vepra 70). 
It is a discourse that mediates towards the colossal and 
scattered open space, since it needs to correlate the po-
litical transformation with those of the urban form (Burda, 
2017). This necessity to reorganise the composition of the 
squares towards the new centre of power identifies Hoxha 
as a key figure when it comes to discussing street vistas, 
form-giving, shape and relationships with the surrounding 
buildings. His authoritative orientation to conceive the 
central square of Korça with orderly curves and hierarchi-
cal formal buildings compositions finds full materialisation 
in the preliminary design concept approved in 1976 (Hox-
ha, Vepra 55; Burda, 2017).
Beyond shape, his textual language delineates even the 
political choreography of the city, identifying the pres-
ence and position of the structure of the institutional au-
thority of Communism, as defining the place for the build-
ings of Palace of Congresses and the People’s Assembly 
in Tirana (Hoxha, Vepra 57). 

Figure 2. Enver Hoxha during the presentation of the proposals 
for the centre of Tirana. 
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Furthermore, he is in constant search of quasi naïve ap-
proaches of urban symbolism to glorify the National Liber-
ation Antifascist War generating ideological narratives to 
embed in the existing urban patterns and requiring to ex-
pand the square even vertically through large scale land-
marks (Hoxha, Vepra 55, Vepra 57 and Vepra 70). Thus, 
acknowledging the power of urban design to induce the 
people and to legitimate authority.
Source: Private collection Hoxha reorganises even the hi-
erarchical epistemology of the traditional Albanian urban 
square by appropriating the soviet notion of the Palace/
House of Culture introduced in the ‘30s as a concept in-
spired by the theoretical framework of Engels. This typol-
ogy substitutes the role of the religious building as a fo-
cal element for the composition of the square and at the 
same time its influencing authority in society. According to 
Hoxha “… the Palace/House of Culture must be placed 
in every city and village in order to ideologically educate 
the people.” (Hoxha, Vepra 4, p. 456-457). 
To achieve the socialist image of the city, Hoxha also ar-
ticulates the character of the space and the style of the 
buildings. He repeatedly states that “ ...architects must 
have in consideration the style of the people.” (Hoxha, 

Vepra 4, p. 455). This undefined notion, present throughout his 
textual language, ‘requires’ Hoxha himself to deliver orienta-
tions and principles of urban design. In such a context, in 1978, 
when he discusses the design proposals for the National His-
tory Museum, he emphasises that no other building defining 
the central square of Tirana represents the national character; 
thus, “…the facade of the new museum must transmit these 
characteristics of our national architecture and art visually.” 
(Hoxha, Vepra 63, p. 339).  Hoxha continued to supervise this 
important topic, conceiving the iconic mosaic that today par-
takes in the layered image of the city in Skanderbeg square. 

The designer

The involvement of Hoxha in architecture also influenced 
the professional figure of the architect. An architect in so-
cialist Albania certainly had to face complex challenges 
different from those of the typical professional figure that 
we know today (Islami & Veizaj, 2019). Expected to obey 
political decisions and apply the official ideology, the ar-
chitect lost the charm of the mastermind of the built envi-
ronment, often acquiring the status of a mere technician 
and getting transformed into a political engineer (Islami 
et al., 2018). 
From 1948 till 1960, Hoxha was concerned about the 
country’s limited human and professional resources in ar-
chitecture. To compensate for this lack, he encourages 
geometers, skilled workers, and practised people to un-
dertake tasks related to design or construction works (Hox-
ha, Vepra 4 and Vepra 18).
When referring to important designs, architecture is seen 
as a product of collective multidisciplinary teams, where 
the role of the lead architect is somehow lost. Hoxha is 
paying attention to discuss the role of different specialists 
such as sociologists, economists, engineers, simple work-
ers etc., while he declares that architects should not be 
the ones deciding on everything (Hoxha, Vepra 48 and 
Vepra 56). So far, he rarely mentions the importance of 
creativity or individualism in an architect’s work. Further-
more, he states that “Architects, by becoming part of the 
League of Writers and Artists, should in no case consider 
themselves detached from the construction workers and 
other workers” (Hoxha, Vepra 48, p. 278).

At the same time, Hoxha is doubtful about the profession-
al level of the local architects. In 1972, he admitted that it 
is better to keep the centre of Tirana unbuilt, considering 
the scarce financial resources and the low technical and 
professional skills of the available specialists (Hoxha, Ve-
pra 48). It seems that Hoxha cannot find the ideal figure 
of the architect, that except professionalism, should fully 
be aware of the “Party’s course on architecture” (Hoxha, 
Vepra 56, p.145), should be “eminent from the ideological 
perspective” (Hoxha, Vepra 57, p. 251), and should apply 
the “Marxist Leninist taste provided by the Party and the 
people” (Hoxha, Vepra 41, p. 193).
The design activity was centralised in the state design 
offices and institutes, which were the official medium for 
producing and controlling architecture during socialism. 
Hoxha focuses on the need for a central institute on archi-
tecture and urbanism in 1972 while also proposing an ur-

Figure 3. The mosaic of the National History Museum. Source: Isla-
mi et al., Under Pressure. Facts of socialist architecture in Albania.
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banism office for each city (Hoxha, Vepra 48). During the 
following years, he seemed concerned about how these 
structures are organised and the efficiency of their work. 
He is especially focused on the financial and operative 
issues rather than the qualitative output in architectural 
terms (Hoxha, Vepra 56). 
Within a sophisticated, centralised, and ideology-driven 
mechanism, personally ideated and oriented from the 
dictator, architects and their work lost significance and 
vanished their personality.

Conclusions 

Enver Hoxha’s manifesto on architecture, which was deliv-
ered through his oeuvre, proved to be the base of all the 
major developments of the field. The process of re-read-
ing and researching the rhetorical perspective of his tex-
tual language identifies Hoxha as the key figure in defining 
the principles of city planning and even technical deci-
sion-making that influenced the imprint and the image of 
low rise - low, dense [socialist] city in Albania. Within his 
rhetoric, two milestones are evident: the speeches held 
by Enver Hoxha in 1948 and 1972. In the documents fol-
lowing these dates, a constant will to control architecture, 
both disciplinary and ideological, can be noticed. 
In 1948, while addressing the Ministerial Committee of 
Urbanism, he defined a milestone in Albania’s history of 
urban planning and established the pillars of the socialist 
urban theory that followed. While in 1972, in his speech 
delivered to the Central Committee of the Party, Hoxha 
devaluates the architect’s role as a mastermind within the 
design process, converting him into a mere technician 
while establishing a centralised system self-dominated 
self-controlled. In such a context, the architects could not 
produce any school of thought either in architecture or 
city planning to confront and/or advance concepts, but 
they had to operate within a hierarchical and indoctrinat-
ed mechanism driven by Hoxha himself.
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Fiona Nepravishta

Introduction

Being acknowledged as one of Europe’s most altered 
and vibrant cities within the rapid globalisation of the last 
decades, the city of Tirana has witnessed the phenom-
enon of modernisation embracing changes in almost all 
segments of life. The credit for establishing the contempo-
rary metropolitan capital that we know today is attribut-
ed to its turbulent past with unprecedented development 
patterns. These stages of transformation are reflected not 
only in the city’s social and political dynamics, but also in 
its urban and architectural alterations. The historical-urban 
evolution of the city can be better perceived as a strati-
fication of distinct layers of history and cultural influences 
over time, all of which have contributed to composing the 
urban fabric without any unity. For a better understand-
ing of the original composition of the city and the new 
spatial paradigm, we must grasp the different stages of its 
evolution, including the period of the Kingdom, the Italian 
occupation, the communist regime, as well as the transi-
tion phase which is still ongoing. Knowing the progression 
of historical events, architecture tendencies, and political 
influences assists in having a better understanding of the 
present and gaining a greater sense of responsibility for 
the country’s future development. 
This article discusses the city’s development since its origins 
at the turn of the last century by emphasising the signifi-
cant transformations, the new metropolitan improvement 
patterns and actors who have shaped it. Furthermore, the 
article highlights and depicts some of the city’s most note-
worthy contemporary projects, mostly designed by inter-
national architects and planners. Tirana is not only the na-
tion’s metropolis and capital, but it is also unquestionably 
a true and irrepressible European centre looking through 
the twenty-first century.

The early history of the city: an interaction of influences

An interplay of diverse cultural forces originating in Is-
lamic and European Christian communities enriches the 
city’s early history, contributing to the urban genetics of 

Albania’s capital. The city itself is relatively new, having 
been founded around the 17th century when the coun-
try was part of the Ottoman Empire. The starting point of 
construction in this oriental-style town was carried out by 
Sulejman Pashë Bargjini, an ethnic Albanian general who 
formed the city’s nucleus by building a mosque, a bakery 
and a hamam in the plain topography of Tirana. Being 
located at a junction of roads, the town grew gradually 
into a trading centre and flourished later as a centre of 
Albanian art, culture and religion. Until the beginning of 
the 20th century, Tirana was an organic town with nar-
row curvy streets and low-rise buildings. The town had two 
main function which were sharply divided spatially, the 
centre was the socio-economic hub with the mosque and 
the bazaar whereas the rest of the built form consisted 
of purely residential units (detached houses). (Aliaj, 2003).  
Tirana remained a minor city until 1920 when the Lushn-
jë Congress marked one of the most important events in 
national history by designating it as the country’s capital. 
Over time, it has become clear that this election justified 
the numerous obstacles that Tirana would face as a rap-
idly expanding capital. Its favourable climatic conditions 
and geographical location, between mountains and sea 
and the rich physical geography features determined the 
city’s development, making Tirana more appealing to all 
people and encouraging them to relocate there. 
The city’s urban structure was organic and spontaneous, 
with medieval features and was later transformed into a 
planned city based on the professional help of foreign 
influences. Starting from 1917 and 1918 we see the first 
attempts to map Tirana and its road structure by Austri-
an researchers. (Dhamo et al. 2016) On this foundation, 
Austrian engineers and architects designed the First Regu-
latory Plan of the City in 1923. The plan’s goal was to cor-
rect and arrange Tirana’s road system into a rectangular 
shape that preserved the city’s primary radials’ directions 
by overlaying a clean, orthogonal street network onto 
the existing one. This led to creating the city’s initial main 
roads and streets opening and expansion, such as Durres 
Street, Kavaja Street and Barricade Street. 
Following a period of tremendous social and religious shifts 

TRANSFORMATION PROCESSES IN THE CITY OF TIRANA: HISTORICAL EVOLUTION 
TOWARDS MODERNIZATION
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and a chaotic political situation, a Muslim army official 
named Ahmet Zog gained control and declared himself 
King of Albania in 1926. He is regarded as a pivotal figure 
in Albanian history, as King Zog continuously struggled to 
bring stability and prosperity to the country, making signifi-
cant accomplishments in a short period of time. During his 
reign, the first attempts to modernise Tirana were marked, 
which had absorbed Ottoman culture through five cen-
turies of Ottoman dominance. King Zog set out to cre-
ate the image of a modern capital with a clear Western 
orientation, based on the expertise of Italian architects, 
urbanists and engineers. Tirana was introduced with new 
European architectural and urban development models 
different from the Ottoman one.
The origins of architecture in the city have long been 
linked to the works coming from “Italian rationalism”, with 
distinct architects such as Armando Brasini, Florestano Di 
Fausto, Giulio Bertè, Gherardo Bosio, Fernando Poggi, Vit-
torio Morpurgo-Ballio and others, who undoubtedly left a 
fragile trace of the Italian influence by incorporating their 
architectural and urban traditions into the city’s core. The 
new urban structure was formulated by the roman archi-
tect Armando Brasini in 1925, who worked on the first pro-
ject for the reconception of the centre of Albanian’s cap-
ital and laid the foundations for the modernisation and 
arrangement of the ministerial buildings later constructed 
by the Roman architect Florestano Di Fausto. The primary 
idea behind the italian plans was to create a central axis 
based on the Roman models of “Cardo – Decimanus”, as 
well as a group of monumental buildings along with it, that 
would introduce a completely different European trace 
into Tirana’s oriental structure. The new model of urbanisa-
tion would take root in this central axis-oriented Nord-East, 
which separated the existing city from its suburbs and 
created a monumental and governmental centre in the 
heart of the new reborn city. The plan was later reviewed 
in 1928. Three authors contributed to this plan; Albanian 
engineer Eshref Frashëri, Italian engineer Castellani and 
Austrian engineer Weiss (Aliaj, et al. 2003, fq.34). Gherar-
do Bosio, a Tuscan architect, was later commissioned to 
elaborate the previous plans and finalised the plan after-
wards. He was in charge of refining Tirana’s master plan 
and designing several buildings that made an indelible 
impact on the city. As Aliaj, 2003 describes, contempo-
rary features such as: wide boulevards, new square in the 
centre of the city, orthogonal road system with orthogo-
nal neighbourhoods, wide streets lined with buildings of 
contemporary architecture and ring radial road network 
were implemented in the city’s new configuration.

In this period, the capital’s main square, the buildings of 
the ministries, the national bank, and a part of the Palace 
of Brigades were built. The Square of Ministries, designed 
in 1931 by the roman architect Florestano Di Fausto, is one 
of the most significant interventions not only in urban plan-
ning but also in the architecture it represents. This archi-
tectural complex gave Tirana a new sense of scale and 
left one of the essential traces of reference for future de-
velopment. Another emblematic building in Tirana’s cen-
tre was the national Bank of Tirana, designed in 1936 by 
Vittorio Morpurgo-Ballio, a rationalist Italian architect. The 
building’s monumentality, which was emphasised through 
large volumes and linearity, was employed to symbolise 
the government’s power and strength. 
Tirana was totally reorganised by moving from a com-
pletely organic city to a planned city with the help of a 
foreign western orientation. The city’s development can 
also be reviewed in the spectrum of the population dis-
tribution and urban space it occupied. According to the 
documents of the time, the whole city covered an area of 
8 kilometres, compared to 1912 when it was only 3 square 
kilometres. 
The Italian cooperation and participation in the develop-
ment of Tirana will be active in this period. After repeated 
attempts to force King Zog and the government to submit, 
in April 1939, Mussolini’s fascist forces decided to invade 
and occupy Albania. Suddenly, the urban projects of Tira-
na and other important cities in the country had to fit the 
ideas of an empire far larger than Albania. The Italian gov-
ernment now aimed to transform Tirana into a colonial ur-
ban centre, with the first use of European urban planning 
legislation, and the same restrictions that were in place in 
Italy would now be implemented.
In the following years, through the earlier part of the Sec-
ond World War, a new master plan for Tirana was drafted. 
It addressed not only the center, modeled after Brasini’s 
plan, but also included new residential, military, and in-
dustrial zones. It was prepared by two Florentine archi-
tects Gherardo Bosio and Fernando Poggi (Aliaj et al. 
2003; Qyqja 2009). This period was quite intense in terms 
of laying the foundations of planning and ended with the 
capitulation of fascist Italy in September 1943 when the 
nazi german forces took over the situation. From 1926 until 
1944, Italian influence on Tirana’s planning was so pow-
erful that the city’s present configuration bears witness 
to that architectural period. Only a few years after World 
War II ended, planning would restart, this time under a 
new authority, the communist dictatorship. 
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Towards modernisation: communist and post-communist 
development

The end of World War II was followed by a whole new to-
talitarian regime that came into rule in Albania, ushering 
in nearly five decades of true Soviet-style socialism. The 
rise of the communist regime, led by the local dictator En-
ver Hoxha, came from a combination of external circum-
stances generated by the Second World War and internal 
tensions and contradictions within the country. The instal-
lation of the socialist-communist system dictated a new 
urban and architectural approach based on the central-
ised ideology, which frequently resulted in the eradication 
of a significant part of the city’s history. 
Following a series of historical events that profoundly in-
fluenced the country’s architecture and urban planning, 
such as the reign of the monarchy, which used the strong 
influence of Austrian and Italian architects, as well as the 
period of Italian occupation, during which Italian archi-
tecture and urban planning dominated, we now see the 
influence of the school of the eastern bloc countries. Al-
bania sought help from the communist world for econom-
ic, political, and military partnering with countries such as 
Yugoslavia (1944–48), the Soviet Union (1948–61), and Chi-
na (1961–78). The city subsequently expanded considera-
bly with Soviet and Chinese assistance and built the foun-
dations of modern industrialisation. The 1957 Urban Plan 
marked the Soviet impact on architecture in Tirana, and it 
directed the construction of new industrial firms, factories 
and residential units that integrated a distinctive Soviet 
style of design. An example of these postwar construc-
tion initiatives is the “Stalin” Textiles Factory, the so-called 
Kombinat, a typical socialist working-class neighbourhood 
built in the early 1950s. The Palace of Culture, the Palace 
of Congresses, the Tirana Pyramid, and numerous housing 
units were also built during the communist dictatorship.
During the communist rule, Hoxha drove the country into 
complete isolation from the rest of the world and created 
an oppressive climate against the population by banning 
freedom of voice, press, religion, private property and oth-
er liberties. Albania became an isolated bastion of Stalin-
ism after being alienated from both the East and the West. 
Hoxha’s modernisation program attempted to turn Alba-
nia from a backward agrarian community to a modern 
industrial one, while cities went through an ordered de-
velopment and the architectural quality deteriorated. The 
dictatorial communist system was highly centralised with 
harsh isolationist and self-reliant policies that produced 
standardised typologies of buildings and primitive archi-

tectural prototypes by ignoring private ownership. Albani-
an architects, guided by the ideology of socialist realism, 
were very rigid in the development of modern ideas. Start-
ing with the alienation of Tirana’s historical core to mass in-
terventions for building new residential and working zones 
such as industrial regions outside the city, the dictatorship 
gave Tirana a new dimension and image. The city’s cen-
tre had the most distinguishing features, serving as the fo-
cal point for all political, administrative, educational, and 
recreational activities, whereas the urban borders were 
made up of agricultural lands and industrial sites. Mas-
sive socialist-style apartment complexes, wide roads, and 
factories were built, while town squares were renovated 
and many historic buildings were demolished. In fact, Tira-
na’s development during the 50 years of the centralised 
design system produced no conceptual changes, which 
was due to the time’s ideological and economic limits 
and a lack of inherited knowledge in this field. 
After Hoxha’s death in 1985 and the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in 1989, the country’s political and economic atmosphere 
gradually improved, leading to the first democratic elec-
tions in 1991. The need to alter the system in Albania arose 
from an overall evaluation of the country’s actual situation 
and as a necessity to rise above the political power and 
local leaders. Thus ended a long and complex period of 
changes which led the country towards a new millennium 
of growth and transformation not only in architecture and 
urban planning but also in economic and social terms. 
Following the breakdown of socialism in the early 1990s, 
the architecture in the country marked an identity crisis, 
resulting in a anarchy-fuelled growth and chaotic archi-
tecture fed by a context lacking laws or urban plans. The 
shift from a single-party dictatorship to pluralism and the 
integration of a liberal economic system did not happen 
so smoothly, as it witnessed an explosion in the urban form 
by returning to spontaneity with significant disruptions. As 
an uncontrolled demographic process, migration influ-
enced the development of the urban space by acciden-
tal and rapid construction, disregarding the urban rules, 
reducing public spaces and increasing transportation 
problems. Architecture ended up in the hands of ordinary  
people who tried to resolve their problems with low cost 
developments, ignored  the  profession of architect,  be-
coming the initiators of  “informal eclectic architecture” 
without identity (Nepravishta, 2016).  Privatisation and 
the occupation of land and buildings opened the city to 
rapid development which was mainly reflected in: heavy 
traffic, construction of shops (kiosks), houses and squatter 
settlements (Felstehausen, 1999).
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From 2000, the city development was focused on the re-
habilitating  and  renewing  process  promoted  by   Major 
Edi Rama. The uncontrolled building expansion, in all its 
spontaneous spatial voracity, has changed  the meaning 
of the urban context. (Bulleri, 2013). Rama suggested that 
the city should regain its public spaces and re-establish its 
identity, which had been lost during the transitional peri-
od, through the ‘Return to Identity’ urban renovation initia-
tive. The interventions included the preservation and pro-
motion of the historic centre, the renovation of inter-war 
public buildings and major Boulevard, the demolition of 
illegal kiosks and the famous facade-coloring. During this 
period, Tirana gained the reputation of a colorful city for 
its painted buildings, which is an approach that continues 
to this day as part of city’s modernization.
The architecture in the country transcended the cultural 
and conceptual ideology inherited from the communist 
regime and successfully focused on a new practice of 
modernism, by consolidating innovative ideas of archi-
tects coming into contact with Western cultural trends. 
Young professionals and private design studios in Tirana 
executed contemporary projects with complete profes-
sional freedom, as had not happened before. Internation-
al architects and world-renowned studios are now paying 
attention to Tirana, which has experienced a number of 
widely-discussed developments.

Contemporary architecture in the city

In the recent decade, Tirana has been adjusting to glo-
balisation’s urban regulations in its distinctive way. Its prior 
identity mirrored Albania’s status as a Balkan state that 
had remained in a state of silence, isolated and inaccessi-
ble with no tangible ties to the rest of the world. Regardless, 
the present and future appear to be different, as albanian 
people have pledged to make up for the delay that their 
society accumulated over time. As a result, there is rising 
interest in starting a new urban season in which the Alba-
nian capital joins the global cities circuit. As the city’s spirit 
of rebuilding continues to this day, the Municipality invited 
foreign and international studios to participate in the city’s 
design as part of the improvements done to transform the 
city’s urban and architectural image. Foreign architects 
have played and continue to play an essential role, intro-
ducing new evolved standards of design and integrating 
innovative and modern architecture that differs signifi-
cantly from the preceding.
Many international competitions were hosted in Tirana. 
Some of the winning ideas that were implemented can 

be highlighted such as TID Tower and 4Evergreen Tower, 
as two of the constructed high rise-buildings taking part 
in Tirana’s urban requalification plan. TID Tower / Plaza 
Hotel is an 85-meter-high tower built by 51N4E architects, 
designed to perceive a three-dimensional, circular and 
square base at maximum height, with slab facade motif 
and alternating glass (Fig. 1). On the other hand, 4Ever-
green Tower, designed by Archea Associati, represents a 
context-inspired tower divided into four sections to rep-
licate Armando Brasini’s urban planning from the 1920s 
(Fig. 2). Residential, commercial, service, and business 
facilities are housed in the towers, which are portrayed 
as tall vertical structures highly recognisable due to their 
modern architecture, distinctive shape and volume, the 
technology utilised, and the urban impact in the city.

     

Other notable buildings that are still under construction as 
part of the city’s modernisation framework can be easily 
identified in the skyline of Tirana. The construction of the 
towers has sparked a lot of debate, despite being justified 
as a necessary development for the city. They are envi-
sioned as a manifestation of the city’s progress, bringing 
a modernist vision and positive energy to the capital, par-
ticularly to the centre of Tirana. By proposing future proto-
types, these initiatives provide an opportunity to engage 
in an open debate about visualising the densification 
of the city’s core. A model of a skyscraper being built in 
the city’s heart, directly on the Western side of the main 

Figure 1. TID Tower. Source: Author
Figure 2. 4Evergreen Tower. Source: Author
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square, is Eyes of Tirana, one of the most ambitious pro-
jects in the master plan of Tirana conceived in the style of 
the Danish architect Henning Larsen. The multi-story tow-
er, which stands out among Tirana’s traditional construc-
tions, appears to be looking forward in the future and will 
most certainly dominate the city’s centre (Fig. 3). The Book 
Building is a multipurpose development on the edge of 
Skanderbeg Square, near the mosque and the clock tow-
er, designed by the Belgian architecture firm 51N4E, which 
also designed the new project of Skanderbeg Square and 
The Plaza Hotel. It is part of the Municipality’s redevelop-
ment initiative merging both the city’s small human scale 
and the future metropolis’s big scale. The project compris-
es three detached buildings that will create 40,000 m2 of 
high-quality commercial, business, and residential space, 
giving the city centre a new look and feel (Fig. 4).

     

The Dutch studio MVRDV, one of the most well-known architec-
tural firms in the industry, has participated in many competitions 
organised by the Municipality of Tirana with distinctive projects for 
the capital. Two of their vertically extended buildings Downtown 
One Tirana and Tirana’s Rock, are currently under construction, 
having a “concealed” symbolism in the entirety as a general 
concept. Tirana’s Rock, is another multi-story building that will be 
erected near the Skanderbeg square, in the centre of the capital, 
with several business and residential units and five subterranean 
parking levels. The building is not that simple, while the upper floors 
of the tower will take the shape of the head of Skanderbeg, the 
national hero of the Albanian people (Fig.5). Downtown One Tira-
na is a 140-metre-tall mixed-use tower being built in the area just 
to the southwest of the Elbasan Street that represents the highest 
building in the country. Its symbolism consists of the relief of canti-
levered houses and offices, which form a pixelated abstraction of 
Albania’s map. This is the most prominent feature of the 37-story 
tower, turning it into a landmark in the heart of the city (Fig. 6). 

     

A completely different approach is seen to be born in the 
capital, generating a sense of proximity between the man-
made and natural environments, thus completing the city’s 
new skyline with unique landscapes. Integrating vegetation 
into the architectural design can be a very efficient method 
to address many issues that plague modern cities and build-
ings by mitigating the adverse effects of urbanisation sus-
tainably. Vegetative elements in cities and buildings not only 
produce a qualitatively superior microclimate, but they also 
provide tangible health and comfort benefits for the people 
who live there. Tirana Vertical Forest, designed by Stefano 
Boeri Architetti, is one of the examples belonging to a new 
generation of buildings dedicated to environmental regen-
eration and quality improvement in the contemporary city 
(Fig. 8). Being located in the urban centre, near the Great 
Park of Tirana, the tower represents a model of high-density 
urban forestation, becoming the bearer of a strategy and 
image of a concept that opens up towards the city and the 
surrounding spaces. The project aligns with the new Master-
plan designed in 2016, bringing a prototype of new biodiver-
sity and eco-friendly architecture in the capital. 
Within the scope of sustainable architectural design, Mario 
Cucinella Architects presents two highly fascinating build-
ings such as MET Tirana Building and Ekspozita Building. These 
are projects that contribute to urban regeneration and so-
cial transformation that will result in a positive chain reaction 
that helps to improve daily living in today’s metropolis. In the 
framework of the urban requalification itinerary that is still in 
process, MET Tirana Building represents a new multifunctional 
building in Tirana taking place 12 levels above ground and 
four underground (Fig.9). The building is designed in an oval 
shape to propose a structure that stands out in terms of ar-

Figure 3. Eyes of Tirana, Source: X-Plan Studio
Figure 4. Book Building, Source: Invest Society

Figure 5. Tirana’s Rock, Source: acp.al
Figure 6. Downtown One Tirana, Source: MVRDV
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chitectural design aspects such as the theme of the “exca-
vated” building, materiality, and green terraces, which is the 
project’s most important feature. These terraces are meant to 
ensure high-quality outdoor spaces for each lodging and a 
high level of natural light and elegance to the entirety of the 
building. Following the same logic of integrated sustainable 
design, Ekspozita Building is a new mixed-use complex com-
posed of commercial, residential and public amenity spac-
es (Fig.7). The building’s distinctive shape allows it to partially 
enclose an ample new green space, which is valuable in a 
densely populated capital where open spaces are scarce. 
The design aims to create a welcoming ‘green oasis’ in the 
heart of Tirana, whereas the structure’s rear elevation peak 
gives it a shape that mimics adjacent mountain Dajti. The lush 
landscaping on the residential top floors adds to the idea of 
the green oasis, while the inward-facing balconies provide a 
sense of safety from the bustling city.

           

Urban visions for the capital of Albania 

The urban scenario in Tirana has been filled with heavy 
concrete and brick constructions built quickly to accom-
modate the expanding population for years, but the 
future appears to be different. In this situation, urban re-
generation was considered a critical component of up-
grading the life quality of the citizens and increasing the 
city’s appeal. Albania is now under the watchful eye of 
international urban development, with several initiatives 
and projects being implemented as part of the city’s 
modernisation scheme.
A new masterplan for Albania’s capital has been devel-
oped by Stefano Boeri Architetti, nearly a century after 
Armando Brasini’s Master Plan was set up in 1925. The 
General Local Plan, or TR030, establishes broad objectives 
intending to usher in a new era in the city’s growth by pre-
senting a vision for the future from the present to 2030, pro-
posing necessary interventions such as the containment 
of land use, the search for urban fabric discontinuity, a 
fragmentation of the building tissue, and possibly the use 
of a certain verticality to further free the land. It is divided 
into three primary sections, each of which corresponds to 
one of the three drafting phases of the Regulatory Plan: 
the “metropolitan fresco” based on ten major themes (bi-
odiversity, polycentrism, widespread knowledge, mobility, 
water, geopolitics, tourism, accessibility, agriculture, ener-
gy) (Stefano Boeri Architetti, 2017); an atlas made up of 
thirteen strategic projects located in the territory; as well 
as a rule card based on five existing metabolic systems 
(nature, the infrastructure, city, agriculture, water). Fueled 

Figure 7. Ekspozita Building, Source: Mario Cucinella Architects

Figure 8. Tirana Vertical Forest, Source: Stefano Boeri Architetti
Figure 9. MET Building Tirana, Source: Mario Cucinella Architects
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by a desire for green spaces and in the sake of function-
al plurality, Tirana 2030 cuts the projection for urban area 
demographic development by two-thirds in favour of a 
green metropolis accessible to everybody (Fig. 10).
Significant interventions, like the 51N4E proposal for Skan-
derbeg Square, the reconstruction of the new Bazaar of 
Tirana completed by Atelier4 or Grimshaw Architects’ 
extension of the boulevard, have already influenced the 

city’s layout. In addition, new green areas have been cre-
ated, as well as partial pedestrianisation projects and oth-
er new initiatives. The renovation of Skanderbeg Square, 
carried out in 2018, is among the most worthwhile projects 
of the capital. The proposed modern square indents to  
mediate between the past and the future. It serves as a 
connection between different époque buildings of the 
square (Nepravishta, 2020). This intervention pr0oduced 
a vast public space that was exclusively accessible by 
pedestrians, thereby eliminating traffic in the city’s cen-
tre and creating an underground parking lot. It gave the 
square a European look. Another significant project is 
the reconstruction of the new Bazaar in 2016, which has 
undergone positive transformations, turning it from a ne-
glected historical area for years to a symbol of urban life 
and a destination of commercial and cultural value. In 
reality, the new Bazaar was an investment for the city be-
cause it is one of the few authentically local sites that truly 
expresses the city’s spirit, respecting history and restoring 
the city’s beauty and authenticity. Another international 
competition selected GrimShaw Architects to implement 

the plan for the extension of Albania’s central Boulevard. 
The design aims to give the existing street network a new 
hierarchy, transforming the current layout of the informal 
settlements into a structured element of the city. The idea 
builds on the city’s historic north–south axis by extending 
the existing boulevard for another three kilometres and 
connecting the two large lakes. The project envisions a ro-
bust sequence of vast public spaces along the boulevard, 
transforming the city’s perspective by making it more 
open and accessible. All the projects mentioned above 
embody the aspirations of Tirana citizens for a higher qual-
ity of life and sustainable long-term development.

Modernisation reflections

Equal to many other cities around the world, Tirana is fac-
ing modernisation at a fast pace, passing through a pe-
riod of severe transformation. The transition from a pictur-
esque city characterised by beautiful mosques and lush 
gardens to today’s overcrowded metropolis serves as ev-
idence for this dramatic makeover. 
At the intersection of the challenges that the capital is 
now facing, we see Tirana’s ongoing struggle to imitate 
global cities in an attempt to give birth to a new metropo-
lis worthy of international attention. In reality, the new Tira-
na simply grows on the previous city, adding multiple lay-
ers over time. Within the city’s urban fabric history coexists 
with modernity, as does cultural heritage with contempo-
rary urban development tendencies, forming a construc-
tive dialogue between old and new, past and present. As 
a result, it is fairly difficult to transform, and much more dif-
ficult to distinguish and assign an identity to a place like Ti-
rana, which in fact, has a mixture of identities in its entirety. 
The diversity of the different influences and architectural 
phases may be a source of inconsistencies in constructing 
a unified vision of the city. Undertaking different linguistic 
contexts, Tirana, in many cases, has followed the path of 
denying the past, like it is a useless memory and a para-
digm to overcome. From the destruction of many pieces 
of the urban fabric and the alteration or cancellation of 
works by Italian architects, such as various fine villas from 
the 1930s, a portion of the Florestano di Fausto square, 
Gherardo Bosio’s Qemal Stafa Stadium, and more, until 
the fateful ruin of the National Theater, we see more and 
more an attempt to erase the earliest evidence of Tirana’s 
urban history. In truth, a city’s past cannot be ignored or 
erased since it bears on the place’s identity or at least it 
can be the subject of new uses and interpretations that 
will maintain the core value of the place or historical peri-

 Figure 10. Tirana 2030 Masterplan, Source: Stefano Boeri Ar-
chitetti
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ods, such as in the projects or urban reconstruction men-
tion of the Skanderbeg square or the new Bazaar. 
The number and complexity of open questions and un-
resolved issues for the capital are apparent, such as the 
mobility and traffic problems, the enormous cost of land 
and land rent, poor service quality, architectural quality 
of projects, or the uncontrolled urban growth, which was 
one of the most pressing issues. In reality, Tirana is one of 
Europe’s densest cities, with very condensed open are-
as. Thus, the Municipality’s goal of fostering a new image 
of Tirana through aggressive multi-storey buildings with 
modern shapes and novel materials is projected to sig-
nificantly impact the new city’s image. The towers offer a 
new architectural typology of building to the city among 
the low-rise building types that characterise Tirana, and 
most of the critics argue that they would look alien. From 
another perspective, the power of innovative design of 
the towers enhances Tirana’s new character, making it 
recognised as an attractive European city with its distinct 
personality, entering the circuit of global cities. 

Conclusions

The article emphasises that the change of the systems that 
affected Albania over the years has been reflected in the 
country’s rapid development of architecture and urbani-
sation. The transition period has influenced and continues 
to affect quality, shape, size, quantity of construction as 
well as functionality and aesthetics. As a result of coming 
into contact with Western cultural trends and other imi-
tations of modernism and internationalisation that came 
from abroad, modern architecture began to consolidate 
innovative ideas of the future. 
From this article, we develop a more comprehensive idea 
of Tirana, the capital that never fails to astonish with its 
ability to adapt and change between order and chaos. 
Although this investment boom has been accompanied 
by advances in terms of construction, architectural style, 
building material techniques, and so on, it emphasises 
that Albanian architecture, particularly that seen in Tirana, 
is still far from establishing a distinct identity or style but is 
rather perceived as a mixture of different cultures merged 
in the contemporary image of today’s city. The future of 
Tirana is a challenge that will be determined by the contri-
butions of its citizens, the involvement of communities, pri-
vate enterprise, and public administration management. 
The political system has always had a significant influence 
on shaping the cities, and Tirana is a city where politics has 
demonstrated and continues to demonstrate its strength 

by erecting buildings in various styles matching various 
historical periods. The unique character of Tirana’s urban 
place evolution piqued international interest, while the 
city stands a good chance of becoming a competitive 
European metropolis.   
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11
Caroline Jaeger-Klein

Introduction

After the first siege of Vienna by the Ottoman forces in 
1529, the Habsburg emperor Ferdinand I established his res-
idence in Vienna. From then until 1918, Vienna flourished as 
the Austrian capital–and after 1866, the Austro-Hungarian–
empire. This guaranteed its constant growth into one of the 
most important cities of Europe. First, the urban baroque 
palaces at Herrengasse were built using the money of the 
defeated protestant Bohemian nobility after 1620. After 
another successful rout, this time of the Ottomans in 1683, 
Vienna reached its peak as the biggest German-speaking 
city, counting 150,000 inhabitants. In 1815, Vienna host-
ed European ambassadors to decide about restructuring 
Europe after the Napoleonic wars. Hence, until 1848, the 
Austrian regime remained quite repressive towards its own 
citizens. This led to a bourgeois revolution in 1848, in which 
the bourgeois, the farmers and the students finally gained 
suffrage. These guaranteed rights for everybody led to an 
enormous increase in Vienna’s urban population during 
the so-called “Gründerzeit”. This great time of the entre-
preneurs and the banking business ended with World War 
I. In 1840, Vienna had approximately 400,000 inhabitants. 
By 1910, the population had grown to 2 million inhabitants. 
With World War I, Vienna lost its hinterland, the empire, and 
some 40 million people. In 1919, the peace treaty of St. 
Germain-en-Laye shrank Austria to a republic which was 
a fraction of the former empire, with about 8 million in-
habitants – more or less still its current population. During 
the course of the 20th century, Vienna shrunk to 1,5 million 
inhabitants. Recently, population numbers increased to 
approximately 1,8 million people and there is a constant 
growth, although this is still moderate compared with other 
metropolitan cities.
When it comes to the protection of its glorious urban and 
architectural heritage, the unusual shrinking process during 
the 20th century turned out to be a great blessing. Thus, 
the World-Heritage inscription file of 2001 proudly stated 
that Vienna had been able to keep its characteristic ur-
ban fabric, both in terms of footprint and its historic sky-
line, over the course of the centuries. All the attributes that 

support its Outstanding Universal Value illustrate the three 
major phases of Vienna’s development – Medieval, Ba-
roque and Gründerzeit. They symbolise Austrian and cen-
tral European history: as shown by the following statement: 
“The property has to a remarkable degree retained the 
architectural elements that demonstrate its continuous in-
terchange of values through authentic examples from the 
above mentioned three key periods of European cultural 
and political development.” 1

Currently, Vienna is again growing. Recent developments 
and investments have put its historic city centre UNESCO 
World Heritage site under heavy pressure. This article will 
attempt to describe in detail the nature of this pressure 
through the example of one single, heavily criticised pro-
ject, the Heumarkt project – which in 2017 resulted in Vi-
enna being put on the Red List of UNESCO’s endangered 
World Heritage Sites. The article will explain why the so-
phisticated protection mechanisms which the Austrian 
monument protection system has in place, which were 
considered to be quite well developed, failed in this par-
ticular case. For the time being, the issue serves as an inter-
national test case for avoiding similar cases in the future. 
Luckily, in this particular case, the court’s ruling means that 
the Austrian government and the Viennese authorities two 
years in which to find a sustainable solution to the complex 
case.

World heritage inscription of the historic city centre of Vi-
enna 2001 and initial effects

At the 25th session of the World Heritage Committee in 
Helsinki in 2001, the “Historic Centre of Vienna” was in-
scribed on the World Heritage List under the following cri-
teria:
criterion (ii) “to exhibit an important interchange of hu-
man values, over a span of time or within a cultural area 
of the world, on developments in architecture or tech-
nology, monumental arts, town-planning or landscape 
design,” criterion (iv) “to be an outstanding example of a 
type of building, architectural or technological ensemble 
or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(es) in 

PROTECTED CULTURAL HERITAGE, SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
AND THE HEUMARKT PROJECT IN THE HISTORIC CITY CENTRE OF VIENNA
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human history,” and criterion (vi) “to be directly or tangi-
bly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, 
or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstand-
ing universal significance.” The WHC-session was satisfied 
that “the urban and architectural qualities of the Historic 
Centre of Vienna bear outstanding witness to a continu-
ing interchange of values throughout the second millen-
nium” (criterion ii), that “three key periods of European 
cultural and political development – the Middle Ages, 
the Baroque period, and the Gründerzeit – are excep-
tionally well illustrated by the urban and architectural her-
itage of the Historic Centre of Vienna” (criterion iv), and 
that “since the 16th century Vienna has been universally 
acknowledged to be the musical capital of Europe” (cri-
terion VI).
The evaluation of the advisory bodies of UNESCO, in this 
case, ICOMOS (International Council on Monuments and 
Sites), stated for the integrity of the site that “all the attrib-
utes that sustain its Outstanding Universal Value, includ-
ing its architectural and urban qualities and layout” are 
located within the marked boundaries of the 371 ha His-
toric City Centre of Vienna, and that a buffer zone of 462 
ha protects the immediate setting of this inscribed core 
zone. 
They explicitly stated that “the Historic Centre of Vienna 
has also maintained its characteristic skyline,” which is of 
major relevance for the Heumarkt project, the focus of 
this article. In terms of authenticity, they declared that 
“the property is substantially authentic in terms of its lo-
cation, its forms and designs, and its substance and ma-
terials. This authenticity resides largely in the overlapping 
and multi-layered interweaving of urban buildings, struc-
tures, and spaces … The historic urban fabric of the His-
toric Centre of Vienna is thus informed by this ongoing 
interchange, which has caused the urban landscape to 
evolve and grow over time, reflected in the new, emerg-
ing skyline outside the buffer zone.
Vienna’s continuing development requires a very sensi-
tive approach that takes into account the attributes that 
sustain the Outstanding Universal Value of the property, 
including its visual qualities, particularly regarding new 
high-rise constructions.” This Retrospective Statement of 
Outstanding Universal Value, which the 40th session of the 
World Heritage Committee adopted in Istanbul in 2016, 
very clearly expresses its fears about the new, emerging 
skyline outside the buffer zone, mentioning that the sky-
line is threatening the historic centre’s visual qualities and 
asking definitely for a very sensitive approach, particular-
ly with regard to the construction of high-rises.”2  

The Wien-Mitte project and its consequences for the in-
scription

The concern expressed in 2016 about the high-rise devel-
opment in and around the world heritage site was already 
the second warning to the Austrian and Viennese author-
ities by UNESCO and its advisory bodies. At the time of the 
inscription on the World Heritage List, the first expression of 
concern was made and focused on the size and height of 
the Wien-Mitte urban development project. 
At the time, the World Heritage Committee decided to 
award the inscription with the “recommendation that 
the project be evaluated in terms of its compatibility with 
the visual integrity of the historic city”. While recognising 
the “need for development and revitalisation in the area 
above the Wien-Mitte train station”, deep concern was 
expressed about the project, located within the buffer 
zone of the listed site. The World Heritage Committee rec-
ommended that “special attention be paid to observing 
all changes in the morphology of the existing historical 
buildings” and emphatically recommended the “reduc-
tion of all larger revitalisation projects within the buffer 
zone in future.”3 
Wien-Mitte is located roughly 300 metres from the Ring-
strasse and 800m from St. Stephen’s. The development 
followed the strategic plan’s goal to pursue city develop-
ment along the main public transportation axes and focus 
on public transportation as the basis for urban construc-
tion and development. Planning had begun 15 years ear-
lier and “was characterised by an intensive information 
and discussion process from the very beginning”, involv-
ing residents as well as experts in various areas, including 
an experts’ evaluation in 1991 and preliminary studies. At 
first, a design from the internationally-renowned architects 
Ortner & Ortner (Berlin, Zurich, Vienna) was selected and 
consisted of a mix of uses, including commercial spaces, 
apartments and offices as well as cultural and social facili-
ties in addition to the improvement of the existing commu-
nication between the train station and metro stations. The 
zoning process for the definition of the construction plan, 
which included 100,000 m2 of usable floor space, began 
in 1992, based on the winning proposal. The project real-
isation was delayed by several complex circumstances, 
including protests against high-rise and urban density as-
pects, which led the average height of the proposed four 
towers (originally six) to be reduced from 120 metres to 
90 metres”.4 During the world heritage inscription process, 
Austria complied with the demands of the World Heritage 
Committee. 
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In parallel, “the City of Vienna made a considerable ef-
fort to improve the site’s management together with the 
magistrate departments, the Landmark Preservation Of-
fice and university experts. This measure addressed indi-
vidual critical statements made by ICOMOS. It was ulti-
mately decided that the project would not be built in its 
present form despite an existing legal permit for the pro-
ject. The Mayor of the City of Vienna personally suggested 
that the new project be adjusted to suit Vienna’s status 
as a World Heritage Site and demanded that a solution 
be found quickly to solve the problems in the area. Ac-
claimed international and Austrian experts were invited to 
participate in the competition.”5

The phase of good behaviour: from 2001 to 2006

Based on the concerns expressed by the World Heritage 
Committee regarding the Wien-Mitte project, the City of 
Vienna carried out a study on its visual impact based on 
a computerised 3D city model. The visualisations and the 
discussions around them likely triggered a process of sen-
sitisation which led to new solutions for the projects as well 
as new approaches in general. Most importantly, the fol-
lowing zones were created where high-rise constructions 
were now forbidden: a) within all the established protect-
ed zones according to the Vienna Building Code, b) in 
all the established and proposed protected landscape 
areas in compliance with the Vienna Nature protection 
Law, c) in all visual axes and d) in all World Heritage sites 
in Vienna.6 

In May 2005, an international conference entitled “World 
Heritage and Contemporary Architecture, Managing the 
Historic Urban Landscape” was held in Vienna under the 
auspices of the UNESCO World Heritage Committee. The 
conference generated the “Viennese Memorandum” 
from 2005, still critically discussed among renowned ex-
perts. Among the merits of the memorandum is the defini-
tion of the term “Historic Urban Landscape”, including the 
description of its essence and characteristic attributes ”7. 
International criticism targets its inconsistent interpretation 
of the terms “authenticity” and “integrity” and changes 
to the Overall Universal Value. In 2008, the UNESCO World 
Heritage Committee decided to prepare new recom-
mendations on “Historic Urban Landscapes” by 2011 to 
avoid contradictory evaluations in future. In 2011, those 
recommendations were completed and adopted by the 
UNESCO World Heritage Committee as planned.

The proposed project on the Heumarkt Grounds and its 
effects on the world heritage site

In 2012, the WERTINVEST group bought a prominent prop-
erty within the core zone of the world heritage site, the 
“Heumarkt area” within the Viennese Ringstrasse, an in-
tegral part of the core zone of the world heritage site 
“Historic City Centre of Vienna, Austria [1033]” and not far 
from the above-discussed Wien-Mitte project. “This boule-
vard replaced the city walls in the former Glacis zone and 
today is key to defining the visual identity of Vienna. The 
first development phase of the Glacis began around 1870 

Figure 1. The Wien-Mitte project. First version, before 2001 (left) and improved version: the 2003 winning project, Henke & Schreieck 
(right) – Sources: Perspektiven (2002) p.48 (left); Wehdorn (2004) p.105 (right)
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and lasted until 1914. … The InterContinental Hotel, which 
was built several decades later [than the neighbouring 
cultural complex of Konzerthaus and Akademietheat-
er, constructed in 1910-13 based on designs by Ludwig 
Baumann, Ferdinand Fellner and Hermann Helmer and fi-
nanced through the City Expansion Fund] between 1959 
and 1964, is situated in the north-eastern part of the block 
and was designed by Holabid & Root [from Chicago], 
Carl Appel and Walter Jaksch [from Vienna]. The domi-
nant hotel room wing is a high-rise slab with a north-west-
ern/southern orientation and a height of approximately 
44 m [including the service floor]. Together with another 
wing containing rooms and access/circulation spaces, 
the high-rise assumes a T-shaped layout. The base, along 
with Johannesgasse, houses premises for a purpose re-
lated to hotel utilisation. The 6,000-square-metre ice rink 
operated by Wiener Eislaufverein is situated between the 
hotel and the Konzerthaus. … 
The current structural condition of the hotel and the ice 
rink, their urbanistic integration into the cityscape, and 
the urban utilisation quality are unsatisfactory. The area’s 
potential to add to the urban space is not exhaustively 
exploited and does not correspond to this prominent in-
ner-city location. It is the aim of the project to develop 
the properties of the InterContinental Hotel and the ad-
jacent surface occupied by the Wiener Eislaufverein …. 
jointly and synergetically.”8  

This is the published introduction to an expert-led prepa-
ration phase for an international planning tender. A 
sounding board had to “clarify the roles of the City of Vi-
enna (frame conditions), of the World Heritage Site and 
the Viennese institutions involved (Wiener Eislaufverein, 
Konzerthaus) as well as the concerns of the private in-
vestor.”9 

The different “planning groups” involved in this process 
discussed various possible scenarios. One was to pre-
serve the hotel, and another was to demolish it and re-
place it with a so-called “Viennese duplex block”, a rath-
er dense double-block around two courtyards with the 
usual height of the buildings within the Ringstrasse zone 
(about 25 metres).
 Both of those scenarios would have been fully accept-
able had it not been for the additional recommenda-
tion to add, in either case, “a slender tower of moderate 
height in an urbanistically suitable location”10 . It was not 
only the World heritage protection experts who had re-
quested a solution without the high-rise structures – the 
city’s own legislation, too, did not permit a tower, since 
the zone was part of a zone where high-rise constructions 
were forbidden, in accordance with the reaction to the 
Wien-Mitte issue described above, and legally binding 
until 2014.

Figure 2. The Heumarkt area with the existing InterContinental hotel and the Wiener Eislaufverein the ice-rink of in a historical aerial pho-
tograph (right) and cultural-heritage compatible project base in the form of a “Viennese duplex”-block (left); Source: Bernard/Tabor, 

Tor Zur Welt, 2014, p.33 (right) and MA21 (2013) p.96 (left)
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World heritage status endangered

Finally, the jury of the international competition picked a 
design with a tower that was neither modest in height nor 
slender. Undeterred by the strong and ongoing protests of 
civil society and the resounding “no” from the majority of 
the Green Party (the junior partner of the ruling socialists) 
on June 1st, 2017, Vienna City Council changed the zon-
ing law, thus allowing the proposal to comply with build-
ing regulations. At the end of June 2017, the 41st session 
of the World Heritage Committee meeting in Krakow de-
cided to inscribe the Historic City Centre of Vienna on the 
List of World Heritage in Danger (the” Red List”) mainly be-
cause this particular project proposal had not complied 
with the Committee’s previous requests, resulting from the 
numerous State of Conservation Reports and emphasised 
especially by the joint UNESCO-ICOMOS Reactive Moni-
toring Mission in 2012 and an ICOMOS Reactive Monitor-
ing Mission in 2015. 

The mission reports clearly requested that a further-revised 
project design be provided to the World Heritage Centre 
– as well as the preparation of revised planning rules and 
guidelines from the State Party, which should “a) establish 
parameters for the urban density as well as specific stand-
ards for building height and volume for the property and 
buffer zone; b) safeguard the urban morphology as an 
essential attribute of the property; c) encourage sustaina-
ble development in the property and its buffer zone in har-
mony with its OUV; d) require that all high-rise projects are 
evaluated through a comprehensive Heritage Impact As-
sessment (HIA), prepared with the ICOMOS Guidance on 

HIAs for Cultural Heritage properties, including reference 
to 3D visual simulations so that the effects of the proposed 
development on the OUV of the property can be properly 
considered.”11  
In March 2018, the Federal Republic of Austria organised 
an international experts’ workshop to assess the UNESCO/
ICOMOS positions. In short, all experts were of the opinion 
that the Heumarkt Neu, a slightly modified version of the 
winning project of the above-mentioned competition, 
was in need of intervention and that such an intervention 
could in principle support the OUV of the property, but 
that the current proposal was so unsuitable that it would 
seriously threaten the Viennese Heritage property.”12  Ad-
ditionally, in the Fall of 2018, the proposed HIA was con-
ducted, and again, the results were fully aligned with the 
World Heritage Committee’s position. During 2018, ICO-
MOS Austria focused on rebuilding an atmosphere of trust 
with the City of Vienna, which had once before ceased 
consulting the Advisory Body of UNESCO completely.

ICOMOS Austria finally convinced the city representatives 
of the urgent necessity to commission a high-quality man-
agement plan by Viennese university experts. 

Further arguments of civil society representatives against 
the project

Besides ICOMOS, several civil society representatives 
and NGOs protested against the proposed project from 
various motivations. Docomomo Austria and the organ-
isation “building-in-need” together with ICOMOS Austria 
questioned why the existing hotel InterContinental need-

Figure 3.  Project Heumarkt Neu and its location within the UNESCO World Heritage Site “Historic Centre of Vienna” – Sources: v-cube / 
Philipp Tebart / Michael Kloos planning and heritage consultancy



98

ed to be demolished and why it was not a listed mon-
ument in the first place. The building is a witness of the 
past, of the cold-war period and the political fight on 
spheres of influence between East and West. It was the 
second InterContinental hotel in Europe (belonging to the 
PanAm group) and brought a touch of Hollywood glam-
our to this then ‘remote’ part of Europe. Additionally, the 
building substance is still largely in its original condition, 
and it is of good quality, suitable for adapting for further 
use. It is a fairly authentic example of the typical interna-
tional hotel type of the time. Its artificial stone façade is 
the last remaining example of a system developed by 
the architect Carl Appel (1911-1997), who had a certain 
reputation as a high-quality planner of office and indus-
trial buildings. Moreover, it is not clear (has not yet been 
verified) how much of its authentic interior design is be-
hind the current claddings. Another interesting aspect 
was brought into the public discussion by representatives 
of the Austrian society of architecture (Österreichische 
Gesellschaft für Architektur - ÖGFA) and representatives 
of the Austrian society for ensemble protection (Österre-
ichische Gesellschaft für Denkmal- und Ortsbildpflege), 
again, together with ICOMOS Austria. They argued that 
if the new high-rise at Heumarkt were allowed to be built, 
this would break a traditional social contract. For exam-
ple, although the Ringstrasse boulevard was built in a very 
capitalistic, economically liberal period yet, even the new 
rich strata of society, settling and representing themselves 
along the boulevard in opulent palaces, would not have 
dared to break the existing traditional codex which stat-
ed that only the official buildings of the empire and the 
city or sacral buildings of the official religion (Catholicism) 
were allowed to make use of the highest representative 
“tower” and “cupola” forms. A high-rise is a tower, and 
it would irrevocably damage the traditional skyline of Vi-
enna’s historic city centre, the reason it was inscribed into 
the World Heritage List. The Heumarkt-project is a com-
mercial investment and does therefore not have the so-
cial status that would allow its proposed height – which, 
in any case, would double the height of the existing hotel 
InterContinental and be triple the usual building height 
of the other private buildings along Ringstrasse.To justify 
the high-rise as well as the breaking of this social codex, 
the City of Vienna authorities argue that there is a kind of 
social benefit for the public. The Academic Gymnasium 
next to it would gain additional gym halls, the adjacent 
Konzerthaus would gain a new entrance, the Wiener Ei-
slaufverein would benefit from new facilities, and finally, 
the 3rd district would have direct access to the 1st dis-

trict. However, in order to gain this additional space for 
the project’s common-use assets, in its current status, the 
major road in front of it, the Lothringer Strasse or Federal 
Road No 1, would need to be shifted on top of the brick 
tunnel from the 19th century around the Wien-Fluss (Wien 
River). Quite aside from the unknown construction prob-
lems, this would involve, this would “upgrade” the project 
from a “normal” building site to a significant infrastructural 
project. Consequently, according to both Austrian and 
European Law, it would require a holistic environmental 
assessment. In the meantime, the Austrian courts have re-
inforced this position quite clearly.

Conclusions

The whole story about high-rises in the World Heritage Vi-
enna Historic City Centre holds several lessons for us. For 
example, Austria considers itself one of the oldest and 
most advanced countries in terms of monument protec-
tion. As a result, it was lazy in ensuring that national legisla-
tion safely embedded the World Heritage Sites.
So it is clear that it urgently has to include categories of 
built cultural heritage such as cultural or historic urban 
landscapes in its legislation and establish firm guidelines 
for its administration. Additionally, it needs to be clearly 
stated that monument protection has turned into inte-
grated conservation, which means its legal basis has shift-
ed from monument protection acts to zoning laws and 
building codes. Thus, the really threatening cases are fail-
ures in spatial planning.
Therefore now, more than ever, political and administra-
tive authorities need the support of independent adviso-
ry bodies they can trust – such as ICOMOS (International 
Council on Monuments and Sites), ICCROM (International 
Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration 
of Cultural Property) or IUCN (International Union for Con-
servation of Nature). They urgently need advice on how 
to embed international recommendations and guidelines 
into national law and building codes. In addition, the ac-
tual implementation of these laws and codes also requires 
high-quality management plans, which clearly define the 
complex roles of all the stakeholders. 
Only this will ensure and safeguard a balanced, fair and 
sustainable development for society and the environ-
ment. Finally, the interaction between civil society repre-
sentatives, experts, and authorities is the heart of success-
ful cultural heritage protection on an equal footing and a 
mutually respectful basis.
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Notes

1Unesco/Icomos Mission Report 2019, P.4
2 Unesco/Icomos Mission Report (2019) Pp.2-4
3 Wehdorn (2004) p.25
4 Wehdorn (2004) P.101F.
5 Wehdorn (2004) P.25
6 Wehdorn (2004) P.106
7 Caviezel (2015) P.44
8 Ma21(2013) P.13
9 Ma21 (2013) P.15
10 Ma21 (2013) P.17
11  Unesco/Icomos Mission Report 2019, P.5F.
12 Unesco/Icomos Mission Report 2019, P.32
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12
Antonio Capestro 

Introduction 

Architecture and the City have always represented a 
palimpsest to be interpreted and remodelled to be then 
transmitted to future generations as an active and dy-
namic testimony and an authentic expression of both 
a tangible and an intangible context. The ensemble of 
layers and transformations that have characterised the 
city-system through time constitute an intangible heritage 
since they are evidence of a culture of the urban project 
which poses two important challenges: the role of Urban 
Design today and the meaning of the city as common 
heritage within a framework of shared operativeness.
For this reason, Urban Design becomes a heritage to 
be safeguarded since it induces us always to invert our 
perspectives and seek concrete and operative actions 
based on an alternative vision. 
This contribution reflects the opportunity to recover this 
culture of the project, starting from a heritage of knowl-
edge and skills that are Italian in origin, historically inte-
grated and recognisable in the transformations of some 
Albanian contexts, which are investigated through train-
ing and applied research activities carried out in Albania.1 
Beginning from the binomial of Architecture and the City, 
the adopted methodology wishes to transmit to young Al-
banian architects a good practice of the urban project 
for interpreting the instances of modernity through their 
own relational, spatial and semantic roots. It is expressed 
in a shared and participated manner, involving both the 
institutions and the community in a ‘permanent laborato-
ry’ that produces ideas for concrete actions, that search-
es for an identity which sometimes may be lost and there-
fore must be rediscovered or even re-invented from those 
elements of authenticity that the city still maintains.

The role of urban design in the safeguarding and valorisa-
tion of the urban heritage

In this renewed framework, the role of Urban Design is fun-
damental because, without impoverishing the essential 
notions of safeguarding and preservation, it underlines the 

importance of the project as a resource within a complex 
system for assessing new modus operandi and proposing 
renewed backgrounds of meaning capable of affecting 
the historic urban landscape and of bringing it closer to its 
inhabitants.
As actors in the urban scene (architects and design-
ers, administrators, stakeholders and citizens), we must 
re-evaluate the project’s role as heritage, understood as 
a process that has transfigured the assets bequeathed 
from the past, modifying them through new visions (Cap-
estro, 2019).
In fact, in order to prevent the Heritage from becoming a 
brand or being classified as a historical and cultural icon, 
with its values relegated as museum pieces, it is necessary 
to reflect once again on the meaning of identity, authen-
ticity, integrity, and in general on the possibility of bringing 
the concepts of ‘urbs’ and ‘civitas’ back together again 
as the expression of a dynamic process that is both identi-
fiable and shared (Palumbo, 2019). Today, instead, these 
two concepts are undergoing a process of disconnection.
Modernisation and globalisation have made us lose the 
sense of the city, which, in our globalised era, is character-
ised by a series of suspended fragments of disconnected 
devices that have lost their logical and systemic structure. 
To recover the practice of the project means to reinterpret 
the identity of that suspended fragment and to re-position 
it, retaking its ‘deep structure’ within a ‘logical structure’ 
so as to reconcile it with its citizens, thus attempting to re-
build the relationship between ‘urbs’ and ‘civitas’.
Reflecting once again with awareness on this binomial, 
relying on research, education and training, as well as on 
shared and concrete actions, could allow us to reassess 
the Heritage that has been bequeathed to us as a vital 
and sustainable resource, not only in cultural and social 
terms but also in economic and productive ones, within 
an active laboratory.

Albania as urban laboratory

Albania presents the following status quo: it is a cross-
roads of cultures and conquests, of interventions more 

THE HERITAGE OF URBAN DESIGN IN ALBANIA
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often imposed than participated and has, much against 
its will, a rich cultural heritage that has been assimilat-
ed throughout time, as well as a significant capacity to 
absorb it. A practice derived not only from its historical 
context but also from its geographical and morphologi-
cal position: the Albanian Alps behind it and an extraor-
dinary presence opening onto the Mediterranean. 
Albania is an Urban Laboratory because, although be-
ing a relatively small country, it is varied. The resulting 
differences could constitute its wealth if this multiplicity 
of layers, some of which are of Italian origin, were re-
covered through interpretative keys capable of attribut-
ing added value to the said differences to re-establish a 
‘deep structure’ within a logical and systemic structure.
In particular, Albania presents a remarkable potential 
linked basically to three factors:
• The first is of a cultural type – This country, which for a 

few years now has been free from its previous con-
dition of closure to Western Europe, due first to the 
Communist regime, and later to the economic crisis 
of the Nineties, would seem to be undergoing a pe-
riod of ‘awakening’ and ‘euphoria’ that allows it to 
react to change with force and determination;

• The second is linked to its heritage – The natural and 
urbanised territories of Albania present a very rich 
architectural, urban and landscape heritage that 
offers excellent potential in terms of tourism and of 
future investments;

• The third regards its geographic location - Albania 
has always had a strategic position in the  
Mediterranean as a place of interaction. Historical-
ly, this nation was a bridge between East and West, 
not only for Italy. Thanks to this position, as a land 
of conquest and relationships, Albania could play 
an essential role in the Mediterranean basin since it 
already is a part of these relationships, which only 
need to be rediscovered. Furthermore, in this con-
text, Italian urban design could represent a starting 
point.

Albania has been re-emerging within the European 
scene for some time, although it is not yet actually a part 
of it. Thanks to its collaborative presence, its networking 
capacity, and its wish to reaffirm its identity in a transna-
tional context, it represents a significant presence in the 
Mediterranean with substantial potential for the future.
This attention to relationships, to the ‘concept of vicin-
ity’, also emerges in the Albanian participation in the 
2021 Architecture Biennale. 
“Know thy neighbour” is the advice given by the contri-

bution, an invitation to surpass barriers and “discover the 
gift of connection”, to satisfy and increase the sense of 
belonging as a common value linked to the place but 
also to the community, as exchange and sharing of di-
versity, that hidden desire that globalisation has forced 
us to repress and which the current situation reintroduc-
es as an urgent theme, extending it to the environment 
as a whole, understood as a complex system to be rein-
terpreted as an ensemble of ecosystems . 
On the other hand, the importance of a landscape that 
permits a process of osmosis between the various scales 
of relationships had already been pointed out by Leon 
Battista Alberti: “The city is like a large house, and the 
house, in turn, is like a small city, one would not be wrong 
to affirm that the limbs of a house are small dwellings 
themselves [...]”. 
Every individual building component must be conceived 
with care: “It is, therefore, necessary to study these ele-
ments with the greatest care and diligence, since they 
are fundamental for the overall work; and make sure 
that even the smallest parts are perfectly executed [...]” 
. Leon Battista Alberti referred to architecture and the 
city as the basic elements supporting social welfare, de-
signed and developed with ‘care’ to bring back ‘urbs’ 
and ‘civitas’ together again reinterpreted in an ampli-
fied scale of relationships. A lesson that is as relevant to-
day as it ever was.
The theme of the vicinity, wishing to be part of a com-
munity of living together as in an ordinary house, could 
be an element of strength that historically is already a 
part of Albania. It could be valorised in the Mediterrane-
an context today. 
Albania could metaphorically be interpreted as a ‘House 
for all’ since it has this tradition of hospitality that is very 
similar to the Greek’ xenia’, a right-duty to host which 
serves to reaffirm the sense of belonging to a place and 
opening to vast interpretative horizons. An ethical val-
ue-enhanced today by nuances, some of which are 
sustainable, concern mutual aid and the need to stress 
one’s identity in a transnational context.
The three interventions presented here all stem from 
this set of reflections: the search for harmony between 
scales of relationships to be reinterpreted within the 
context of an Urban Design that derives from historical 
and morphological roots the values of innovation and 
regeneration as both premise and promise of new con-
temporary identities. The three project proposals regard 
interventions at the urban architectural scale in three 
important Albanian cities: Tirana, Lezhë and Durrës.
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Tirana

Tirana has undergone numerous transformations and ur-
ban planning projects at both the urban and sectorial 
scale, which has not always resulted in a shared expres-
sion between the ‘urbs’ and the ‘civitas’. There is, howev-
er, a common theme in the Urban Design inherited from It-
aly, which has attempted a systemic, organic and unitary 
interpretation of the city that still exists today.
The first substantial change took place during the first dec-
ades of the 20th century, with the first urban strategic plan 
by Armando Brasini (1925), which connected the ancient 
nucleus and the modern city by way of a monumental 
north-south axis. In 1939, Gherardo Bosio radically modi-
fied the city’s design, ascribing to it a ‘modern’ appear-
ance as a garden-city with low buildings and a greater 
density in the centre, yet well integrated into its environ-
mental context. After Bosio’s plan, which had acted on 
the level of urban environmental and architectural quali-
ty, fifty years of Communist regime (1944-1991) and a long 
period of transition characterised by an unstable and un-
regulated political scenario. 

Figure 1. Architecture and the City_ An Urban Centre for Tirana: plan (previous page) and general view. Concept by Saimir Elmadhi 
(Project developed as part of the activities at the Architectural Design Laboratory III – Academic Year 2018/2019).
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It lasted until the turn of the century, had a strong impact 
on the form of the city, conditioned as it was by a quanti-
tative rather than qualitative expansion process (Neprav-
ishta, 2019; Giacomelli and Vokshi, 2012). 
From the early 21st century, the Urban Project seems to be 
aimed toward a new direction that alternates between 
the re-discovery of the country’s roots and the search for 
a new identity. The various projects demonstrate this at 
the architectural scale which were undertaken as a result 
of the competition for the reconstruction of Skanderbeg 
Square (2008), as well as by the latest proposal by Studio 
Boeri (2016), which offers a perspective view of the city 
(Tirana 2030). 
In the context of these interpretative horizons, some of 
which have Italian origins, this contribution developed as 
part of the teaching and research activities that I carry 
out at the Catholic University “Nostra Signora del Buon 
Consiglio” in Tirana belongs. 
In particular, in 2019, the theme of the re-defining of Skan-
derbeg Square through the inclusion of a new structure 
within a unitary layout. In order to promote a cultural and 
civic recognition process, it was decided to develop a 
project of specialised architecture devoted to spaces 

and activities for an Urban Centre as a reference and 
active participation hub for the urban transformation pro-
cesses involving Tirana over the past few years. 
The themes of architecture explored in the urban com-
ponent take on territorial directrices as the origin of the 
architectural form, capturing the square crossing flows 
and absorbing them, with a new value, in a gateway of 
access to the square and the urban fabric. 

Lezhë

The city of Lissus, founded in the 4th century B.C. as a colo-
ny of Syracuse, had the function of controlling the access 
to the valley of the river Drin, one of the few ways to enter 
the Illyrian hinterland. 
Having passed under various dominations, including the 
Venetian, the city is linked to Gjergj Kastrioti Skënderbeu 
figure, the Albanian national hero. A prominent personali-
ty during the 15th century, he was capable of preventing 
the Ottoman advance toward Europe for decades and 
reunited the various Albanian principalities, thus helping 
to consolidate the Albanian identity. He died at Lezhë 
and was buried in the church of Saint Nicholas. 

Figure 2. Albanian Projects_ Lezhë, the Museum of the City: master-plan and general view. Concept by Sabina Djala (Project devel-
oped as part of the activities at the Architecture and the City Laboratory – Academic Year. 2019/2020).
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Figure 3. Albanian Projects_ Lezhë, the Museum of the City: general view. Concept by Sabina Djala (Project developed as part of the 
activities at the Architecture and the City Laboratory – Academic Year. 2019/2020).

The Skanderbeg memorial, built by the Communist regime 
on the ruins of the church, was inaugurated in 1981. It is 
the city’s main monument and stands in the vicinity of a 
park where remains from Illyrian, Roman, Byzantine and 
Ottoman constructions coexist. The area is adjacent to 
the river Drin, historically important in terms of communi-
cation and production, and today source of a potential 
system of urban and landscape reconnection and valori-
sation. In a context where both an archaeological and 
a natural park coexist, several inappropriate sections (un-

kempt areas and private agricultural land) separate the 
intervention area from the city. The project’s proposal at-
tempts a reinterpretation of the historical and morpholog-
ical systems of the area through a “Historical Museum of 
the City”, a vehicle that combines an active knowledge 
of the site and a new space for social interaction so as to 
initiate a process of regeneration and relaunch the role of 
this city, opening it to the territory and the Mediterranean 
basin, considering its crucial historic position on a hillside 
only 3 kilometres from the sea. 
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An underground space, built-in front of the ancient walls 
of the city of Lissus, makes it possible to carry out this new 
vocation as both museum and place for social interaction 
by offering an immersive experience that brings togeth-
er the archaeological and environmental themes to new 
uses for the community and the city.

Durrës

The city of Durrës has a great wealth of historical and 
archaeological remains, both in the urban area and 
throughout the territory. Its history goes back more than 
2,500 years to the time when it was founded, in the vicini-
ty of a previous Illyrian settlement, by the Corinthians and 
the Corcyraeans. They chose the location because of the 
presence of a bay that offered a safe haven. The particu-
lar features of the place are well described in the Map 
of the Archaeological Risk for the City of Durrës:” Among 
countless vicissitudes derived from the passage of time and 
the dynamics of power, which involved Greeks, Illyrians, 
Romans, Byzantines, Normans, Angevins, Venetians, Turks 
and Albanians, and up to the current process of intense 
building expansion which resulted from having become in 
a very short time the most important Albanian port, as well 
as one of the most important in the Mediterranean, the 
city has continued to build layer upon layer on the same 
site, in a continuous dynamic relationship between the 
work of men who build, transform and destroy, and the 
action of nature on the environment - the hill, the marsh, 
the variations of the coastline, as well as earthquakes.

Today, this Adriatic city which was born to be a gate-
way between East and West, is called once again 
to play its fundamental role as a hinge in the com-
munication axis that will connect the Balkans to a 
reunited Europe, and to disseminate the values of 
its millenary culture, safeguarding the treasures of its 
exceptional archaeological and historical heritage 
with pride and responsibility, also through tools involv-
ing restrictions to building activities in the areas with 
the greatest archaeological density [...]. The building 
and economic development of the past few years 
have multiplied the cases of discoveries concerning 
the historical and archaeological stratigraphy”  (San-
toro, 2005). 
The concept of the project originates in this cultural 
and historical sedimentation. Through a series of in-
terventions, some of which underground, it intends to 
valorise the relationship with the site through an itin-
erary of discovery, a maieutic operation that, almost 
with the sensibility of an archaeologist, brings back 
to light the historical layers, and especially its ‘genius 
loci’, activating through a permanent laboratory ac-
cessible to the community the knowledge and valori-
sation, in a contemporary key, of the site.
To sum up, with the aim of reconstructing the rela-
tionship between ‘urbs’ and ‘civitas’, the project 
proposes a “Study Centre for Archaeological Sites 
in the Mediterranean Basin” in order to recover the 
concept of heritage as a vital organism and as a re-
source for urban regeneration.

Figure 4. The ancient walls of Durres. Project for a Centre for Archaeological Studies in the Mediterranean Basin: Masterplan and in-
ternal view with project. Concept by Julia Demirai (Project developed as part of the Undergraduate Dissertation – Academic Year. 

2020/2021).
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Figure 5. The ancient walls of Durres_Project for a Centre for Archaeological Studies in the Mediterranean Basin: models. Concept by 
Julia Demirai (Project developed as part of the Undergraduate Dissertation – Academic Year. 2020/2021).
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Note 

1Catholic University “Nostra Signora del Buon Consiglio”, 
Faculty of Applied Sciences – Master’s Degree Course 
in Architecture (double degree title with academic staff 
from the University of Florence) and Centre for Research 
on Mediterranean Architecture. 
2 For further information on this subject see the catalogue 
of the Venice Biennale, “Biennale Architettura 2021. How 
will we live together?”, vol. National Participations and 
collateral events, Albania “In our home”, pp. 6-7.
3 L. B. Alberti, De re ædificatoria, L’architettura, from the 
Italian translation by Giovanni Orlandi, Milan 1966, p. 64. 
In Ettore Janulardo, Forme urbane e dell’abitare. Note su 
Leon Battista Alberti, BTA - Bollettino Telematico dell’Arte, 
27 April 2016, n. 804 http://www.bta.it/txt/a0/08/bta00804.
html
4 Santoro S. 2005, “Archeologia urbana, carta del rischio 
archeologico e programmazione della Tutela”, in Carta 
del rischio archeologico della città di Durres. Metodolo-
gia di realizzazione e istruzioni per l’uso, S. Santoro and A. 
Monti (eds.) ,p. 2.
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Introduction 

The double seismic event that affected some Italian 
Apennines regions in 2016 made the high level of risk of 
almost all of our country evident and at the same time 
raised a strong demand for safety from those communi-
ties that, affected by the earthquake or falling in sensitive 
areas, manifest a growing discomfort with regard to dan-
ger, emergency, reconstruction, all situations that under-
mine the “normality”.
The problem of reconstruction, dealt with from time to 
time according to non-codified procedures (“How it was, 
where it was”, moving to other safer sites, replacing col-
lapsed buildings with other non-existent anti-seismic ones 
with pre-existing forms, etc.), produces a widespread nos-
talgia for the authenticity of lost places and a strong will to 
reconstruct their beauty. The desire to remain in the plac-
es affected and continue to inhabit them substantiates 
the choice to rebuild the cities “where they were” as an 
expression of the roots of the populations to their territory 
and their identity linked to their land. 
The research conducted in the Dicar and Dicatech De-
partments of the Polytechnic University of Bari starting 
from 2016, of which this essay expresses some partial out-
comes, address the issue of safety together with that of 

identity and authenticity, focusing attention on innovative 
settlement models, responding to security criteria but able 
to preserve and rebuild the local identity, the social, cul-
tural and productive reality of a territory. 
The case study was the area of the upper Tronto valley.

The beauty of a fragile territory 

The permanence of the identifying characteristics of the 
hilly Italian territory, of its “classical landscape”, is linked 
to the existence of a settlement/housing tradition able 
to represent the identity of places as a harmonious rela-
tionship between architectural forms and forms of nature 
and to build it through a continuous process of regenera-
tion, following destruction by extraordinary events (earth-
quakes, fires, wars) or ordinary (urban renewal). 
The word “identity” is supported above all by the rule of 
repetition of forms; we, therefore, think of those signs of 
the territory as the works of soil control (centuriations, dry 
stone walls, substructures, etc.) that over time have inte-
grated with the geography of places up to a process of 
total identification, becoming the last structure to bring 
together spaces disjointed by global market dynamics 
(Marini, 2010). 
The beauty of the hill towns is in the authenticity and in the 
uniqueness of their distinctive forms, the result of a deep 
relationship with the territory, in which each architecture 
or part of a newly built city shares the constitutive gram-
mars of the urban form by constructing a strong identity, 
coinciding with the landscape or places in which each 
community recognises itself: it is space that returns identity 
(Corboz, 1998). 
The identity of the affected communities, expression of 
their relationship with the places, with the urban forms and 
with the land, is also put at risk by the incongruous trans-
formations of the “technical” matrix of the environment 
happened in this last years, united to the non-attendance 
of a “maintenance” policy. 
“The earthquake must be faced for its urgencies, of course, 
but also understood as an opportunity for the regenera-
tion of the existing city” (Venezia, 2016) and “land main-

 FRAGILE TERRITORIES 
THE RECONSTRUCTION OF A MISSING CITY

Figure 1. Pescara del Tronto before seismic event. Source: A. 
Amendola, G. Chiapparino, O. Giuga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, 

A. Musaio
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tenance” for the Internal areas of the country, because 
“the prevention and mitigation of seismic and hydro-ge-
ological risk, can make it possible to secure the territory, 
promote natural and cultural diversity and contribute to a 
new development strategy “(Barca, 2013). The choice to 
“rebuild where it was” could allow affected populations 
to return to live in their places of origin, as an expression of 
cultural roots in their own territory and becomes an oppor-
tunity to reconstruct the immaterial aspects of reality such 
as beauty, culture, social cohesion, participation (Barca, 
2013), offering an alternative to the notorious speculative 
“new towns.”

The research of new design paradigms 

Our country has a strong exposure to natural risk (earth-
quake, landslides, floods, etc.) that makes fragile a large 
number of urban settlements of great beauty, witnesses of 
national history, placed in critical contexts, both internal 
and coastal (peninsular and insular), whose value derives 
from the way in which their form interprets the natural con-
formation of our territories, enhancing their conspicuous 
places. Therefore, a request for security and a desire to 
preserve the identifying characteristics of vulnerable Ital-

ian cities and landscapes appear as the extremes of a 
problem of contemporaneity that must be faced with a 
multiscalar and multidisciplinary innovative approach that 
allows defining methods good practices capable of inte-
grating more knowledge. Assuming this dimension of the 
problem and recognising the centrality of the project and 
therefore of the form, the objective of the research is the 
definition of new paradigms for the interventions of trans-
formation, reconstruction, integration in which the value of 
the pre-existing formal orders is recognised in the territories, 
cities and artefacts, in the traces of the ancient and in the 
testimonies of the past. The reference field of research is, 
therefore, that of the city located in contexts subject to 
seismic and hydro-geological risk. The main interpretative 
key will be the knowledge of the relationship between the 
built form of the city and the natural form of the orograph-
ic substratum, between the structure of the buildings and 
the soil modelling works and the geological structure of 
the soil itself. In this sense, research goes beyond the log-
ic and scale of the intervention on the single building by 
defining new design strategies capable of combining the 
mitigation of risks with the permanence of the urban form. 
The size of the interventions for “elementary urban units” 
intermediate between the building and the city will con-

Figure 2. Gregoriano cadastre of Pescara del Tronto and historical/morphological analysis of urban structure. 
Source: A. Amendola, G. Chiapparino, O. Giuga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, A. Musaio
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Figure 3. Design of the urban structure of the project. Source: A. Amendola, G.Chiapparino, O.Giuga, F.Lorusso, M.Montaruli, A.Musaio

stitute the irreducible element of reference for the project; 
morphological and structural units whose formal definition 
and optimisation of behaviour with respect to the actions 
of the earthquake and hydro-geological instability will be 
achieved through operations on the built (demolition, thin-
ning, densification, counterfeit) and on the ground (terrac-
ing, constipation, substruction, embankment ...). 

Recognised the figurative power and the settlement value that 
the soil protection works assume in the contexts characterised 
by a steep terrain condition and taking into account the tech-
nical reasons the project will face the construction of the city 
spaces, internal and external to it, assuming as significant the 
orography, the topological and topographical conditions, the 
technical and urban forms as organic elements between them.

Figure 4. Three levels of the urban structure of the project (A. Amendola, G. Chiapparino, O. Giuga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, A. Musaio)
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The challenge of the research will be to derive the choices 
related to the actions put in place (demolitions, consol-
idations, new buildings) - as well as those connected to 
the location of the interventions - not by rules elaborat-
ed on a “sectoral” basis but by principles resulting from an 
integrated approach that incorporates the more strictly 
“technical” reasons (aimed at mitigating risks) with those 
“aesthetic” (defined by the relationships of the form), with 
the aim of achieving together safety and identity.

Building with the memory of absence. Pescara del Tronto

The research aimed to identify and experiment with a de-
sign methodology to define appropriate models for the 
construction/reconstruction of the Italian hill town, able to 
combine the theme of safety with those of the authentic-
ity and identity of the places affected. Trisungo and Pes-
cara del Tronto are two typable case studies: in the first, 
the theme of integrations in the valley-bottom city was dis-
cussed, and in the second, the theme of the total recon-
struction of the city on the slope.
The identified method tries to summarise structural issues 
(geological consistency of the soil, structural stability, safe-
ty of public spaces, living and functional comfort) and for-
mal questions (relationship between orographic substra-
tum and urban types, spatial relationships between urban 
spaces and built areas, building and structural types) ac-
cording to a multidisciplinary approach.
A “multi-scale” approach to the analysed space (territory, 
city, architecture) characterises the design experimenta-
tion that develops itself in two phases, an analytical and 
cognitive one, through the survey, the comparative and 
taxonomic analysis of cities and natural morphology of 
the upper Valle del Tronto; the other synthetic and design 
dedicated to the definition of the intervention models as 
verification of the results of the first phase.
In the first phase, the basic cognitive and theoretical ref-
erence framework was defined according to a scalar rel-
evance of the issues starting from the identification of the 
geographical units or “territorial rooms” to which the cities 
under study belong, also describing in a taxonomic and 
comparative way the geographical forms, landscape, set-
tlements, urban fabric, architecture. The geomorphological 
characteristics such as orography, morphology, hydrology, 
geology, the seismic hazard of territorial geographical units 
have been analysed and described on the territory scale 
in order to identify the forms of soil containment and the 
most appropriate constructive forms to ensure the conti-
nuity with the building and housing tradition of the territory.

Figure 5. Three levels of the urban structure of the project sche-
matic plan and section (A. Amendola, G. Chiapparino, O. Giu-

ga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, A. Musaio)
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The city can establish a significant relationship of conti-
nuity with the physical forms of the soil with its geological 
modelling and lithological stratification. 
In particular, recognising the figurative power that the 
soil protection works, thanks to their dimension, assume in 
the contexts characterised by a steep terrain condition, 
the project recognises the “foundational”, etymological 
value of the ground shapes, in the construction of the 
forms of the city, its size, its spaces and its topological 
conditions. 
The operations of terracing, constipation, subsistence, 
embankment take on the value of a settlement form 
because they make monumental the system of natural 
forms waiting for built urban forms. 
In this way shape and size of the new urban plan are 
determined by the shape of the ground because each 
part of it is defined based on the confirmation of the soil 
on which it is located, developing the typological para-
digm of the area in an identity-based manner according 
to the site’s shape.
After the earthquake, the partial removal of rubble and 
layers of incoherent material has produced a new site 
conformation, consisting of a sequence of terraces and 
slopes that culminates with a spur facing east over the 
valley. 
The middle slope separates the area of the quarries aban-
doned from above by a steep slope below, which ends 
in a promontory in the shape of a triangular spur, facing 
east over the stream and south over the Tronto valley. 

On the urban scale, the settlement and construction 
models that generated the current urban structures 
and their forms have been recognised, identifying 
characteristics to be assumed as invariants in the de-
sign phase. The type-morphological characteristics of 
the urban fabric, such as the structure of the routes, 
the aggregative forms, the spaces and their genera-
tive grammar, were analysed and described to iden-
tify the elementary urban units to be assumed as syn-
tactic and identity morphemes in the reconstruction 
of urban spaces. In particular, with regards to Pescara 
del Tronto, the absence of physical references made 
this work complicated because its urban structure was 
reconstructed starting from historical cartographies 
and through the typological, morphological and struc-
tural analysis of the few architectures of which we had 
documented. This work was addressed to grasp the 
settlement principles and the urban structure to iden-
tify the existing distinctive relationships between the 
shape of the ground, the forms of containment and 
urban forms.
In the second phase, based on the cognitive frame-
work, some design models have been identified based 
on the correspondence between formal and con-
structive aspects of the constituent elements of urban 
forms, ensuring safety and the permanence of their 
renewed identity.The shape and dimensions of the el-
ementary morphological units are congruent with the 
ground’s containment structures and foundations. 

Figure 6. Urban profile of the project (A. Amendola, G. Chiapparino, O. Giuga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, A. Musaio)
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The project interprets these variations, including the forms 
of containment, substruction and basement in the form 
of the new urban layout: in the upper part, a viable em-
bankment protecting from landslides becomes the mar-
gin of a natural path that delimits the memory park, con-
necting the village with the initial part of the city.
Below the road, a system of terraced vineyards imple-
ments the original one and becomes an interpretative 
form of the steep slope that characterises the slope, con-
cluded at the bottom by the inhabited front of row-walled 
houses-walls on the north-south axis and placed on the 
passage limit from the slope of the slope to the plateau 
of the promontory. On the other side of the “Vallone”, a 
small urban space like a belvedere opened towards Pes-
cara and Tronto valley, placed on the site of the original 
first urban nucleus of Pescara del Tronto, re-establishes 
the original opposition relationship and faces the inhabit-
ed settlements on the two ridges of the river itself.
We also tried to define the settlement principle, the shape 
of the urban structure and that of its morphological units, 
through the constructive and spatial congruence be-
tween foundations and buildings, expressing the conti-
nuity with the forms of the ground as the Italian hill town 
assumes the forms of the ground as their own etymolog-
ical roots showing an uncommon ability to interpret the 
relationship with nature, building a place. 
The idea of the city combines containment systems, em-
bankments, terraces and the linear and compact build-
ing fabric, made up of terraced houses grouped in a 
row and interconnected systems settled on the versant. 
The main street partially coincides with the ancient seat 
of the main road leading to the church of Santa Croce, 
overlooking the Vallone: from it orthogonal roads depart 
which end against the slopes that delimit the Vallene bot-
tom, creating a fabric of storage perpendicular to the 
valley and parallel to the Via Salaria. 
Thus nature and architecture once again become con-
stituent parts of the urban form to restore the identity of 
the place that is singularly defined through the project, 
giving recognition and belonging to the communities 
that can return to inhabit those places. 

Conclusions

The desire to rebuild the cities affected there “where 
they were” can ensure the return to the “normality” de-
sired by the populations, re-establishing the continuity 
of a housing and construction tradition, starting from 
the reconstruction for elementary urban units. Figure 7. Housing module detail (A. Amendola, G. Chiapparino, 

O. Giuga, F. Lorusso, M. Montaruli, A. Musaio)
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The natural catastrophes that erase the identity of en-
tire geographical areas produce the progressive loss of 
its most typical representative part in terms of physical, 
social and productive features within nations such as 
Italy. 
The safety of these areas must be combined with the 
return of the populations to the places affected and 
rebuilt as returning to live and produce in their places, 
in their land, takes on a strategic value in the process 
of social and environmental reconstruction. To rebuild 
the affected city “where it was”, safe but recognisa-
ble, it is necessary that the new interventions re-estab-
lish inter-scale relations with the land, the landscape, 
the territory, recognising in the forms of the earth the 
etymological root of the urban form and the value of 
uniqueness that derives from them. Then transform to 
preserve from a deep knowledge of what it was to 
define models and methods of intervention able to as-
sume the existing complexity and to reconstruct it with 
its own identity.

References 

Barca, F. (2013). Intervento al Forum Aree interne: nuove 
strategie per la programmazione 2014 2020 della politi-
ca di coesione territoriale, Rieti, 11 12 Marzo 2013.
Corboz, A., (1998). Il territorio come palinsesto, in Vi-
ganò P., Ordine sparso, saggi sull’arte, il metodo, la cit-
tà, il paesaggio, Franco Angeli, Milano. 
Cristinelli, G., Foramitti, V. (a cura di), (1999). Il restauro 
tra identità e autenticità, atti della tavola rotonda “I 
principi fondativi del restauro architettonico”, Venezia, 
31.01-01.02 1999, Marsilio, Venezia.
De Vincenti, C. (2015). Strategia Aree Interne – Relazi-
one annuale sulla strategia Nazionale per le Aree In-
terne, Roma, Cipe.
Di Venosa, M., Morrica, M. (2018). Rigenerare territori 
fragili. Strategie e progetti, Aracne, 2018.
Marini, S. (2010). Nuove terre. Architetture e paesaggi 
dello scarto, Quodlibet, Macerata, 2010.
Martí Arís, C., (2007). La cèntina e l’arco. Pensiero, teo-
ria, progetto in architettura, Christian Marinotti, edizioni, 
Milano.
Pignatti, L. (2020). Territori fragili. Saggi ed approfondi-
menti dopo IFAU 2018, Gangemi, Roma, 2020
Venezia, F. (2016). Terremoto e ricostruzione. Paro-
la a Francesco Venezia, discorso tenuto a L’Aquila il 
05.09.2016, https://www.artribune.com/static-index.
html

Yourcenar, M. (1981). Memorie di Adriano, Einaudi, Tori-
no, 1981, p.120



115

14
Filippo Angelucci , Hanan Elfraites

Introduction 

The city’s passage into the so-called post-Fordist era, an 
end to the intensive industrialization of the territory and 
sprawling urban expansion is causing more than just the 
decommissioning of former manufacturing sites and vast 
peri-urban areas. This condition has also initiated a new 
season of densification inside the city for at least two rea-
sons: Firstly, because the building concentration tends to 
correspond with effects (e.g., a diminution in movements, 
optimization of services, reduction in toxic emissions), that 
compensates the unsustainability of the industrial city (Ng, 
2010; Density Atlas, 2019). Secondly, because high-density 
cities continue in any case to offer greater opportunities 
for employment, leisure, and culture, together with bet-
ter living conditions, than more isolated settlements (UN, 
2015). 
In practical terms, this second season of densification con-
stitutes a continuation of the modern ideal of the Fordist 
city. It simply dislocates its advantages and disadvan-
tages into other environments. Not only modern or con-
temporary areas of expansion in large cities are involved. 
Historical nuclei of small/medium-sized settlements are 
also witnessed to densification of constructions, people, 
and functions. Historical cities are transforming into “cap-
sulized” entities (based on the model of specialized areas 
for commercial use) that tend to shed any ties with their 
environmental context (De Cauter, 2006).
These forced actions to modernize the historical city can 
be tied back to two principal actions. 
The first aspect is referred to the transformation of histori-
cal areas into enclaves for tourism leisure and the flatten-
ing of urban spaces to reflect standardized formal-func-
tional models.
In part, the defunctionalization of historical areas has gen-
erated interventions unilaterally centred on inserting build-
ings and spaces within international consumerist itineraries 
of cultural, religious, food & wine and commercial mass 
tourism (Cervellati, 2010). For other aspects, the perform-
ative comparison with standards in large cities – based 
exclusively on vehicular accessibility, speed of movement 

and access to large commercial supply chains – has only 
depreciated the value of the historical city and its capac-
ity to attract investments and new projects. 

Recurring criticalities in historical cities

The process of capsulizing historical cities generally oc-
curs in two phases. The first tends to concentrate func-
tions solely in centres of attraction, with consequent con-
gestion of tourist offerings, a loss in the morphological 
identity of spaces, and gentrification (De Cauter, 2004). 
Secondly, there is acceleration in mobility flows and a re-
duction in the time it takes to cross public spaces. Finally, 
there is a progressive dematerialisation of the edges of 
the historical city (Settis, 2017), with the sole objective of 
facilitating designs for the use of historical-architectural 
heritage by the masses. These phenomena, whose larg-
est effect is felt by the system of unbuilt spaces (Fig. 1), 
unfolds in three specific phases in the process of perceiv-
ing, using and modifying open space: accessing, cross-
ing and pausing. 
Regarding access questions, new typologies of open 
space (parking areas, interchange hubs) increase extra 
moenia. This produces such diverse criticalities as: the in-
crease of consumption and waterproofing of agricultural 
and natural areas; a rupture with the synergic evolution 
between city walls and natural resources; the reduction 
of “slow” options of accessing the city; the appearance 
of tunnels, escalators, and mechanical lifts for ever-faster 
movement. About questions of crossing, the only roads 
to survive are those that respond to the home-parking/
parking-store model, capable of supporting the high-
speed vehicular movement. Other criticalities include: 
the disappearance of interface areas between open 
public space and closed private space; the occupation 
of broad portions of roads with parking lots; the decrease 
of slow access and walkability; repaving that responds 
only to the specific needs of vehicular movement. 
Parking in the historical city is reduced to the emulation of 
high-speed and intensive consumerism models typical of 
shopping malls with the same criticalities.

PROMOTING HISTORICAL URBAN OPEN SPACE AS A CONVIVIAL ENVIRONMENT 
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 Between these main critical aspects, there is the special-
ization of activities related solely to food; the invasion of 
outdoor spaces with fixed furnishings; the decrease of 
spaces that can be crossed on foot or by bicycle and 
their relative safety; an increase in the concentration of 
users; an increase in conditions of acoustic and visual dis-
comfort. 

Urban open space as a convivial environment

The densification induced by capsulization interrupts more 
than stylistic, formal, or urban-architectural continuity in-
side the historical city. There is also a break in the relation-
ship between the means of using open space and the 
context in which it is located. This effect is caused by an 

exasperated acceleration of experiences that transforms 
inhabitants of the historical city into simple consumers. The 
edges of historical areas are presented as boundaries to 
be overcome, spaces to be accessed without delay and 
in the shortest time possible. Streets are transformed into 
axes to be crossed at maximum speed. Polarities mutate 
into zones for the fast delivery of services for tourism, hos-
pitality, and commerce.
Edges, streets, and polarities should instead be reinterpret-
ed in accordance with a vision intent on recomposing the 
convivial conditions of inhabiting the spaces and attrac-
tions of the historical city, recovering the multi-dimension-
al qualities of perception and experience. Open space 
must be attributed an enabling value in terms of a space/
environmental system. 

Figure 1. Historical urban open spaces and critical effects of forced modernization. Examples from case studies in Lanciano (Italy). 
Research LIMEN. 
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This complex technological-environmental interface 
must not be limited to facilitating the fruition/consump-
tion of the cultural capital of historical cities. Instead, it 
must enable conditions that allow the wellbeing inside 
the historic architectural-urban heritage. This different 
point of view reintegrates open space within the con-
tinuum of the historical city by reinterpreting it as a con-
vivial, inclusive, welcoming, attractive, and flexible en-
vironment that respects local cultures of dwelling and 
building. 
The objective of conviviality is not only to ensure access 
to goods and services; it is also a question of modelling 
objects and spaces, shaping and using them “with oth-
ers and for others”. This permits a redefinition of the rela-
tionship with otherness and the environment in terms of 
“vitality, fairness and creative autonomy”, as an equilibri-
um between input and output (Illich, 1973).
Rethinking unbuilt space in terms of a social space/en-
vironmental system may constitute the first step toward 
stemming the excesses of modernization induced by the 
capsulisation of the historical city and allow us to achieve 
various objectives. 
This approach would extend the maintenance and con-
servation of urban and architectural heritage into an 
“environmental setting” of techniques, materials, and 
languages (Pane, 1987). It would preserve the vitality of 
the historical city by working with the articulation and or-
ganic diversification of its connecting elements (Cederna 
2006). It would redefine a sense of “inside” the historical 
city, opening up toward an “outside” to welcome the ex-
changes and alterations fundamental to the very survival 
of the city (Cervellati, 2019). It would consent to an inte-
gral promotion of the historical urban landscape by work-
ing with natural, cultural and human resources, participa-
tory processes, values, vulnerabilities and public-private 
collaborations among multiple actors (UNESCO, 2013). 
There are two principal methods of intervention for restor-
ing this sense of conviviality within the space/environmen-
tal system of the historical city: recovering the regulating 
capacities of some typologies of open space and sup-
porting the preservation of specific relational conditions 
that are fundamental to conviviality.

Six typologies of regulating convivial spaces

A first approach to restoring conviviality to the space/en-
vironmental system of the historical city involves recover-
ing and promoting the capacities of open spaces to gen-
erate conditions of wellbeing. 

In pre-modern cities, the ordinary relationship between 
buildings, open spaces, inhabitants, and foreign users is 
founded on a rhythm that tends to be slower than that 
adopted in extraordinary situations (war, evacuation, 
plague). Advances and pauses along itineraries and 
polarities were protracted and marked by a continu-
ous state of wandering among people, goods, markets, 
shops, and taverns.
Conviviality served to maintain urban vitality. Its absence 
meant the decay of the economy and forms of support 
to the city and its residents, not to mention the risk of col-
lapsing equilibriums, balances and autonomies between 
the rights of fixed citizens and temporary users. 
This atmosphere of hospitality and conviviality could be 
found in spaces that were more than simply functional 
to the movement of people, animals, and goods. Paths, 
covered passages, shelters, public/private boundaries, 
islands and oases were the lemmas used to construct 
convivial narratives. 
Recovering the character of conviviality through the 
regulatory capacities of these six recurring typologies of 
space is fundamental for initiating regenerative actions 
in the historical city. They serve less to reinstate the com-
forts of fast shopping/food and more to promote con-
ditions of wellbeing in the city, the advantages of user 
diversity (UN, 2007), the pleasures of “living well” together 
(Morin, 2014) (Fig. 2 A). 
Along paths, it is necessary to re-establish socio-cultur-
al, work-related, and residential coexistence conditions, 
privilege slow crossings on foot/by bicycle, ensure access 
for disabled tourists and weaker users and permit vehic-
ular access to residents or emergency/service vehicles. 
They must favour perceptive sequences and pauses, co-
herent with road geometries and sections, avoiding the 
congestion of signs and objects. 
Covered passages (porticoes, underpasses) must be 
promoted in terms of their role as protection against the 
elements and effects of climate change. They must be 
considered spaces for walking, eventually provided with 
lightweight and reversible facilities, avoiding any inter-
vention that risks compromising their use in the event of 
an emergency or during servicing or assistance. 
Shelters have always served as specific points along 
paths, as micro-spaces for pause, rest, meeting, talk-
ing, reading, playing. Integrated among buildings and 
open spaces, they must respect buildings’ typological, 
geometric, and functional characters without causing 
interruptions, fractures, or obstructions to the unbuilt en-
vironment’s perception, functioning, and safety. 
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Figure 2. Regulating spaces and conditions for conviviality as main project themes for the design of space/environmental system. 
Reserch case studies: Chieti_lab, LIMEN, BikeFlu. 



119

Frontiers between buildings-exteriors are more than gates 
to be opened and closed; they are thresholds that estab-
lish communications between home and street, work and 
residence, production, and consumption. They should be 
used to regulate flows (air, light, sound, scents), create 
functional interactions (exhibiting, conversing, exchang-
ing, communicating, observing) and enable multiple 
senses (sight, smell, touch, taste, hearing).
Islands (courtyards, widening, gardens, terraces) are es-
sential spaces for favouring the unity of neighbourhood 
relations, hosting activities of sharing/cooperation, cultur-
al/recreational events and exchanges between cultures 
and generations. They must guarantee psychophysical 
and micro-climatic wellbeing conditions by filtering the 
intensity of flows without transforming them into exclusive-
ly private spaces. Oases (vegetable and flower gardens, 
fountains) assume value as interactive spaces with natural 
resources (water, air, plants, humidity, shadow) to com-
pensate for the congestion of flows of users or to rebal-
ance the effects of climate change. 

Six relational conditions for conviviality

By balancing the drives that tend to modernize historical 
settlements, conditions of conviviality depend not only 
on the capacity to regulate the reactions, functions, and 
performance of built and inbuilt heritage. 
They also ensure the capability of design to make the 
space/environmental system behave as an interface be-
tween immaterial relations. 
At least two emerging aspects need to be considered. 
In the medium-long term, the damaging effects of con-
gestion cause a drop in the quality of a visit and flows of 
visitors interested in times of extended permanence. They 
are a source of crisis also for the economic reasons under-
lying the intensification of intensive cultural, recreational 
and tourist uses (Garzillo, 2019; Leon, 2019).
Furthermore, congestion introduces a mono thematic 
transformation of the historical city, leading to depop-
ulation and a loss in vital services for residents (Di Biase, 
2011). The mono thematic nature of functions strips away 
the original characters and identities that represent the 
values that attract residents and temporary visitors to the 
historical city. This operative framework makes it possible 
to hypothesize the use of historical areas of the city for 
tourism, culture, and recreational uses, however, without 
interrupting the vital immaterial relations that distinguish 
rhythms, atmospheres and harmonies for residents and 
temporary users. 

The interface concept places proposals, transformation 
actions and the management of the settlement system 
within an expanded vision and a process by which the 
comprehensive value of the historical city is not com-
pared solely to technical and spatial components. 
Within the space/environmental system, it is also possible 
to forecast eventual additional, integrative, subtractive, 
and infrastructural micro-interventions, though always 
focused on balancing a set of fundamental relations for 
conviviality (fig. 2 B). 
The void-solid relationship is one of the principal variables 
for avoiding the semiotic pollution caused by the densifi-
cation of technical objects, sign age and information. It is 
fundamental to avoid annulling the value of unbuilt space 
as a space of pause and interval to preserve the original 
morphological characters of the historical system of set-
tlement. The external-internal relationship is fundamental 
to neighbourhood unity and interaction among buildings 
and public space. Breaking this relation means forcing the 
interior of the unbuilt by limiting actions to the “furnishing” 
of open space. It also means losing the opportunity for 
more “eyes on the street” (Jacobs, 1961) to guarantee 
vitality, safety and surveillance. 
The open-closed relationship establishes the degree of ex-
change among sensations, emotions, perceptions, infor-
mation, services and products, between built and unbuilt 
spaces. This relationship must be managed to avoid the 
demarcation of physical confines or an increase in spe-
cialized enclosed spaces (dehors, kiosks), to nurture the 
intensity and continuity of interchanges in open space. 
The public-private relationship assumes a central role in 
regulating the privacy, safety, and accessibility of uses in 
open space. It must be governed to favour the fluidity of 
unbuilt spaces, avoiding negative interferences capable 
of compromising the historical city’s habitability, hospital-
ity, and attractiveness. The inside-outside relationship re-
gards the communicational equilibrium between residents 
and visitors by establishing the historical city’s possible 
degrees of preservation and alteration. Therefore, it must 
be intended as the capacity to balance between space 
and place, otherness and identity, hospitality and refusal, 
the quality of the city intramoenia and the quality of the 
territory (Vernant, 2004).The natural-artificial relationship 
distinguishes what changes spontaneously in the historical 
city from what is destined to be preserved through human 
intervention. It exceeds the simple relationship between 
materials and techniques because it admits the possibility 
for actions favouring the recovery and promotion of the 
historical city that may not be exclusively conservative.
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Conclusions

Considering the open spaces of the historic city, not only 
as simple infrastructural components but also as a com-
plex space/environmental system, produces two oppor-
tunities that can be linked back to the theme of convivi-
ality.
An initial opportunity regards the possibility to reintegrate 
public space within vital economic and productive pro-
cesses as a privileged system for the physical reconnec-
tion of values and activities in the historical city. What pre-
vails, in this case, is the volumetric nature of the space/
environmental system. Conviviality also results from the 
capacity to intervene by forecasting cultural, tourism and 
recreational uses, though without affecting the right to his-
torical heritage afforded to all typologies of users, wheth-
er fixed or temporary. 
The second opportunity concerns the capacity of open 
space to guarantee the necessary conditions for living to-
gether in the historical city, acting on immaterial relations 
among the landscape, technical-building culture, and 
dwelling practices. What emerges in this second case is 
the relational role of the space/environmental system. 
Conviviality derives from the capacity to weave vital rela-
tions, re-establish interrupted atmospheres, recover alter-
native rhythms, and reconstruct the reciprocity of values 
among different parts of the historical settlement system. 
In both cases, the space/environmental system generates 
conviviality by developing a common and participatory 
sense (among individual inhabitants, in settled commu-
nities and temporary societies) founded on the evolutive 
nature of the historical city.
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15
Silvia Cacioni

Introduction

After 1871, the urban development of Rome was a fun-
damental moment in the history of the new capital of 
the Kingdom of Italy. The various Master Plans issued be-
tween its proclamation and 1909 highlighted the need to 
expand the city’s territory, which had proved unsuitable 
for the needs of a modern metropolis. The urbanization 
process was carefully planned since 1873 but was imple-
mented only ten years later with several changes (Fig. 1). 
It was crucial for the city, which still retained its 16th-cen-
tury layout . However, Roma Capital’s Master Plans issued 
until the beginning of the 20th century were fully-fledged 
tears in the city’s fabric. They quickly reorganized the ‘old’ 
territory, extended its boundaries and overturned the pre-
vious layout, which had remained essentially unchanged 
since the urban planning intervention carried out at the 
time of Pope Sixtus V. 

The new districts that quickly sprung up around the old 
town centre were intended for residential housing and 
needed to be completed by providing all the servic-
es for the citizens and civil servants living in the area. 
As already clarified and discussed on the occasion of 
IFAU19 – 3rd International Forum for Architecture and 
Urbanism, Modernization and Globalization Challeng-
es and Opportunities in Architecture, Urbanism, Cultur-
al Heritage2, the plots of land on which the new houses 
were to be built were arranged in a fixed order defined 
by a sequence of quadrangular plots of land following 
the classic urban layout also found in ancient Roman 
cities, particularly in the area of the Salario-Trieste dis-
trict, formerly known as Savoia.

The Clergy’s programmatic indications and the new 
religious buildings 

The Savoia district, officially established in 1926 on the 
slopes of Villa Ada and the historic Villa and Vigna 
Lancellotti, was again enlarged by the 1931 Master 
Plans (Fig. 2), which extended its boundaries towards 
the east, close to the Aniene Valley3 . 
The area overlooking the Salaria Railway, later known 
as Quartiere Africano, was built after the 1940s but 
was already recognizable, albeit with a different lay-
out from what was later built, in the planning scheme 
envisaged in the 1909 Master Plan, as it was consid-
ered strategic due to its proximity to the Nomentana 
railway station. 
As it had happened in the other previously built ‘sub-
urbs’, the district was quickly provided with all the 
services for the residents but was initially lacking the 
religious buildings that traditionally characterized the 
papal city. In this context and by virtue of the needs 
of the faithful, the Vicariate of Rome took on the re-
sponsibility of erecting churches in the new districts, 
bearing all expenses and intervening, with specific in-
dications about the style to be adopted, in the cultur-
al debate that was kindling the minds of many Italian 
architects.

THE NEOMEDIEVAL HISTORICISM OF TULLIO ROSSI SAVOIA’S CHURCHES IN THE 
‘SALARIO-TRIESTE’ DISTRICT OF ROME (1930-1950)

Figure 1. Master plan of Rome (1883) by the concession of the 
Archivio Storico Capitolino,Cart. XIII, 19.
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La Chiesa vuole essere presente in ogni quartiere dove la 
gente vive e lavora4. With this goal in mind, motivated by 
the need to cater to the souls of the faithful in the suburbs, 
Pius XI founded the Pontificia Opera per la Preservazione 
della Fede e la Provvista di Nuove Chiese in Roma5 in 1930.  
On 5 August, the Holy Father instituted the Opera with 
a Motu Proprio to provide for the spirituality of the dio-
cese, which at the time had only 67 churches6 . After only 
four years, between new buildings and restoration work, 
83 churches were built on the territory. 16 of them were 
raised thanks to the collaborazione di 7 architetti, soli o in 
cooperativa; e per tanto non di uno solo. Ciò per la verità 
perché: oltre il Busiri Vici, vi figurano Rossi e Conti, Fornari, 
Cassinis, Calza Bini, Bazzani, Barluzzi e Grazioni, Pediconi e 
Paniconi, Parisi 7. 
As previously mentioned on the occasion of the IFAU 19 
Conference held in Tirana, architect Clemente Busiri Vici, 
namely the author of the church of San Saturnino – built-in 
1934 in the Savoia district –, worked on behalf of the Vicar-
iate but prematurely abandoned the prestigious task to 
take on the role of architect of Propaganda Fide. 

Engineer Busiri Vici was succeeded by his young pupil 
Tullio Rossi, trained at the Regia Scuola Superiore di Ar-
chitettura in Rome, responsible for designing two of the 
sacred buildings Salario-Trieste. In line with the program-
matic indications of the Clergy, which had clarified its 
stance with respect to modern architecture since the 
beginning of the century, Tullio Rossi materialized in the 
two buildings constructed here the will of the church, 
which intended to Ricondurre l’arte cristiana ai sui puri e 
gloriosi principi […].  Non altrimenti vuole Pio X che l’ar-
chitettura sacra s’informi agli immortali capolavori dello 
stile basilicale, o agli stili romanico e gotico8. 
In Italy, the cultural debate born around the style to be 
adopted for the construction of new religious buildings 
began in the 1920s and saw the participation of many of 
the most influential designers of the time, including aca-
demic Gustavo Giovannoni and various members of the 
Clergy. The engineer, persuaded by the need to deal with 
history, which had to be considered the primary source of 
inspiration, wanted to link sacred modernity to local tradi-
tion, specifically the Romanesque lingo. 

Figure 2. Detail of the area in the “Salario-Trieste” discrict (Master Plans 1909 and 1931) by the concession of the Archivio Storico Cap-
itolino, Cart. XIII, 1; Stragr.680 (10).
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He also declared his opposition to Le Corbusier’s function-
alism, which had precociously inspired the new rationalist 
churches designed by architects Ignazio Gardella and 
Alberto Sartoris (Fig. 3)9. For the Academician, churches 
ought instead to re
turn to performing their liturgical function in its tradition-
al form while at the same time embracing the techno-
logical revolution of reinforced concrete. In 1932, Pius XI 
declared his detachment from the latest generation of 
sacred art, which he considered caricatural and degen-
erate11.                
For the Pope, religious architecture had to play a social 
role and be inspired by ancient shapes, as well as recon-
nect with the local culture in keeping with the Genius 
loci, as advocated by Marcello Piacentini. He built the 
basilica of Sacro Cuore di Cristo Re in the Prati district, 
considered one of the most significant religious buildings 
in modern Rome12.

Tullio Rossi and the ‘Trieste’ district

In this context, between the 1930s and the 1950s, Tullio 
Rossi was responsible for the construction of a corpus 
ecclesie of forty recognizable buildings throughout the 
territory of Rome13. The architect is therefore to be con-
sidered as one of the figures who most embodied the 
cultural milieu of the time, at least as far as the numer-
ous experiences gained in the field of religious building 
are concerned14. In the new district under construction, 
consistently with the wishes of the Curia of Rome, which 
had commissioned the work, the architect built two of 
the most significant sacred buildings named after Saint 
Emerentiana and Saint Maria Goretti. 

The lingo adopted in the churches of the Trieste district, 
which were built at a distance of about ten years from 
one another, is ascribable to a new-medieval matrix and 
thus responds to the many requests contained in the 
statements issued by the Holy Church15. The two projects 
are characterized by a stylistic matrix of Romanesque der-
ivation, which has its roots in local history. 
The lingo defined by the author is characterized by the 
simplified use of different morphological elements of his-
torical derivation, which are modernly translated here 
through the essential rendition of the various architectural 
components and resolved with unusual sobriety in terms 
of lines and volumes. 
The dependence of the projects on a traditional matrix 
can be seen in the choice of materials, including Roman 
bricks and travertine, and by virtue of the planimetric 
distribution of the spaces, which are developed through 
large naves within a traditional basilica plan. The church 
dedicated to Saint Emerentiana (Fig. 4) was built in 1942 
and overlooked the homonymous square. The façade 
dominated by the monumental arch motif, which is also a 
feature of the main façade of the nearby church of San 
Saturnino16, stands solid and massive, embracing the es-
sential features of Romanesque architecture.  
The salient façade is divided into two levels by a white 
string course that marks the separation of the space des-
tined to the elevation of the main nave, which is sided by 
two squatter bodies dedicated to the small aisles. 

Figure 4. Tullio Rossi, Saint Emerentiana, Roma, 1943 ca. (histori-
cal photograph)

Figure 3. Alberto Sartoris’s 1932 church in Lourtier, in Giolli 1936, 
page 45
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The front, which is structured like a typical brick-faced 
wall, is preceded by a short flight of steps leading to the 
three entrance portals, all of which are arched and em-
bellished with travertine. 
The original, unbuilt version of the rear elevation of the 
building, which was replaced by a classic semicircu-
lar, protruding apse, was initially marked by a blind log-
gia reminiscent of the one built-in 1933 for the church of 
San Francesco Saverio, which was designed by Albereto 
Calza Bini in collaboration with Clemente Busiri Vici for the 
new Garbatella district. 
The compact, imposing bell tower leans against the side 
elevation, which is rhythmically marked by a sequence 
of arches that give space to the walkable loggia; this is 
also mirrored in the right elevation, where a small, slightly 
recessed building offers an impressive view of the asym-
metrical façade. The arches are arranged rhythmically 
in the lateral elevations, making the sides, which would 
otherwise have been too flat and monotonous, dynamic.

The solid, massive structure of the building also features an 
unusual aspect, since it does not reveal the traditional tri-
partition of the sacred hall, which is marked on the outside 
by the use of the three portals with lunettes; said portals 
are only contained within the space of the central nave 
and are not intended, as tradition dictates, to mark the 
three aisles. Indeed, the interior space (Fig. 5) is divided 
into three parts by a sequence of pillars overlapped by 
classic matronea supported by simple semi-columns with 
Doric capitals. 
The environment, which is covered with a succession of 
lowered barrel vaults, is illuminated by a sequence of 
curved windows arranged on the attic floor. On the out-
side, it corresponds to the loggias of the sides. In the side 
chapels, it is possible to see the most refined cross vaults, 
which are placed on the sides of the building and mark 
the space of the lateral chapels, embraced by a series of 
longitudinal arches. Strangely enough, there are five such 
chapels on the right and only one on the left.  

Figure 5. Tullio Rossi, church Saint Emerentiana, current conformation.
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Figure 6. Tullio Rossi, Church “Degli Amara”, 1953, first project, 
ASFi, Tullio Rossi historical fund, progetti in rotoli, T28, no. 72, tav. 

no. 2735 

Figure 7. Tullio Rossi, Church “Degli Amara”, 1953, first project, 
ASFi, Tullio Rossi historical fund, progetti in rotoli, T28, no. 72, tav. 

no. 2069.

Tullio Rossi built the church of Santa Maia Goretti, 
which in the architect’s projects is called ‘degli Am-
ara’, in 1952, just a few hundred meters from Santa 
Emerentiana17. Three different projects were dedi-
cated to the building, but the first and the last (the 
one that was built) is the most valuable. In the last 
version dedicated to the Chiesa degli Amara, the 
edifice (Fig. 6) is characterized by a single building. 
Its façade is divided into three parts by a series of 
rectangular frames obtained thanks to the different 
arrangement of the rows of bricks, which produce a 
chiaroscuro effect of remarkable impact. 
The texture, characterized by different mouldings al-
ternating with recesses and projections, is interrupt-
ed on the front by the arched entrance portal and 
the rose window. The white marble band is placed, 
complete with an epigraph and papal coat of arms. 
This particular wall structure is probably to be inter-
preted as a visual expression of the clinker-covered 
structure of the building, and it is reprised in the back 
of the apse that stretches outward by means of a 
short curvilinear projection. 
The lateral elevations, on which nine long windows 
per side follow each other, are defined by the alter-
nation of the holes and of further mouldings, which 
also produce, as in the whole building, a pleasant 
chiaroscuro effect. Inside, the classic basilica lay-
out stretches for forty meters, plus another ten ded-
icated to the presbytery, which is completed by an 
apse ending in a slight curve. 
The side chapels are arranged on the sides, alter-
nating with different conformations that always 
depend on a strict geometrical design. The interior 
spaces are separated by massive pillars with green 
lessens, golden bases and simple capitals. The roof-
ing of the nave is lowered and outlined by a series of 
twin beams that recall those installed in the nearby 
church of San Saturnino by Clemente Busiri Vici. 
A bell tower characterized by unusual slenderness 
typical of sails is placed on the left, closer to the sac-
risty, which, together with the front colonnade, con-
tributes to tying up the architectural unit dedicated 
to the rectory and the parish services. 
Unlike the one that was built, the first project19 (Fig. 
7) is defined by a central octagonal plan, which has 
been historically successful in the Capitoline area. 
Think of the Lateran Baptistery or the church of San-
ta Maria Mediatrice by Giovanni Muzio, which was 
completed in 1950. 

In this building, architect Tullio Rossi still followed a 
typical historical model, both in terms of coating ma-
terial and formal order; here, unlike in other projects, 
said model seems to achieve greater monumentali-
ty, partly due to its planimetric layout. 
The building is characterized by the lines of the octa-
gon, which are complemented on the sides by four 
small alternating structures dedicated to the side 
chapels and the main entrance. In the elevation, it is 
possible to recognize the simple style that character-
izes the lingo of the architect, who decided to illumi-
nate the main body of the church through a series of 
open windows on the side-walls, the lantern and the 
tambour, in line with the apex of the double-pitched 
roof. 
Here on the top, the typical geometric wall struc-
ture, which defines the elevation space, is still pro-
posed, completed by a marble band with typical 
Roman tiles.
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Conclusions

The churches built by Tullio Rossi in the Salario-Trieste dis-
trict are a remarkable cultural cross-section since they 
can be considered as the stylistic evolution of a histori-
cal lingo characterized by a gradual simplification of lines 
and shapes of medieval origin. In line with the intentions 
of the Clergy, which firmly expressed its conservative po-
sition, the architect developed a personal style capable 
of reconciling the progress of technique with a traditional 
design dependent on local etymology, as had already 
happened in civil architecture with the Roman “Baroc-
chetto” in the historic Savoia district of Rome19.

Note

*The essay published here is to be considered as the spe-
cific in-depth study of the theme discussed at the IFAU19 
Conference held in Tirana. I would like to thank Florian Ne-
pravishta, Carlo Bianchini and Simona Benedetti, Profes-
sor for their support.
1 26 May 1882 saw the approval by the City Council of 
the first Master Plan of Roma Capitale, which ratified the 
already ongoing expansion of the city and defined its sub-
sequent development. The plans are kept in the Archivio 
Storico Capitolino (hereinafter referred to as ASC) and are 
published here (Figs. 1-2) by concession of the ‘Sovrinten-
denza Capitolina ai Beni Culturali – Archivio Storico Cap-
itolino’, Stampe e dei Disegni della Biblioteca Romana 
Fund, Cart. XIII, 119; Cart. XIII, 1; Stragr. 680 (10), relating 
respectively to the 1883, 1909 and 1931 Master Plans of 
the city of Rome.
2 Passarelli, Spaccarelli 1971, pages 119-128.
3 Cacioni 2019a, pages 109-119.
4 It should be noted that the 1909 Master Plan of Rome, 
drawn up by Sanjust di Teulada, defined part of the area 
with the same urbanistic prerogatives that were imple-
mented about twenty years later.
5 The Church wants to be present in every district where 
people live and work. Benedetto XVI in Mavilio 2014, page 
5.
6 The Opera was actually first established by Pope Leo XIII 
in 1902. In 1930, with the new foundation of the Opera, 
the intention was to erect new churches in the areas and 
regions most lacking in them.
7 Cf. La nuova costituzione 1930, page 305.
8 The collaboration of 7 architects, either alone or working 
together, and therefore not just one. This is true because, 
in addition to Busiri Vici, there are Rossi and Conti, Fornari, 

Cassinis, Calza Bini, Bazzani, Barluzzi and Grazioni, Pedico-
ni and Paniconi, Parisi. Cf. Frediani, pages 537-538.
9 Lead Christian art back to its pure and glorious principles 
[...]. It is no coincidence that Pius X wants sacred architec-
ture to be informed by the immortal masterpieces of the 
basilica style, or by the Romanesque and Gothic styles. 
Benzi 1919, page 2.
10 See Albero Sartoris’s 1932 church in Lourtier. Here, the 
Le-Corbusier-like shapes and the construction elements 
seem to have been conceived for a building rather than 
a place of worship. In this way, the church is completely 
emptied of all cultural references and Christian symbol-
ic language. The published church (Fig. 3) can already 
be found in Giolli 1936, page 45. Ignazio Gardella, on the 
other hand, designed the church of the Victor Emmanuel 
III Sanatorium (now Teresio Borsalino) in Alessandria in 
1930. The Milan-born architect abandoned the tradition-
al concept of church and moved closer to international 
research: witness the flat roof, the white, abstract shapes, 
and the canopy and bell tower, which are outlined by 
means of a skeleton of pillars. Cf. Montanari, 2003 page 
419.
11 Giovannoni 1936, pages 10-15.
12 Pius XI in La parola del Santo 1932, pages 293-294; cf. 
Benedetti 2003, pages 182-183; cf. Scalesse 2003, page 
183. 
13 Suffice it to think of the church realized by the Acade-
mician in the Prati district. The project, which saw the light 
only in 1934, attempted to achieve constructive moderni-
ty within the terms of tradition. Cf. Piacentini 1934, pages 
513-531. Moreover, in 1930, the Academician published 
the text Architettura d’oggi, in which he clarified the ne-
cessity of reconnecting the lingo of new architecture with 
the pre-existing context. Cf. Piacentini 1994, page 63.
14 The exact number of churches built by the architect is 
not known, since the complete list was lost during the Flor-
ence flood of 1966.
15 Cf. Muratore 2004, pages 84-97
16 Cf. Benedetti, 2003, pages 182-189 
17 Cf. Cacioni 2019a, pages 115-116
18 Some of Rossi’s projects are preserved in the Archivio 
Centrale dello Stato in Florence (hereinafter ASFi). The 
church known as ‘degli Amara’ can be found in ASFi, Tul-
lio Rossi historical fund, progetti in rotoli, T28, no. 72, tavv. 
no. 2735 and no. 2069 (authorization for publication - Figs. 
6, 7 “su concessione del Ministero della Cultura / Archivio 
di Stato di Firenze”. For an in-depth study, see also Cacioni 
2019b, pages 255-262. (Figure no.5 photo taken by Silvia 
Cacioni)
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19 Rossi reused this project as a variant for another Roman 
church dedicated to Gregory VII, which he presented to 
the Pontificia Commissione Centrale per l’Arte Sacra in 
Italia in 1953, only with very few modifications to the tam-
bour. This church was never built by Rossi, but rather by 
architects Giulio Pediconi and Mario Paniconi, albeit with 
a different architectural configuration. 
20 For a summary, see Cacioni 2019a, research paper pre-
sented at the IFAU 19 Conference. 
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16
Ornella Zerlenga, Vincenzo Cirillo

Cultural heritage and excellent examples [OZ]

As part of the Neapolitan Cultural Heritage, Palazzo Ayerbo 
Cassano d’Aragona is a historical building of considerable 
architectural value. For many years the building has been in 
a serious state of abandonment and is currently owned by 
the well-known Neapolitan gallery owner, Giuseppe Morra, 
who has rehabilitated the palace into the Archive of Con-
temporary Art. In this sense, Giuseppe Morra opened a new 
museum, Casa Morra in Naples, in Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo 
d’Aragona, that will gradually be refurbished to house the 
large Morra’s collection. 
Consisting of over 2,000 works, presented with thematic 
paths, and focusing on artists through the history of contem-
porary art and fundamental movements: Gutai, Happen-
ing, Fluxus, Viennese Actionism, Living Theatre, Visual Poetry 
up to the most advanced Italian and foreign research. 
Casa Morra continues the adventure of the Neapolitan 
patron, with it eventually housing the large collection, the 
result of over forty years of active presence in the interna-
tional art scene, proposing it not as a static exhibition space 
for works but rather as an archive of contemporary art, a 
dynamic place to stimulate reflections and research on the 
changes in society. 
A space where the past merges with the present and  fu-
ture  to  challenge  time  until  2116: «Morra has planned 
100 years of exhibitions with the mechanism of the game 
of the goose made of references, crossings, anticipations. 
Exhibitions regulated by the alchemy of the numbers 3 and 
7 will coincide from time to time with the number of artists 
presented or with the number of works and sequences of 
exhibitions according to the principle of randomness that 
animates the symbolic path of the game of the goose, a 
foundation for the statute and future of Casa Morra»1. 
The first cycle of events (28 October 2016) launched an un-
precedented dialogue of works between John Cage, Mar-
cel Duchamp, and Allan Kaprow. The opening with three 
artists, who have made a creative practice of casualness 
by applying a change in the way of seeing and perceiving 
art, has shown the will to build environments in which to act 
and experience while experimenting. 

Casa Morra adds a new element to the ample project 
Il Quartiere dell’Arte (conceived by Giuseppe Morra, 
Pasquale Persico, Roberto Paci Dalò, Nicoletta Ricciar-
delli, Francesco Coppola), for the social redevelop-
ment of the entire area close to the historic centre of 
Naples.
From the historical point of view, the archival sources 
that document the transformations of Palazzo Cassano 
Ayerbo d’Aragona in Naples and the name of the ar-
chitect who conceived its impressive eighteenth-cen-
tury staircase are uncertain. In fact, inside  the  building,  
built  over  time  around  two courtyards, the staircase 
for to go to the first noble floor takes on importance.
 The grandeur of the staircase in Palazzo Cassano 
d’Aragona consists of being both materially and im-
materially ‘out of scale’, a narrative event of bound-
less emotion in the ‘immense’ concept of architectural 
space. With a hexagonal plan, the design of the plani-
metric and altimetric layout is the result of the skilful 
ability to articulate elementary geometric shapes in 
a plastic and dynamic space, vibrating with structural 
tensions and multiple symmetrical asymmetrical visions.
The development of this staircase does not leave the 
observer indifferent, with a great deal of amazement. 
The space is such that it instantly distracts the mind from 
any other thought. The space’s considerable size and 
peculiar configuration attract the observer and inhibit 
the proportional relationship between man and archi-
tecture in favour of the artefact. 
Going along it, starting from the entrance, the view of 
the staircase produces scene after scene that changes 
seamlessly from canonically constructed perspectives 
as central views to dynamic and asymmetrical   views   
generated by the different the position that the point 
of view takes step by step, moment after moment, al-
most ‘visions’ that the memory struggles to preserve 
in this changeable set of telescopic perspectives on 
a fluid space, made up of ramps and pillars covered 
by a vaulted ‘sky’ and illuminated by the natural light 
of large openings on the first floor, where the staircase 
ends.

CULTURAL HERITAGE IN NAPLES: PALAZZO CASSANO AYERBO D’ARAGONA
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The scientific interest in the study of Palazzo Cassano Ay-
erbo d’Aragona is recent, and the research is developed 
based on the Memorandum of Understanding signed 
between the Fondazione Morra and the Department 
of Architecture and Industrial Design of the University of 
Campania “Luigi Vanvitelli” to not only collaborate scien-
tifically with the aim of producing critical knowledge on 
the constructive vicissitudes of the staircase and Palazzo 
Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona, but also to carry out initia-
tives that will positively influence the cultural growth of 
the territory. In this sense, the surveying and representa-
tion of the grandiose staircase of Palazzo Cassano Ayer-
bo d’Aragona, in its spatial unity and methodological sys-
tematisation of monographic research, was carried out 
for the first time in 2017 by a research team of the Depart-
ment mentioned above, scientifically coordinated by the 
writer with Vincenzo Cirillo and undertaken by Gianluca 
Delle Rose, Brigida Di Costanzo, Gessica Friello. In 2019, 
instead, the architectural surveys were completed on the 
entire Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona. 
The research aimed to recognise the different construc-
tion phases of the palace, from a hunting lodge to a 
princely palace to a monastery. This phase of the archi-
tectural survey, always coordinated by the writer with Vin-
cenzo Cirillo, was carried out by Maria Cioffi, Anna Di Luise 
and Sara Giuliano.

Constructive events: from hunting lodge, to noble palace, 
to monastery [VC]

During the first half of the 1700s, many noble residenc-
es in Naples were the object of modernisation works  
aimed  at  the  creation  of  an urban filter, a visual-per-
ceptive distance system is consisting of a portal, a hall, 
a courtyard and a staircase. The staircase was config-
ured as a design opportunity to define a representative 
space of the architecture to be imposed on the sight of 
passers- by2. The surprise effect was determined by the 
design experimentation of the architects on the theme 
of the staircase based on the typologies included in 
the Italian architectural treatises3. This also occurred for 
Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona in Naples in the 
Materdei neighbourhood at Salita San Raffaele n. 20/c. 
Although transformed over time, it presents today an 
imposing eighteenth-century staircase characterised 
by a plan and altimetric system of extraordinary archi-
tectural creativity, with its original configuration almost 
intact.
In order to place the project of the imposing spatial con-
figuration of the staircase within a temporal context, it 
is worth mentioning the scarcity of any documents on 
the transformation of the building and the name of the 
architect who designed it, along with the staircase. 

Figure 1. Iconographic representations of the hunting lodge: A, Dupérac-Lafréry, Pianta di Napoli, 1566; Alessandro Baratta, Fidelissi-
mae urbis neapolitanæ  […], 1629.
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To, therefore, describe the possible construction events 
of the building to which the unusual geometric shape of 
the staircase is related, literary and iconographic sources 
were consulted and integrated so as to report the results 
to the documental objectivity of the staircase through the 
scientific methodology of graphic analysis along with ar-
chitectural and environmental surveying.
Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona is located outside 
the ‘viceroy city’ walls in an area full of noble residences 
as described by Carlo Celano in the 1692 tourist  guide  of  
Naples4   and  confirmed  in  that  of Domenico Antonio 
Parrino in 17005. In the extended edition written by the lat-
ter’s son (1725), it is described how near the convent and 
the “Church of the Conception of the Capuchins, of S. 
Effrem ò Jefremo there were many new beautiful lodges, 
such as the one of the Prince of S. Severus, then de’ Ca-
rafi Duke of Bruzzano, now of the Prince of Cassano Ajer-
bo d’Aragona”6. The presence in this extra-urban area of 
noble residences is represented in the topographic view 
of 1566 by Dupérac-Lafréry, called the Pianta di Napoli 
(Plan of Naples) (Fig. 1, A). In the bird’s eye view of 1629 
by Alessandro Baratta, Fidelissimae urbis neapolitanæ [...] 
(Fig. 1, B), along Salita San Raffaele (where it turns to join 
the “strada della Salute”, today Via Imbriani) and in front 
of the church of Sant’Eframo Nuovo, there is a building 
where today Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona stands. 

Figure 3. Relations between palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona and 
urban development of Naples in the Mappa Topografica della città di 

Napoli e de’ suoi contorni by Giovanni Carafa Duca di Noja, 1775.

Figure 2.  A-C. From a hunting lodge to a noble palace, to monastery; 
D: Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona today (drawing by Marika Cioffi, 

Anna Di Luise and Sara Giuliano).
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Represented in pseudo-axonometry and surrounded by a 
large wooded area, the building has several floors and 
a crenellated tower. From the graphical comparison with 
the architectural survey of the building dated to 20137, 
the shape, staircase and tower of the pre-existing hunting 
lodge is assumed (Fig. 2, A), while due to the point of view 
from which the view is built, the presence of any other 
buildings behind the lodge is uncertain; the uneven orog-
raphy of the site and the ramp in front of the Capuchin 
convent are well represented. Finally, compared to the 
view by Dupérac-Lafréry, the area is more urbanised, and 
some buildings are set against the high wall of the lodge.
In the Mappa Topografica della città di Napoli e de’ suoi 
contorni by Giovanni Carafa Duca di Noja, the first ico-
nography that reveals the city on a scale of representa-
tion almost equal to about 1:4.000  and published posthu-
mously in 1775 (Fig. 3), the planimetric layout of Palazzo 
Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona, that of the nearby chiesa di 
Sant’Eusebio nuovo, know as San Iefremo, and Convento 
di Frati cappuccini (n. 522 of the captions) and the de-
velopment of the new Strada de’ Cappuccini nuovi, and 
“della Salute” (n. 521, today Via Imbriani) (Fig. 2, B) are 
all visible. The planimetric configuration of the building is 
similar to today, with to the: east,  the entrance hall to 
the first courtyard; east and north, the fronts that delimit 
the inner courtyard;  west,  the consistent part of the new 
staircase. In addition, to the east of the building, there is 
a large quadripartite garden and to the north, in line with 
the entrance hall between the first and second courtyard, 
the passage to the hunting lodge.

 
Finally, along the first stretch of Salita San Raffaele, a new 
block of buildings leans against the building. The informa-
tion deduced from the Mappa Topografica della città di 
Napoli […]  by Duca di Noja, integrated with the photo-
graphs taken by a drone in 2017 (Fig. 4)8, allowed to mod-
el a view of the building inserted into the context (Figs. 
5-6). The Pianta della città di Napoli by Federico Schia-
voni from 1872-80 (Fig. 7) is particularly significant due to 
the topographic cartography and detailed display of the 
plan of the building and,  above all, of the extraordinary 
geometrical configuration of the hexagonal five-ramp 
staircase with a scale ratio 1:2.000.
 The graphic conventions also depict the strengthening 
intervention of the staircase, hallways, porticoes, altitudes 
and, on the southern front, both the back wall leaning 
against the building as well as the church of Santa Maria 
dell’Addolorata instead of the quadripartite garden (Fig. 
2, C). The research on the genealogy of Palazzo Cassa-
no Ayerbo d’Aragona presents an interesting comparison 
with the various owners of the building. 

Figure 4. View from a drone of the Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona 
and the church of Santa Maria dell’Addolorata (by Mirko Perna 360°VIR-

TO).

Figure 5. 1775, visualisation of the state of the places. View on Palazzo 
Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona (drawing by Vincenzo Cirillo).

Figure 6. 1775, visualisation of the state of the places.View on the hill of 
San Martino from Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona drawing by Vin-

cenzo Cirillo).
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The ‘House’ of Ayerbe d’Aragona originated from Pietro 
(?-1318), born from the secret wedding of James I, King of 
Aragona, and Teresa Gil de Vidaure. Pietro received the 
fief of Ayerbe in Aragona from his father and took his sur-
name. The family arrived in Italy at the service of Alfonso 
V, King of Aragona, to conquer the Kingdom of Naples9. In 
1686, “the Dukes of Bruzzano sold the villa with the estate 
to the Duchess of Alessano”10 (?-1699), wife of Don Filiber-
to d’Ayerbe of Aragona who, from 1668 was the 1st Prince 
of Cassano of Bari for maternal succession from Donna 
Girolama de Curtis, Princess of Cassano (?-1657)11.
On the death of the Duchess of Alessano, the palace 
passed to her  nephew Nicola Michele d’Ayerbe d’Arag-
ona, 3rd Prince of Cassano (1676- 1727),  and  not  to  her  
son  Giuseppe d’Ayerbe d’Aragona (1650-1698), 2nd Prince 
of Cassano, died before his mother. Don Nicola died with-
out children, and the palace passed to his brother Don 
Emilio (1689-1739), 4th Prince of Cassano from 1727. The 
research carried out at the Banco di Napoli Historical Ar-
chives furthers the knowledge.
A document dated 28 July 1730 records a payment of the 
4th Prince of Cassano to the master Antonio Saggese for 
work in piperno, directed by his father, an engineer, 

Enrico Pini, in the “new building of the first courtyard of 
the Palazzo of Prince Cassano included in this work, the 
door, the pillars, perspective, stable and piperno works of 
the very fine house, the cornice of the loggia, cornices, 
cords, boge, and pieces of fictional masks framed by the 
covered loggia, as well as eight pieces for the rings for 
horses”12, along with the ornamental works in the “rooms 
of the new quarters” and the gilding of the ceiling of the 
“Gabinetto”, realised by the painter Gaetano Fasano 
and directed by Pini13.
Joseph II of Ayerbe of Aragona (1729-1784), 5th Prince of 
Cassano since 1739, in the last months of 1748, signed an 
act “for the realisation of the new staircase”14 of the build-
ing.
In the first months of 1754, another document reports the 
payment of the prince to the piperniere Domenico D’Am-
brosio for the works “for the new building, and the last ta-
pered steps [...] and for the other pieces still standing in 
the courtyard of the palace of the said prince with the 
pieces of the balcony, cornices, and windows of the said 
palace”15.
Another document from 15 January 1785 reports a sub-
stantial payment to the “builder Gennaro Vero” for a work 
to “compensate the staircase” and for the expertise of 
the “engineer d. Gaetano Barba” 16.

Figure 10. Longitudinal cross-section on the courtyard of Palazzo Cassa-
no Ayerbo d’Aragona (drawing by Marika Cioffi, Gianluca Delle Rose, 

Brigida Di Costanzo, Anna Di Luise, Gessica Friello and Sara Giuliano).

Figure 7. Relations between palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona and 
urban development of Naples in the Pianta della città di Napoli by 

Federico Schiavoni, 1872-80.
Figure 8.  Salita San Raffaele with frontal view of the Palace Cassano 
Ayerbo d’Aragona and urban context (drawing by Marika Cioffi, Anna 

Di Luise and Sara Giuliano).

Figure 9. Salita San Raffaele with frontal view of the Palace Cassano Ay-
erbo d’Aragona and urban context (drawing by Marika Cioffi, Anna Di 

Luise and Sara Giuliano).
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The payment was taken from the wealth of Donna Ele-
onora Carafa, widow of Don Felice d’Ayerbe d’Aragona 
(8/7/1730-17/10/1784), 6th Prince of Cassano from Janu-
ary to October 1784, and of the mother-in-law Donna Set-
timia Grimaldi, wife of the 4th Prince of Cassano.
In a deed dated 14 January 1786, it is reported how in 
December 1785, the stucco artist Domenico Santulli was 
paid for the work “of all the stuccos and everything else 
on the staircase of the Palace at S. Efrem Nuovo, and the 
two walls of the courtyard as well as the rooms divided un-
der the prince’s order for the tenor of five notes presented 
with the skill of the engineer” 17. The “prince” was the 7th 
Prince of Cassano, Don Giuseppe III d’Ayerbe d’Aragona 
(04/06/1784-08/07/1837), after just a year and a half and 
with whom the hereditary line of the Princes of Cassano 
d’Ayerbe d’Aragona ended.
In 1852, Donna Maria Caterina Riario Sforza (?- 1853), wid-
ow of the 7th Prince of Cassano, sold “the whole proper-
ty”: palace, garden and estate to the noble tertiary nun 
Maria Teresa De Conciliis18.In 1853, the first stone was laid 
for the construction of the church of Santa Maria dell’Ad-
dolorata in the garden of the palace following an ex-voto 
(Fig. 2, C), as reported in the act of 183619.

On 15 December 1859, De Conciliis bequeathed in her 
will Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo d’Aragona to the “monas-
tery of women Servants of Mary”20, a religious order of 
solemn vows dedicated to the contemplative life. The 
Congregation of the Sisters of Our Lady of Sorrows was 
founded in Naples in 1874 and aggregated to the Order 
of the Servites, which included Maria Teresa De Concil-
iis21.
In 1863, Maria Teresa died, but the palace remained the 
property of the family until 1906 when the Sisters of Our 
Lady of Sorrows bought the palace, church and estate, 
although some documents indicate that the nuns were 
already living in the palace22.
In 1921, the Sisters sold the estate to the cooperative 
Case Impiegati dello Stato, which between 1925-30 start-
ed the construction of the Materdei neighbourhood23. In 
the 20th century, the palace and the church were joined 
(Fig. 2, D). In 2011, the Fondazione Morra bought both 
the building and church and started the restoration and 
reuse project, coordinated by Massimo Pica Ciamarra25. 
Between 2013 and 2016, some buildings (Fig. 8) were 
demolished (a reference to satellite images from Goog-
le Earth) located: in front of the church of Santa Maria 
dell’Addolorata; in the first courtyard; in the northern 
part in Via Camillo Tutini so as to reopen the pre-existing 
arches. The new structure (Fig. 9-11) is visible through the 
drone mentioned above reconnaissance from 2017 (Fig. 
12).
 

Figure 11. Three-dimensional view of today’s Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo 
d’Aragona (drawing by Marika Cioffi, Anna Di Luise and Sara Giuliano).

Figure 12. Current view from a drone of the Palazzo Cassano Ayerbo 
d’Aragona from Via Tutini (by Mirko Perna 360°VIRTO).



134

Notes

1 Carnevale, T. (2018). Fondazione Morra – Instituto di Sci-
enze delle Comunicazioni visive. In: Zerlenga, O. (ed.). 
M’illumino d’immenso. The staircase of Palazzo Cassano 
Ayerbo d’Aragona. Naples: La scuola di Pitagora, p. 9.
2 Zerlenga, O. (2014). Staircases as a representative space 
of architecture. In Carmine Gambardella, Best practise in 
Heritage Conservation Management from the world to 
Pompeii. Napoli: La scuola di Pitagora, pp. 1632-1642.
3 Cirillo, V. (2019). Riflessioni e suggestioni fra geometria e 
forma. Le scale del ‘700 napoletano. Napoli: La scuola di 
Pitagora, pp. 31-73.
4 Celano, C. (1692). Notizie del bello, dell’antico e del curi-
oso della città di Napoli per i signori forastieri. Napoli, Gior-
nata VII, p. 111.
5 Parrino, D. A. (1700). Napoli città nobilissima, antica e fed-
elissima, esposta agli occhi et alla mente de’ curiosi, […]. 
Napoli, vol. I, p. 422.
6 Parrino, D. A. (1725). Nuova Guida de’ forastieri per oss-
ervare e godere le curiosità più vaghe e più rare della real 
fedelissima gran Napoli, città antica et nobilissima, […]. 
Opera di Dom. Antonio Parrino: Accresciuta con moderne 
notizie da Nicolo’ suo Figlio. Napoli, p- 389.
7 The survey in 1:100 scale of the building,  the Congrega-
tion of  the Servants  of Mary  of  Sorrows,  is deposited at 
the Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples.
8 Photographic documentation based on video footage 
taken with a drone survey by Mirko Perna (june 2017).
9 Ayerbe is a Spanish municipality in Aragon. The surname 
of Ayerbe has undergone a change in spelling (Ayerbis 
or d’Ayerbo) over time. For the House of Cassano Ayerbe 
d’Aragona, cfr. http://www.genmarenostrum.com/pag-
ine- lettere/letteraa/Aragona%20d’Ayerbis.htm
10 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
prot. 987 of 19/01/2015, “Relazione descrittiva e tecnica 
del Restauro del Complesso di Salita San Raffaele 20 C” 
- Napoli e progetto di trasformazione in Museo e Sede 
della Fondazione Morra (attached to Note 017256 of 
09/07/2014), p. 24.
11 Donna Girolama De Curtis, princess of Cassano (?-1657); 
in http://www.genmarenostrum.com/pagine- lettere/let-
terad/d%27aquino/Aquino-Castiglione.htm
12 A.S.B.N., Banco di San Giacomo, G.M. 770, p. 609, m. 
1902 (28/07/1730).
13 A.S.B.N., Banco di Spirito Santo, G.M. 1242, m. 2064, p. 
528 (04/07/1732).

14 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
cit. p. 24.
15 A.S.B.N., Banco del SS. Salvatore, G.M. 1296 (13/02/1754). 
Previously quoted in: Gambardella, A., Amirante, G. (1994), 
p. 145. 16 A.S.B.N., Banco di Spirito Santo, f. 595, bancale 
Cassa, II vol. (15/01/1785). Partially quoted in: Gambardel-
la, A., Amirante, G. (1994), p. 145.
17 A.S.B.N., Banco di Spirito Santo, (14/01/1786). Previously 
quoted in: Gambardella, A., Amirante, G. (1994), p. 145.
18 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
cit. p. 25.
19 The document is kept at A.D.N., Inventari, p. 266, erezioni 
chiese, vol. 78 1888.
20 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
cit. p. 25-26.
21 Ferraro, I. (2006). Napoli. Atlante della città storica. Dallo 
Spirito Santo a Materdei. Napoli: Oikos, vol. IV, p. 462.
22 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
cit. p. 26.
23 Ferraro, I. (2006), cit. p. 462.
24 Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and Land-
scape and of the Historical and Artistic Heritage of Naples, 
cit. p. 26.
25 The project of «Restoration of the Complex of Salita San 
Raffaele 20 C - Naples and transformation project into the 
Museum and home of the Morra Foundation», carried out 
by Pica Ciamarra Associati - PCA int srl, has been deposit-
ed at the Superintendence for Architectural Heritage and 
Landscape and of the Historical Artistic Heritage of Naples.
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The Cemetery of the 366 pits in Naples, designed in 1762 
by Ferdinando Fuga, together with the Cemetery of the 
Colerici behind it, designed by Leonardo Laghezza in 
1837, represent a dual architectural and vegetation com-
plex of great importance in the history of cemetery infra-
structures on the hill of Poggioreale in Naples both for be-
ing, the first, the 18th-century archetype of a new idea 
of a cemetery with mass graves and, the second, for its 
ability to describe three temporal sections of 19th-century 
Neapolitan cemetery architectural history. 
More specifically, Il Cimitero delle 366 Fosse and the Se-
polcreto dei Colerici are each the architectural alter ego 
of the other: The former is an eighteenth-century ceme-
tery with a square inner courtyard paved with lava stone, 
in which there is no name, date or face depicted, only 
numbers, from 1 to 366, which relate as many mass graves 

to the individual days of the year, including the leap year; 
The second, on the other hand, is a nineteenth-century 
funeral park, irregular in shape and dotted with tall trees, 
in the enclosure of which are scattered different types 
of tombs enriched with names, dates, epigraphs and, 
sometimes, depictions of faces and symbolic decorations 
sculpted in bas-relief or high relief. 
The Cemetery of the 366 pits is a rationalist architecture 
whose cyclic, perpetual mechanism of common burial re-
fers to an idea of funeral homologation based on rigorous 
anonymity incapable of recalling stories of life lived: Ferdi-
nando Fuga’s Cemetery is, therefore, a powerful symbolic 
metaphor, through architecture, of human transience; of 
ordinary humanity which does not yet want to recognise 
the value and dignity of its earthly experience. 

THE ARCHITECTURAL, URBAN AND LANDSCAPE RESTORATION 
OF THE POGGIOREALE CEMETERY HILL IN NAPLES

Figure 1. Poggioreale Cemetery Hill, Cemetery Master Plan, 2008.
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Leonardo Laghezza’s Sepolcreto dei Colerici, on the oth-
er hand, is a romantic park which, through the presence 
of centuries-old trees and individual monumental tombs, 
proposes a double symbolic metaphor, an interweaving 
of life and death: 

On the one hand, the dense vegetation which, through 
its periodic seasonal withering and re-blooming, repre-
sents the cyclical nature of life; on the other hand, the 
presence of individual tombs which, through the various 
commemorative inscriptions dedicated to the deceased, 
ensures the immortality of man, at least on the level of re-
membrance and memory. In this sense, the two cemeter-
ies, located on the Poggioreale Hill and bordering each 
other, well express the different attitudes towards death 
and burial in the pre-revolutionary eighteenth-century 
monarchical society and the post-revolutionary bourgeois 
society of the nineteenth century. 

Figure 2. Cimitero delle 366 Fosse north enclosure. Source: Rob-
erto Pane, 1956.

Figure 3. Funeral winch, render

Figure 4. Cimitero delle 366 fosse, state of the art, overhead pho-
to, 2019

Figure 5. Cimitero delle 366 fosse, state of the art, photo from the 
south, 2019
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Despite their clear cultural matrices of adoption, the two 
cemeteries are currently unable to fully represent their 
original architectural characteristics, both because of 
the widespread environmental degradation surround-
ing them and the considerable transformations made to 
them, especially in recent decades.

Over the centuries, the Cemetery of the 366 pits has 
undergone a number of transformations that, although 
bold, have not altered its original layout. These include, in 
addition to the hypogeal extension underneath the main 
body of the building, carried out in 1871, the placement 
of monumental tombs similar to those in the neighbouring 
Colerici burial ground inside the window compartments 
of the wall separating the inner space of the aforemen-
tioned building from the square courtyard. The construc-
tion, between the end of the 19th century and the begin-
ning of the 20th century, of these funerary monuments, 
represents, from an architectural point of view, contam-
ination of romantic character and style within a rational 
structure which, due to their high decorative and typo-
logical quality, is not to be considered as invasive to the 
compositional balance of Ferdinando Fuga’s Cemetery. 
On the other hand, the structural and functional interven-
tions carried out below the churchyard entrance to the 
Cemetery and within its square courtyard in the 1960s are 
considered an entirely different order. These concerned, 
in particular, the removal of the rural slope with the rel-
ative construction of reinforced concrete retaining wall 
concealing a new cemetery hypogeum and the system-
atic use of the decorative niches located on the internal 
western, northern and eastern sides of the funeral enclo-
sure to create new burial niches: invasive interventions, 
the latter strongly compromising the compositional clarity 
expressed by Ferdinando Fuga’s original project. In ad-
dition to this, inside the funeral courtyard, a thick vege-
tation, both spontaneous and not, compromises with its 
roots the delicate statics of the intrados and extrados of 
the hypogeum system at 360 pits.
This hybrid vegetation should be completely eliminated 
in order to restore the beautiful numbered courtyard of 

Figure 6. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, 
restoration and reconfiguration project, 2008

Figure 7. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, 
restoration and reconfiguration project, plan, 2008

Figure 8. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, 
restoration and reconfiguration project, longitudinal sections, 
state of the art (top) restoration and reconfiguration project 

(bottom), 2008
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the Cemetery of the 366 pits to its original appearance 
as a square paved in volcanic stone, which makes it very 
different from the tree-lined, irregular funerary enclosure 
behind the Sepolcreto dei CoIerici. The latter is an aban-
doned cemetery enclosure, guardian of tragic funeral 
memories that marked the social history of the Neapolitan 
city from 1836 to 1910. The inexplicable abandonment of 
the Colerici burial ground has thus caused twofold dam-
age: first of all to the original vegetation, which has not 
been cared for and has been overgrown by spontane-
ous vegetation, and secondly to the various types of the 
burial ground, which have been attacked by atmospher-
ic agents and outraged by repeated looting and acts 
of vandalism that have jeopardised the testimony of an 
important architectural and landscape environment. Re-
cent damage has been added to past transformations 
that have compromised the original design of the pe-
destrian paths and burial grounds designed by Leonardo 
Laghezza in 1837 within the first funeral enclosure of the 
Colerici burial ground. In this way, what could represent 
the monumental western head of the Poggioreale Cem-
etery hill - the gateway to the cemeteries of S. Maria del 
Pianto, to the future burial ground of Fondo Zevola, to 
the Monumental and to the Nuovissimo - risks approach-
ing that fateful point of no return beyond which two of 
the most important funerary testimonies of European 
cemetery history would be definitively compromised. In 
this sense, it is evident that the area enclosed by Corso 
Malta, Via Nuova Poggioreale and Via Don Bosco above 
represents an orographic-architectural whole of great 
landscape value.
An important historical cemetery park in which it is possible 
to read the genesis and the eighteenth-nineteenth-cen-
tury development of Neapolitan cemetery culture which, 
by virtue of this architectural-environmental characteristic, 
deserves a substantial reconfiguration intervention capa-
ble of re-evaluating, at the same time, both the Ceme-
tery of Ferdinando Fuga and the Colerici burial ground. 
Specifically, the restoration of the Cemetery of the 366 pits 
should, first of all, resolve the difference in height between 
the cemetery churchyard and the square below, which 
was created in the 1960s when the rural slope in front of 
it was excavated; In addition, the vegetation in the in-
ner courtyard must be removed so that the cold, rational 
transversal lava stone paving can be seen, on which three 
hundred and sixty of the 366 tombstones ‘float’ at right an-
gles to the square enclosure; finally, the decorative nich-
es in the inner façades of the perimeter wall of the inner 
courtyard must be freed from the recently built niches. 

On the one hand, this last operation is of fundamental 
importance for restoring Ferdinando Fuga’s Cemetery 
to its original architectural setting. However, on the oth-
er hand, it requires a great sense of respect and caution 
because of the apparent problems associated with the 
transfer of the bodies buried there. On the other hand, as 
far as the Colerici burial ground is concerned, the restora-
tion of the small church designed by Leonardo Laghezza 
and located near the entrance to the nineteenth-century 
Cemetery should be carried out; the reconfiguration of 
the layout and the burial grounds in the first sector, the 
one dating back to 1837, and in the third sector, the one 
dating back to the 1884 enlargement, as well as a series 
of small interventions to modify the ground plan by intro-
ducing, at specific points, new paving, new stairs, kerbs 
and small ramps to overcome the various differences in 
level within the burial grounds.
The restoration of most of the sepulchres scattered around 
the Colerici burial ground, currently lying in situ and in a very 
poor state of preservation, would complete the picture of 
the interventions needed to revalorise the sites. The restora-
tion operations listed above, separately for the Cemetery 
of the 366 Pits and for the Colerici burial ground, while satis-
fying the specific recovery needs of the two funerary mon-
uments, would not, however, grasp the real potential of a 
broader “modification project” capable not only of resolv-
ing the critical points described above but also, and above 
all, of proposing an innovative architectural-landscape 
scenario in continuity with what a more in-depth “survey 
design” can bring in terms of knowledge. These consider-
ations refer to what can be deduced from an analysis of 
the 1872-1880 map of the Municipality of Naples showing 
the Colerici burial ground in its 1865 layout and from a pas-
sage in the description of the same by Carlo Celano in his 
book “Notizie del bello dell’antico e del curioso della cit-
tà di Napoli” in which he recounts that as a result of the 
1837 epidemic, because of the high number of cholera vic-
tims, burials were suspended in the Camposanto Vecchio, 
Ferdinando Fuga’s Cemetery because the pits had been 
filled in. The subsequent burials of about eighteen thou-
sand bodies were carried out in an open space behind the 
Cemetery. Well, from the above-mentioned map, it can be 
seen that the main transversal route of the Colerici burial 
ground, the one lying along the north-south axis, had (still 
has), despite the modification of the original routes, an ad-
ditional segment that went (still goes) as far as the perim-
eter wall of the 366-pit Cemetery in correspondence with 
the triangular pediment that crowns the central decorative 
niche of the internal facade of the square courtyard.



139

The latter, moreover, is the only niche in its present state 
that, without niches, has a red brick wall at its back, which 
differs from the rest of the wall structure of the funerary 
enclosure, made entirely of yellow tuff stone, thus testify-
ing to tampering with the septum wall in question. These 
two circumstances lead to the supposition that, for a brief 
period between 1836 and 1837, the Cemetery of the 366 
burial pits and the Colerici burial ground, despite the dif-
ferent elevation of the two different ground levels, were 
connected by a passageway in the central niche of the 
northern elevation of the funerary enclosure designed by 
Ferdinando Fuga. This functional precedent and cogni-
tive presupposition are fundamental in order to hypoth-
esise a “modification design” capable of connecting the 
two cemeteries once again and directly with each other 
while at the same time satisfying all the requirements de-
riving from the need for a meticulous and impracticable 
restoration of the two funeral enclosures. In this sense, if, as 
noted in the past, between the two cemeteries there has 
already been an interrelationship not only of a functional 
type but also of an architectural nature - as the “roman-
tic” contamination of the Cemetery of the 366 took place 
through the construction of individual tombs - it is possible 
to assume, at present, a “design of modification” based 
on a new relational connection and on new contamina-
tion, this time of a “rational” approach, of the Colerici Bur-
ial Ground.
Architectural contamination proposes, therefore, in the 
romantic enclosure of the Colerici burial ground, the 
construction of new tombs - for burial and inhumation - 
characterised by a typological, morphological and dec-

orative definition that is strongly rigorous, clear and clear 
essential. ln this perspective, the reasoning behind such a 
design for modification draws its legitimacy from at least 
three strongly connected motivations: First of all, the need 
for a common restoration of the two cemeteries. Second-
ly, the need to locate new burial niches in the immediate 
vicinity of the 366-pit Cemetery in order to free the inner 
perimeter fence from the corpses wrongly placed there in 
recent decades; finally, the need to identify one or more 
areas within the Colerici burial ground for a limited number 
of new burials and burials to trigger a new process of or-
dinary maintenance for a cemetery structure that would 
otherwise be doomed to oblivion, abandonment and irre-
coverable decay. The proposal of a modified design that 
is aware of these needs, as well as of the past events and 
configurational realities that have marked the funerary 
history of the Cemetery of the 366 Graves and the Colerici 
Burial Ground, represents a methodological response that 
is culturally rooted in a working hypothesis that assumes 
representation as a discipline capable of governing the 
cognitive and propositional processes that underlie the 
modification of the territory: above all of those portions of 
the territory on which time has deposited the signs and ar-
chitectural traces of its multiple and past contemporaries.
The proposed modification of the monumental western 
head of the Poggioreale Cemetery Park provides explic-
itly, in addition to the direct connection between the 
366-Grave Cemetery and the Colerici burial ground, the 
construction of three new burial structures to be built with-
in the perimeter of the latter: the 366-grave burial ground, 
the 36-grave hill and the 3-grave hill. 

Figure 9. Cimitero delle 366 fosse, restoration and reconfigura-
tion project, photomontage from above, 2019.

Figure 10. Cimitero delle 366 fosse, restoration and reconfigura-
tion project, photomontage from the south, 2019.
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The Sepulchre of the 366 graves represents the architec-
tural fulcrum of the connection between Ferdinando Fu-
ga’s 18th-century Cemetery and Leonardo Laghezza’s 
19th-century funeral park. It is a semi-hypogeum court-
yard building, located inside the Colerici burial ground, at 
the same height as the Cemetery of the 366 graves and 
connected to the latter by an underground passageway. 
Since the ground level of Ferdinando Fuga’s Cemetery is 
four metres lower than that of the Colerici burial ground, 
the new 366 tombs burial ground is buried below the Col-
erici burial ground, thus not altering its continuity of per-
ception from ground level. 
The connection between the new funeral courtyard and 
the Colerici burial ground above it is provided by a sloping 
driveway with two ramps and a hairpin bend to the west 
of the new Cemetery.
From a typological point of view, the 366 Tombs Cemetery 
consists of a “C”-shaped body of the building that opens 
towards the underground corridor that connects it to the 
courtyard of the 366 Tombs Cemetery. 
The “C”-shaped underground body is composed of a tri-
partite system structured around a central corridor that 

disengages on the right and left. These niches were in-
tended to house only the bodies transferred from the 
decorative niches of the perimeter enclosure of Ferdinan-
do Fuga’s Cemetery. The latter operation could thus be 
carried out without the need for lorries and without going 
outside the eighteenth-century Cemetery by transferring 
the bodies on the shoulders of the bearers in a procession, 
in accordance with ancient funeral rituals. Specifically, 
three hundred and sixty-five niches are organised in a se-
quence of five vertical units for each of the 73 modules 
that give concrete form to the architectural rhythm of the 
hypogeum. 
This distributional organisation is numerically reminiscent of 
that which was forcibly created in the central courtyard 
of the Cemetery of the 366 Graves around the 1960s. This 
underground structure is illuminated by a continuous slot 
in the ceiling of the central corridor of the “C” shaped 
body. The extrados of the C-shaped building, whose 
height is lower than the surrounding areas, is covered by 
a lawn system that camouflages its presence in relation to 
the neighbouring flowerbeds.

Figure 11. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, 
restoration and reconfiguration project, render of connection 

between the two burial structures, view from the south.

Figure 12. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, 
restoration and reconfiguration project, rendering of connec-
tion between the two burial structures and water court, view 

from the south.
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The 366 Loculus, on the other hand, is located within the 
water court that opens below the ground level of the 
Colerici cemetery park. The courtyard is bordered by 
the stone-clad wall of the semi-hypogeum “C” shaped 
building and is silent, or simply inhabited by a high steel 
cross placed in the north-eastern corner of the court-
yard and by some old gravestones of the Colerici bur-
ial ground, almost floating on a veil of water covering 
its entire surface. The Tomb of the 366 Tombs courtyard 
is not passable but simply perceptible from the corridor 
connecting it to the eighteenth-century Cemetery and 
from the Colerici burial ground above. The same need 
for architectural mimesis that characterises the 366-tomb 
burial ground also defines the other two new funeral fa-
cilities located in the Colerici burial ground: the ‘Radura 
delle 36 Fosse’ and the ‘Collina dei 3 Sepolcri’. Figure 14. Render of parapet on water court and norther bound-

ary wall between the two burial structures, north view.

Figure 13. Cimitero delle 366 fosse and Sepolcreto dei Colerici, restoration and reconfiguration project, render of the water court and 
of the space connecting the two funerary structures, north view.
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The latter are funeral facilities designed to allow a new 
use of the nineteenth-century cemetery park while re-
specting its specific identity, which, as described above, 
cannot be found only in the architectural quality of the 
tombs but also in that of all the vegetation. The Radura 
of the 36 graves is located in the extreme south-eastern 
corner of the Colerici burial ground: an area of about 
five hundred square metres at the lowest level of the fu-
neral park.
Specifically, the new layout consists of a square clear-
ing in which thirty-five inhumation pits are arranged in 
five rows in the east-west direction and seven rows in the 
north-south direction. In addition to these, placed out-
side the square pattern, in the north-eastern corner of the 
clearing is the thirty-sixth tombstone characterised by a 
vertical monolith three metres and sixty centimetres high. 
The tall stone stele, on which various types of crosses are 
engraved in bas-relief, indicates, from the neighbouring 
sectors, the presence of the new funerary structure. If the 
‘Radura delle 36 Fosse’ is located in the lowest altimetric 
depression of the Sepolcreto dei Colerici, on the other 
hand, the last proposed funerary settlement, the ‘Collina 
dei 3 Sepolcri’, is located above the four steps that struc-
ture the north-eastern end of the 19th-century cemetery. 
Terraced steps on which are located three old sepul-
chres dating back between 1884 and 1887. 
More specifically, the third burial settlement in the Coleri-
ci burial ground is characterised by four in-line structures, 
each located on a single terrace, with the rear eleva-
tions facing south. Access to the burial niches is from the 
rear of these volumes, allowing these four in-line struc-
tures to appear as a retaining wall with four recourses 
wholly covered in lava stone.
In this way, once again, architectural and environmental 
mimesis is guaranteed, which respects the identity of the 
Colerici’s funeral enclosure. The project for the restoration 
and reconfiguration of the monumental funerary head of 
the Poggioreale Cemetery Park, composed of the Cem-
etery of the 366 pits and the Colerici burial ground, takes 
its legitimacy from a complex articulation of the historical 
identity of the two cemeteries, not disdaining, however, 
a modifying reinterpretation steeped in contemporanei-
ty. In summary, as Vittorio Gregotti writes, “Modification” 
is, in linguistic syntax, a way of being of the mode, that 
is, of the verb category, which defines the quality of the 
action (subjunctive, indicative, etc.). Therefore, it also re-
veals the consciousness of being part of a pre-existing 
whole, the transformation introduced in the whole sys-
tem by the change of one of its parts and indicates that 

it develops in time and, through the etymological root 
that links it to the concept of measure (modus), is then 
joined to the geometric world of finite things”.
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Introduction

The paper presents the results of architectural survey cam-
paigns of religious micro-cities along the western coastal 
strip of the Mount Athos peninsula. An autonomous ter-
ritory within the Hellenic Republic but with a particular 
self-governing statute, located at the last of the three 
peninsulas of the region called Chalkidiki.
The city’s theme can be seen in the geometric forms and 
the public and political functions assumed by the monas-
teries. Social activities are governed independently in the 
individual structures while considering the monastic rules.
The current bibliographical documentation focuses, for 
the most part, on an art-historical description of the paint-
ings in the monasteries, as well as on the travel notes of 
visitors who have climbed their peaks and steep paths, 
and is scanty in graphic documentation and surveys of 
the architectural volumes. 
Many famous travellers (architects, philosophers, writers, 
directors) have drawn inspiration for their works from the 
slopes of the Holy Mountain: Umberto Eco’s famous novel 
The Name of the Rose was inspired by his journey to Athos. 
Le Corbusier also visited the Mount, and some referenc-
es can be found in his 1960 work, the Catholic Monastery 
of Tourette in Lyon, France, whose structure can be com-
pared to the monastic complex of Dionisiou.
Over the centuries, the monastic community of Athos, 
dedicated to hermitic life, has preserved the social tra-
ditions of the approximately 1500 Orthodox monks and 
the architectural geometry of the community buildings, 
churches, service structures, dormitories and solitary cells 
aggregated in vast complexes similar to religious mi-
cro-cities (Fig. 1).

The process of the survey of monasteries on the west coast 
of Athos

The consolidated phases of the discipline of representa-
tion, such as digital surveying, point clouds, processing of 
flat surfaces and 3D modelling, have enabled a journey 
of knowledge of the third arm of the Chalkidiki peninsula, 

both with regard to the religious architecture and to the 
current and historical functions of the ten Monasteries un-
der research. 
In the initial part, the research was developed with pho-
tographic documentation taken from the sea to create 
an appropriate illustrative campaign to document the 
artefacts. In a second phase, after the complicated visa 
procedures for access to the sites, the in site surveys of the 
Monasteries on the west coast was carried out.
Of great importance is the design of the sockets, the 
definition of the shooting points from which the measure-
ments are taken. This project took into account the actu-
al dimensions of the Monasteries both for the phase car-
ried out from the sea and for the subsequent surveys from 
land. A survey project was then drawn up, which required 
greater attention as it was necessary to superimpose the 

THE SURVEY OF MONASTERIES ON THE WEST COAST OF ATHOS

Figure 1. The Monasteries of Mount Athos. Planimetric identifica-
tion of the Monasteries in red.
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images and align them correctly. The characterisation of 
the shots allowed the definition of some image filtering 
procedures in order to determine the greatest reduction 
in noise and the maintenance of the geometric configu-
ration given by the shapes of the Monasteries. (Apollonio, 
2010)
The size of the architectural detail, often consisting of fix-
tures, wall facings and balconies, constituted an addi-
tional parameter for the point clouds’ realisation based 
on the optics used and in relation to the mesh established 
for the survey phases. In relation to the purpose of the 
survey, graphic-geometric documentation, dimensional 
and occlusion characteristics, material reflection, and 
detail ratio were taken into account. The lack of freedom 
of movement, caused by the filming carried out by boat, 
for which it was necessary to take into account the rela-
tive oscillation due to the sea waves, greatly influenced 
the survey campaign and the processing of the data 
collected. The captured images were interpolated with 
measurements taken at three different points. The survey 
was carried out both from the centre, perpendicular to 
the individual Monasteries, and the side points to collect 
the greatest number of triangles to create the digital sur-
vey model.  
Following the sea and land survey campaign, the collect-
ed data was processed. 

Of great importance is the alignment of the images through 
digital software. In order to control the error, the overlap 
was calculated to the extent of 40% between one image 
and another with a symmetrical view from two vertices to-
wards the same point of capture. (Remondino, 2011)
The images taken from the sea shots did not show any 
problems of poor overlap in mesh generation, as they 
were both numerically suitable for the light condition. The 
meshes were merged into a single image with polygonal 
characteristics, and this activity resulted in the creation 
of merge images of the point cloud. The geometries ob-
tained were realised using the maximum density of the 
polygon vertices, reducing the automatic control of the 
surfaces to a maximum. 
On the other hand, the editing phase was developed by 
marking and eliminating typological errors relating to the 
acquisition of the images, mainly for the phase carried out 
by the boat and the subsequent point cloud alignment 
processes subsequently. However, manual intervention 
was necessary to close the gaps present in the less ex-
posed surfaces to a lesser extent. 
The point cloud created was then checked for external 
noise caused by the multiple environmental conditions 
present on site. Subsequently, the plans and main sections 
were created in order to document the monastic com-
plexes of Athos.

Figure 2. The Monastery of St. Gregorio. Cloud of points.
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The monasteries on the west coast of Athos

In the definition of research on religious micro-cities, the 
study of the spaces in which monastic life takes place is 
of particular interest. They are complex places in terms of 
form and position, and simple forms and complex geom-
etries aggregate to follow the mountain’s slopes.
The activities concerned the Monastery of St. Dionysius, the 
Monastery of Xeropotmus, the Monastery of Zographus, 
the Monastery of Dochiarius, the Monastery of Simonpet-
ra, the Monastery of St. Paul, the Monastery of Xenophon, 
the Monastery of St. Gregory, the Monastery of St. Pan-
teleimon and the Monastery of Costamonitis (Fig. 2). 
The Monastery of Dionisiou, built in the middle of the 14th 
century by the monk Dionysius of Koryssos, was destroyed 
by fire in 1535 and subsequently rebuilt, retaining its archi-
tectural form to this day. The structures, built on a spur of 
rock overlooking the sea, are smaller than the floor space 
of the other complexes. The Monastery is characterised 
by a central church surrounded by several chapels with 
frescoes and a refectory completed in 1603. Of particular 
interest is the defensive tower, built in 1520, which current-
ly houses the Monastery’s precious library with numerous 
works of art, including icons and miniature manuscripts 
(Fig. 3, 4).
The Monastery of Xenophontos is located by the sea, be-
tween the structures of Docheiariou and St Panteleimo-
nos, and is dedicated to St George. In the historical bibli-

ography, it is mentioned in the 11th century, when it was 
destroyed and rebuilt after a long commercial and cultur-
al activity. The sea-facing part of the building has a large 
entrance opening, topped by four floors, one of which is 
the attic. The lower part of the building is characterised by 
a stone structure with arches and buttresses surmounted 
by wooden galleries coloured red and blue. Of great in-
terest is the library with 300 manuscripts, over 4000 books 
and numerous mosaic icons (Fig. 5).
The Monastery of Zografo, traditionally founded in the 
10th century, is dedicated to St George and situated on a 
slope on the southwest side of the Mount Athos peninsula. 
In the late Byzantine period, it was destroyed by pirates 
and rebuilt with the financial support of Eastern European 
rulers. For this reason, the majority of the resident monks 
came from Bulgaria, Serbia and, to some extent, Greece. 
The volumes in the central courtyard are covered with 
copper-plated zinc domes. There are also two workshops 
for painting and making religious icons and a library with 
126 manuscripts in Greek and 388 in Slavic (Fig. 6).
The seaside Monastery of Dochiariou was founded in the 
second half of the 10th century. At present, the structure 
can be reached by means of a dock for small and me-
dium-sized boats to supply non-self-produced goods. The 
monastic complex develops on the mountain slope with 
different geometric shapes such as the parallelepipeds 
of the main volumes, the spheres and hemispheres of the 
domes of the churches and chapels, and the pyramids 

Figure 3. The Monastery of St. Dionysius. Cloud of points.
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cones of the roofs. Of particular note are the two refec-
tories positioned parallel to the coastline, with the old re-
fectory by the sea, dating from 1675, and the new one 
on the hill from 1700, overlooked by the Katholikon, the 
main church built on the remains of the walls of an older 
religious building. The Monastery also has a watchtower 
and a library with about 900 manuscripts.
The Simonpetra Monastery is a majestic seven-storey 
building dedicated to the birth of Christ. The structure is 
230 metres above sea level and consists of two architec-
tural complexes, one downstream serving as a landing 
place for boats from the nearby Ouranopoli and the oth-
er upstream, where the monks live and pray. The building 
by the sea, with a small harbour and boathouse, has a 
stone watchtower. In a panoramic position, facing south, 
the Monastery is composed of two built portions: the first 
with the church, the refectory and a tower; the second, 
instead, entirely used as a residence for the monks with 
cells and services. Over the centuries, the building was 
destroyed by numerous fires and rebuilt several times 
through donations from Russia (Fig. 7).

Figure 4. The Monastery of St. Dionisio. Cloud of points.

Figure 5. The Monastery of Xenophontos. Cloud of points.

Figure 6. The Monastery of Zograph. Cloud of points.
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Figure 7. The Monastery of Simonpetra. Cloud of points.

Figure 8. The Monastery of St. Pantaleimon. Cloud of points.
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The Monastery of St Paul, dedicated to the presentation 
of Christ in the Temple, was destroyed and rebuilt many 
times over the centuries, and this architectural stratifica-
tion can be seen in the shapes of the buildings, which 
date back to different periods. The religious complex, 
currently attended by a community of 30 monks, has 12 
prayer chapels, the most important of which is the one 
dedicated to St George, with frescoes of the Cretan 
school dating back to 1555. Of great interest is the library 
containing 494 manuscripts and a total of about 12500 
books.
The Monastery of Grigoriou, currently inhabited by 
a brotherhood of 70 monks, is built by the sea, on the 
southwest side of the peninsula, between the monas-
teries of Dionysiou and Simonpetra and is dedicated 
to St Nicholas. The fifth building by the sea has a paral-
lelepiped volume characterised by projecting wooden 
galleries decorated with pillars and arches. The struc-
ture is characterised by two internal courtyards and an 
imposing wall at the back that protects the Monastery 
from landslides from the mountain. The entrance court-
yard, facing north, houses the monks’ cells and acts as 
a filter for the second courtyard, characterised by the 
presence of the main church dating back to the mid-
18th century (Fig. 8). 

The Monastery of St. Panteleimon, built on a flat area by 
the sea, consists of several buildings: a rectangular main 
body with several structures such as churches and chap-
els; an L-shaped building that follows the coastline. The 
latter serves as a hermitage for monks and pilgrims visiting 
or praying. The Monastery has 15 chapels and numerous 
spaces for making sacred objects, such as a carpen-
try shop. The library contains 1320 Greek and 600 Slavic 
manuscripts and over 20000 Greek and Russian books. Of 
great interest is the use of red and green colours in the 
roofs, terracotta tiles and copper surfaces that contrast 
with the white of the walls adorned with wooden balco-
nies and galleries (Fig. 9).
The Konstamonitou Monastery is located in a forest 200 
metres above sea level, 50 minutes away from the coast. 
The construction of the small building with a central court-
yard is due to a hermit who wanted to spend his time in 
solitude and prayer in contact with nature. The present 
complex has undergone numerous changes due to re-
constructions following fires: those of the 14th century, 1360 
and 1433. Following the reconstructions, the wall face is in 
local stone, and the roof is in red brick, reducing the pres-
ence of wood on the facade and roof to a minimum. In 
the courtyard is the main church with six copper-clad roof 
lanterns and a small library building (Fig. 10).

Figure 9. The Monastery of St. Dionisio. Detail of the western ele-
vation

Figure 10. The Monastery of Dochiariou. Detail of the western el-
evation.
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Conclusion

The investigations carried out analysed the architectural lan-
guages and forms of the micro-cities of Athos.
By using photogrammetry, it was possible to detect the build-
ings unreachable from the ground. The survey phases made 
it possible to develop original graphic documentation for the 
knowledge of the places.
Of great interest is the operational process illustrated both 
on the basis of the problems that emerged and the solutions 
adopted in the knowledge phases. 
For the first time, the research exposes the unpublished instru-
mental surveys carried out in the community of Athos, which 
for centuries has been denied access to scholars, tourists, and 
the curious (Fig. 11).
The instrumental survey activities carried out with the aid of 
quadrihelix drones, and terrestrial photogrammetry con-
cerned the western part of the third Chalkidiki peninsula: the 
Monastery of St. Dionysius, the Monastery of Xeropothemus, 
the Monastery of Zographos, the Monastery of Dochiario, the 
Monastery of Simonpetra, the Monastery of St. Paul, the Mon-
astery of Xenophon, the Monastery of St. Gregory, the Mon-
astery of St. Panteleimon and the Monastery of Costamonita. 
The research is configured as a methodological process to be 
implemented at both small and large scales to survey histori-
cal complexes. 

Remote sensing systems from drones have made it possible 
to carry out flights in areas uncovered by the range of regular 
cameras, guaranteeing an overall knowledge of the proper-
ty. The data collected constitutes a well-stocked database of 
metric, artistic and architectural information on the individual 
Monasteries that can be used for future interventions. In addi-
tion to this activity, it is of particular interest to catalogue the 
architecture, the landscape, and the cities to provide both 
ordinary and extraordinary maintenance for management 
and social development.
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The diffusion of the pious places

During the Middle Ages, different forms of assistance 
developed both in urban centres and rural suburbs. The 
poor lived mainly in the suburbs, where widespread deg-
radation and social unrest were. Furthermore, the living 
conditions of the medieval populations, marked by the 
non-observance of hygienic-sanitary rules, facilitated the 
emergence of pandemics and famines, especially the 
weaker classes.
During the Middle Ages, an articulated system of hospitali-
ty and charity was established that affected the organiza-
tion of structures for assistance to the needy and pilgrims. 
In fact, monasteries and churches contributed to the satis-
faction of the needs of the poor and the sick of the cities, 
giving them medicines, food and clothing.
Especially starting from the fourteenth century, new forms 
of religious assistance spread, leading to an increase in 
charitable and support works. Multiple groups, made up 
mostly of laypeople, gathered in brotherhoods. Especial-
ly starting from the fourteenth century, new forms of reli-
gious assistance spread, leading to increased charitable 
and support works. Multiple groups, made up mostly of 
laypeople, gathered in brotherhoods. The relations of the 
lay brotherhoods with the parishes of the dioceses are 
developed in different ways in the various Italian areas. 
In the North, the brotherhoods, over time, also materially 
detached from the parishes, compromising their role as 
well in Campania most of the lay foundations remained 
linked to the parish structure, a relationship that continued 
at least until the seventeenth century. 
In Naples, the archepiscopal Curia was able to impose 
changes, norms and statutes on the brotherhoods aimed 
at greater control by the Curia over the brotherhood. The 
spread of lay brotherhoods or holy places, often inspired 
by the example of the Franciscans, had marked a deci-
sive turning point in the economy of charity. The word’s et-
ymology derives from the Latin frater, brother, which gave 
rise to fraternities, confraternities, Archi-confraternities, 
congregation, and Italian words such as fraternity and 
brotherhood archconfraternity and so on. Established to 

encourage the increase in worship, lay institutes exercised 
their functions thanks to the assistance of the diocesan 
churches and the most important aristocratic families who 
enriched their revenues with land and property dona-
tions. These guilds generally distributed food and clothing 
to the poor and disadvantaged, administered hospitals 
and orphanages, maritages and pity’s hills, and provid-
ed assistance to pilgrims, prisoners and those sentenced 
to death. The congregations were composed of the hi-
erarchically organized faithful and had as their purpose 
the exercise of works of piety or charity and the increase 
of public worship and could have their headquarters in 
a church, in an oratory or in a chapel. In any case, these 
were small communities made up of laity: the clergy were 
present, but in aggregate form, for the preaching and ad-
ministration of the sacraments.
The origin of the Confraternities is very ancient, and its 
long history experienced the first period of great success 
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries when the first 
congregations were born that took shape as true popular 
movements.
The first Confraternity was the “Recommended of Madon-
na S. Maria” born in Rome in 1263. Recognized by Clem-
ent IV in 1267, it became with the intervention of Innocent 
VIII in 1486 the Confraternity of the Gonfalone (Fig. 1). The 
birth of the Archconfraternity of the Gonfalone was due 
to the initiative of Messer Giacomo, one of the Canons of 
the Collegiate Church of S. Vitale, who organized a pil-
grimage from Rome to the temple of S. Giacomo di Com-
postela in Galicia and during the journey, he studied the 
problems that afflicted the Church and society.

Penitents, battenti, frustati or disciplinati

To support the rise of the Churches of the Ave Gratia Ple-
na, also known by the acronym AGP, or the greeting that 
the Angel addressed to the Madonna at the moment of 
the Annunciation, was lay brotherhoods in relation with 
the Flagellants, also called Penitents or Battenti o Battuti, 
Frustati or even Disciplinati, that is religious groups of ec-
clesiastics and laity dedicated to the cult of the Santissi-

THE MEDIEVAL SYSTEM OF THE CONFRATERNITIES
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ma Annunziata, widespread in Italy and other European 
countries from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century (Fig. 
2). These lived in communities dealing full-time with the 
poor and the sick, thus translating into charitable prac-
tice the precepts of mendicant spirituality to which they 
referred without ever having legal independence. The 
central moment of the associative life of the congrega-
tions was the so-called devotio, an exclusive rite of the 
Disciplinati, based on the exercise of self-flagellation and 
the singing of laudes.
The brethren covered with a long sack up to their feet, a 
hood over their faces that concealed their identity and 
girded with ropes, scourged themselves during public cer-
emonies and processions as a sign of penance. The hood, 
or buffa, generally ended in a pointed upper part and 

had a long front nock, was sewn to the hood and could 
be left hanging on the back, raised on the forehead or 
worn down to hide the face depending on the liturgical 
and devotional moment. The symbol of the association 
was painted, embroidered or sewn on the shoulder or the 
buffa. 
Although certainly widespread to a lesser extent than pre-
viously believed, the public or private scourging of mem-
bers of the brotherhoods was still in force in the sixteenth 
century. The Capuchins, in particular, implemented this 
practice, also called discipline. Public scourging was in 
use among men, women could only perform it in private 
or they wept, moaned, begged for God’s forgiveness 
outside the Church, while the men inside scourged them-
selves. 
The practice of the discipline was probably particularly 
widespread in the northern regions, as in the South, the in-
terest in these practices is poorly documented. In order to 
start a process of uniformity of devotional models, all the 
brotherhoods present in the various dioceses were urged 
to join the archconfraternities.
Of particular interest was the “White Penitents” move-
ment, which established itself in Italy from the early 1400s 
and whose followers used to wear a white linen habit with 
a red cross on the chest and a hood on the face.
Little by little, the Confraternity of the Whites expanded to 
the South, involving a large number of faithful, so much 
so that Pope Boniface IX granted indulgences and for-
giveness of sins to those who were actively part of this in-
stitute. If, on the one hand, the Whites were catalysts of 
a widespread sentiment of penance, on the other hand, 
their contribution lasted very little, as in 1399, the plague 

Figure 1. Frontispiece of the Statutes of the Confraternita del 
Gonfalone, Rome, 1825.

Figure 2. P. Van Laer, The Flagellants, Oil painting, c. 1635, Alte 
Pinakothek, Munich, Bavaria, Germany.
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decimated the brothers to such an extent that the broth-
erhood itself disappeared.
In the context of the Confraternities of the Disciplined, 
Flagellants or Battuti, the “Confraternities of the Laudesi” 
also spread, known since the thirteenth century, which 
privileged the themes of the passion of Christ and the pain 
of the Virgin with a vigorous mysticism, starting to compose 
on his own and to hand down orally, and then also in writ-
ing, collections of spontaneous compositions or praises of 
devoted souls, mostly in an anonymous form. Despite the 
assistance of the mendicant orders, at whose churches 
the Confraternities often headed, the phenomenon was 
not free from political-social infiltrations and heretical ten-
dencies to the point that, with the bull Inter solicitudines 
of 20 October 1349, Pope Clement VI prohibited its public 
manifestations.
The presence of Penitents and Disciplinates is testified by 
a letter from Innocent VI “ut inquirat de vita et moribus 
Flagellantorum” which reveals the presence of these Con-
gregations in the territories of Salerno, Naples, Benevento 
and Sicily (Fig. 3).
From the fourteenth to the eighteenth century there was, 
therefore, a wide diffusion and development of the broth-
erhoods. Many of them became important and brought 
a not indifferent contribution not only in the fight against 
heresies but also in contrasting Protestantism in the various 
states of the Peninsula. There were numerous companies 
of religion who, thanks to their financial strength, effectively 
contributed to the social, artistic and economic develop-
ment of the cities and towns in which they were founded. 
They are responsible for the erection of hospitals, hospices 
for the poor and pilgrims, orphanages and conservatories 

for girls, churches, oratories and monuments, as well as the 
organization and management of schools to spread the 
knowledge of trades and religious education, and finally, 
but not least, to manage the burial places. It is no coinci-
dence, however, that in the sources, both generic terms 
(hospitale, hospitium, domus, mansio) and more specific 
terms (xenodochium, brephotrophium) are encountered 
to indicate all those entities included under the label of 
“hospital”. The latter, lacking any particular specialization, 
performed multiple functions: from material assistance 
to hospitalization of the sick, from the administration of 
food to that of medicines and health care, to the hospi-
talization of contagious patients, to economic support for 
the marriages of widows and to the care of orphans. The 
charity found in the brotherhoods a more organic and ra-
tional means of distributing assets. The protagonists of the 
charity were the confraternity hospitals themselves, which 
at the same time were objects of charity. Legacies and 
testamentary donations represented an “investment”. For 
the purpose of soul salvation; for this reason, they were 
implemented in large numbers for a considerable amount 
of assets in favour of charities.
The birth of specific structures for assistance in the cities 
can be traced back to the xenodochia understood as 
rescue centres managed by religious communities or ec-
clesiastical institutions and aimed at orphans, pilgrims and 
wayfarers who were offered accommodation and food. 
These structures, which stood in the vicinity of monastic 
centres, began to be built in some churches, welcoming 
orphaned children. The first shelter for abandoned babies 
was probably established in Milan in 787 by Archpriest 
Dateo, who, on 22 February in his will, he ordered that a 
special hospice be established in one of his houses as a 
place of welcome for abandoned children shortly after 
birth. Starting from the pontificate of Innocent III between 
1198 and 1216, the orphanages were often equipped 
with a device, called the wheel or go back to exhibited, 
still visible today in some, that is a wheel rotating on a pin 
and placed outside the walls of the orphanage, which 
allowed the mother to leave the child without being rec-
ognized, thus avoiding the most common practices of 
abandonment, on the street or in Church.
Over time the term xenodochium disappeared, giving 
way to the words hospitalia that arose along the streets 
and were intended to welcome the sick, pilgrims, poor va-
grants and abandoned children.
Sources indicate the Hospital of Santa Maria della Scala 
(Fig. 4) in Siena as the oldest charitable institution to host 
foundlings in Tuscany.Figure 3. G. Zocchi, Piazza della Santissima Annunziata in an 

eighteenth-century print, oil on canvas, Florence, 1738.
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The Church of the Santissima Annunziata was added to 
the hospital of Santa Maria della Scala around 1257, ini-
tially born as a hospital chapel but wholly transformed in 
the second half of the fifteenth century.
In those years, the Compagnia dei Disciplinati di Maria San-
tissima was also born in Siena, (Fig. 5) from the merger of 
three distinct nuclei of which two of Flagellants: the Rec-
ommended of Jesus Crucified, the Confraternity of the Ma-
donna under the Cathedral and that of N.S. Jesus Christ. 
Gradually the hospital became secular and, in the fifteenth 
century, passed under the direct control of the Municipality. 

From the end of the fourteenth century, the Siena hospi-
tal was taken as a model in Italy and Europe. In Naples, 
the wheel located adjacent to the Santa Casa dell’An-
nunziata, the largest and most important institute for 
foundlings in the Kingdom of Naples where abandoned 
children often came from the various provinces of the 
Kingdom was located in one of the most crowded streets 
of the city and the opening was also arranged during the 
day, unlike the night-only operation in the orphanages of 
the other cities.
Similarly, in Naples (Fig. 6), also in Florence in the Tuscany 
of the fifteenth century, in the eastern portico of the Os-
pedale degli Innocenti, in Piazza Santissima Annunziata, 
there was the “pile”, a sort of basin similar to a stone stoup, 
placed outside the front porch. Between the end of the 
1400s and the early 1500s, it was replaced by a window 

Figure 4. G. Macchi, Drawing of the facade of the Siena Hospi-
tal, State Archives, Siena, 1695.

Figure 5. Hospital of Santa Maria della Scala, main facade in 
front of the cathedral, Siena. Figure 6. The “ruota” of the Annunziata Hospital, Naples.
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communicating with the women’s Church and equipped 
with a “ferrata”, through which it was possible to intro-
duce babies, as per the statute. Inside it corresponded to 
the perennial setting up of a “nativity scene”, which also 
became synonymous with the place of abandonment. In 
1660 the “crib”, also known by the people as “ferrata”, 
“hole”, and “wheel”, was moved to the north end of the 
portico and remained active until 1875, when the window 
was walled up (Fig. 7).
In the 15th century, cities such as Palermo and Florence 
opened their orphanages, respectively the Spedale 
Grande in 1433 and the Spedale degli Innocenti in 1445.
The latter, unlike other Tuscan structures such as the Sie-
nese hospital of La Scala, has the particular characteristic 
of reserving assistance exclusively for “infants abandoned 
or exposed from birth or immediately after”.

The Spedale degli Innocenti, a spedale derived from the 
ancient Florentine dialect, is one of the first Renaissance 
buildings was founded in 1316. Brunelleschi built it; it in-
cluded the house of the occult women in labour and the 
exposed shelter. It was born as a secular institution sup-
ported by private donations, particularly the wealthy Pra-
to merchant Francesco Datini. The Silk Corporation and 
the Florentine Republic also made a great economic 
contribution, which commissioned Brunelleschi to build 
the hospice for foundlings. Alongside abandoned child-
hood, among the most fragile and in need of help were 
orphaned girls, single women in constant material precar-
iousness and moral danger.
In the impossibility of guaranteeing a dowry to their daugh-
ters due to extreme poverty and social disadvantage, the 
families could ask for help from a dense welfare network 
made up of the pity and mountains of the poor, but also 
from the dotal mountains and from the mountains of mar-
riage proper, pious works that bestowed gifts of charity 
even to girls “without family”, foundlings and orphans.

Conclusions

Most of these institutions offered subsidies resulting from 
private bequests and testamentary donations: it was part 
of the Christian pietas to leave assets whose income was 
destined to favour the marriage of poor girls at one’s 
death.
The criteria of delivery, management, purposes and rituals 
connected to them varied according to the communities 
and the chronological contexts considered. Hospitals also 
dispensed gifts of charity for girls.
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Introduction

The research on 3D photogrammetric information 
systems for the management of digital models of 
Cultural Heritage addresses several objectives in the 
field of digitization and three-dimensional modelling 
of heritage. The study is conducted through detailed 
and accurate photographic and iconographic doc-
umentation, survey and digital documentation with 
usable models. 
The theme of digital modelling is of great importance 
since it allows us to face, according to disciplinary as-
sumptions, such as technical-instrumental and theo-
retical applications, the dynamics of drawing related 
to both traditional and innovative digital representa-
tion. 

With this science, the aspect concerning the visualiza-
tion is determined, a fundamental element for the com-
munication of the object examined, through which it is 
possible to define the final graphic rendering compati-
ble with the purpose of the relevant activity, both rela-
tive to the knowledge of the existing and indicative for 
the protection and enhancement of the asset. 
Three dimensional modelling of cultural heritage start-
ing from digital images at different scales and acquisi-
tions with low-cost tools has recently gained attention 
from the scientific community for the realization of in-
novative research and advanced digital modelling 
processes due to the availability of new technologies 
for the recording, processing, management and visu-
alization of 3D data (Amoruso, Apollonio, Remondino, 
2010). 

THE SURVEY OF THE FISH POND OF THE HVAR TVRDALJ FORTRESS

Figure 1. Point of cloud made with photogrammetric representation software. Main prospect of the Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar.
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Figure 2. Point of cloud made with photogrammetric representa-
tion software for the central building of the Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar.

Therefore, the present work aims to document and 
reconstruct the historical evolution of the Fortress of 
Hvar Tvrdalj in Croatia (Fig. 1) graphically through a 
series of digital drawings, but especially 3d photo-
grammetric modelling systems of outdoor spaces. 
Particular attention was paid to the digital modelling 
activities of the fishpond located inside the fortified 
structure (Fig. 2).

The survey and graphic representation

In order to elaborate on 3D digital models, it is useful 
to clarify the scientific dynamics that regulate the rela-
tionship between architecture and graphic representa-
tion. The critical description of the architecture, starting 
from the graphic reading of the typological imprints 
of the constructions of the past and the morphologi-
cal configurations, with reference to the discipline of 
drawing, makes explicit the awareness of the scientific 
and cultural foundations of representation methods to 
understanding architecture (Fig. 3). In order to develop 
three-dimensional models for documentation purpos-
es and graphic representations at knowledge, the final 
product must include some specific characteristics. Of 
considerable importance are the precision and relia-
bility of the details, especially in areas of discontinuity, 
when changing materials or changing geometry. 
In the field just described, the containment of model-
ling costs through the use of low-cost tools and software 
and a rapid data acquisition time, also through the ad-
aptability of the survey techniques to the research con-
text, are of considerable interest to ensure a realistic 
return even at close range (Fig. 4, 5, 6, 7).

Figure 3. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. General Plan + 1.00. Figure 4. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. The longitudinal section to 
the east on the water pool.
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New information technologies applied to the knowl-
edge of basic geometry become a tool of restitution, 
analysis, information of the Hvar Tvrdalj Fortress. 
In the illustrated graphic system, the drawing of archi-
tecture, that is, the practical one oriented to model the 
object as a form covers the main critical and theoret-
ical exercise of the method for digital technologies by 
defining the geometrical issues necessary for the crea-
tion of virtual models (Fig. 8). 
In this sense, the method of orthogonal double pro-
jections, parallel projections and central projections 
explains its scientific features through their inheritability 
to bring out the thematic and ideal contents of archi-
tecture. Digital representation and the implicit creation 
of models, playing a graphic role of three-dimensional 
object reproduction, is an instrument for verifying the 
congruence of conventional representations, such as 
plans, sections, and elevations (Fig. 9, 10).
The model is an ideal icon of reality, as far as morpholo-
gy is concerned, it shows all the characteristics indicat-
ed by the drawing, specifying in the best way possible 
its shape and peculiarities, representing and manipu-
lating actual elements through complex simulations. Figure 7. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. Southern sections on the wa-

ter pool.

Figure 6. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. Longitudinal section east-
wards on the water pool.

Figure 5. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. The longitudinal section on 
the garden.
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Figure 8. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized by 
digital survey and parametric software. Zenith view of the whole 

complex and the garden.

Figure 9. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized by 
digital survey and parametric software. View to the west.

Figure 10. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized by 
digital survey and parametric software. View to the south.

Figure 11. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized by 
digital survey and parametric software. View to the south.

Figure 12. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized by 
digital survey and parametric software. Particular of the garden, 

south view.
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These computer activities determine a dynamic rep-
resentation of three-dimensional data using articulat-
ed visualization techniques and materials, lights, and 
colours, which reproduce the characteristics of the real 
world. 
Of great interest is the primitive phase of modelling, 
the activity of three-dimensional transformation of 
two-dimensional graphs, which allows immediate 
visualization of geometric shapes and basic volumes. 
These physical models constitute both geometrical 
configurations to determine the volumes and bases 
to interact through photo modelling. 
As is well known, in order to develop interactive digi-
tal models, basic knowledge about data acquisition 
through instrumental surveys that can be carried out 
with passive sensors is necessary when data are ac-
quired through images with inexpensive and very 
drinkable systems. At the same time, it is possible to 
intervene through surveys with active sensors where 
the active instruments detect distances and directly 
provide three-dimensional measurements of the de-
tected object. 
For the documentation and cataloguing of cultur-
al heritage, we have a series of instruments for data 
acquisition (Manfredini, Remondino, 2010). 
The activity of representation of the Fortress of Hvar 
Tvrdalj was set up by providing, in an initial phase, the 
execution of a basic survey extended to the archi-
tectural organisms and the surrounding green space 
in order to define a first two-dimensional geometric 
model; then, in a second phase, were made the sur-
vey graphs and the consequent graphic restitution 
with the measurements of architectural details and 
the complete survey of the inner tank (Fig. 11, 12).
In addition, adequate and complete photographic 
documentation and investigated the scarce bibli-
ographic, archival, and iconographic sources was 
carried out. 
Particular attention has been paid to the concept 
of the photographic image, which, besides repre-
senting an absolute database value that can be 
drawn from even after the survey phase, constitutes 
a dynamic knowledge tool. The possibility of inter-
polating this static figurative data with instrumental 
information technology elements deriving from the 
technological evolution of recent times is evident. 
In parallel to the availability of a wide variety of dig-
ital images, numerous photogrammetric software 
with new automated procedures for image orien-

tation and the generation of digital surface models 
have been developed in the last few years. In addi-
tion, the relevant digital tools provide new technical 
functionalities for the management and analysis of 
the collected photogrammetric data and allow di-
rect digital processing.
The digital modelling of the Hvar Tvrdalj Fortress, a 
Renaissance fortified villa built by the humanist Pe-
tar Hektorovic (1487-1572), which includes a lush 
garden, a dovecote and a fishpond surrounded by 
arcades where mullet swims still today, made it pos-
sible to integrate the disciplinary skills of architectural 
drawing with the mathematical numerical bases of 
the latest generation software in order to develop 
questionable and manageable 3D photogrammet-
ric models in terms of conservation and protection 
(Fig. 13).
As is well known, photogrammetry is the science that 
makes it possible to obtain accurate measurements 
from photographs by transforming two-dimensional 
information into three-dimensional measurements 
(Manfredini, Remondino, 2010). 
For the digital restitution of cultural heritage, photo-
grammetry plays a role of considerable interest since 
the images taken from digital cameras contain the 
information for the realization of models. The survey 
campaign is rapid and reduced to shooting photo-
graphic images, often at a low cost. Therefore, in the 
context of this applied research, photogrammetry 
has the task of establishing a graphic and geomet-
rical relationship between the images taken on-site 
and the object of the survey in a photographic shot. 

Figure 13. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. 3D digital model realized 
with digital survey and parametric software. Particular the water 

pool, south view.
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Figure 14. The Tvrdalj Fortress in Hvar. View the interior elevation 
and the water basin to the northwest.

Therefore, the photogrammetric technique allows de-
termining technical information to make metric meas-
urements on the object’s size, shape, and position 
starting from measurements taken on images taken 
from both fixed and mobile supports. It is useful, for the 
present research, to mention the field of passive optical 
sensors, as instruments such as cameras that are used 
to capture the reflection of natural light on the surface 
of the object to be detected and, when using at least 
two images with two different points of view, they trig-
ger a stereoscopic vision of a surveying object similar to 
what happens in human vision.

Conclusion

Digital modelling through photogrammetric software of 
the Hvar Tvrdalj Fortress has allowed scientific documen-
tation to create an interactive database. The interaction 
between the geometric model and the data collected 
allowed the interrogation of the digital model through the 
use of 3D parametric software, both for graphic visualiza-
tion and to plan conservation and enhancement of the 
asset. Therefore, the research presents a scientific study of 
a digital photogrammetric survey developed through the 
creation of 3D digital models on a structure of significant 
architectural and landscape interest and a cornerstone 
of the island of Hvar for local tourism (Fig. 14).
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Introduction 

The New European Agenda for culture adopted by the EU 
in 2018 makes explicit in the “Work Plan for Culture 2019-
2022” the vision of a broader involvement of all stakehold-
ers in the topic - from acquisition to dissemination to the 
enhancement of cultural heritage - divided into five pri-
orities that guide public debate in a new, broader direc-
tion for which the Cultural Heritage is not only a way of 
preserving the memory of the past but part of an organic 
system projected into the future, in which cultural policies 
must be linked in terms of competitiveness to the social 
cohesion and well-being, to the job policies, to the envi-
ronment. 
In this view, the cultural heritage represents an important 
driver for the life of the communities, and the historical cit-
ies assume a central role, being the largest, most robust 
defence and protection for the community’s identity from 
the imbalances deriving from globalisation. Globalisation 
has been a powerful catalyst for urban transformation, as 
it is a generic acceleration and multiplication factor in the 
modernisation of settlements and urban districts. Howev-
er, it also presents a series of problems typically linked to it, 
which occur in forms requiring a more integral approach 
to architectural intervention. 

The urban identity and the public domain 

Among the problems most frequently associated with ur-
ban transformations related to the push of globalisation, 
the imbalances derive from the change of social, cultural, 
morphological and spatial organisation in the existing ur-
ban areas, especially when the start point for redevelop-
ment was contexts with an important legacy of the past.
Many are the problematic factors of these interventions, 
but one of the elements of a major crisis of cities in tran-
sition seems to be the transformations of the urban phys-
iognomy and the too fast-changing of the places form-
ing the townscape, as defined by Norberg Schulz: “The 
spaces where life occurs are places … A place is a space 
which has a distinct character. Since ancient times, the 

genius loci, or spirit of place, has been recognised as the 
concrete reality man must face and come to terms with 
daily life. Architecture means to visualise the genius loci, 
and the task of the architect is to create meaningful plac-
es, whereby he helps man to dwell.”.

This phenomenon has a strong impact because it is re-
flected in the estrangement of the inhabitants in today’s 
cities and is due in large part, though not only, to the de-
cay of public spaces especially due to privatisation and 
disappearance, obsolescence and loss of identity that in-
put at risk the most delicate contexts, such as the historic 
cities. The public domain, most of the part we can see 
in the city in our daily social life, is “the common ground 
where people carry out the functional and ritual activities 
that bond to the community, that is in the normal routines 
of daily life or periodic festivities “; the urban experience is 
well realised if there is a harmonious coexistence of phys-
ical components (buildings and open spaces) that fore-
see and favour the realisation of the social environment 
too, allowing for those who frequent the public domain 
the orientation and identification, from which the attribu-
tion of meaning and belonging to that particular place 
are developed. 

THE HISTORICAL CITIES IN TRANSITION IN THE GLOBAL TREND: SOME ISSUES OF 
ARCHITECTURE’S IDENTITY SURVEY AND REPRESENTATION OF THE ‘GENIUS LOCI’

Figure 1. Panoramic view of Matera, an ancient rupestrian Ital-
ian city; an example of historical vernacular architecture and 

dense townscape. 
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When public space does not allow orientation and identifi-
cation, this attribution of meaning does not occur, and the 
connective space remains relegated to the sole function of 
mobility for the pure crossing of the city. Therefore, the public 
spaces should not be considered only as of the resulting emp-
ty space between the buildings, but they constitute the scene 
where people meet and where the broader social relation-
ships can be generated. These elements transform residents 
from city users into inhabitants of the city and are capable of 
transforming the surface of a square into a complex space 
and transforming a building aggregate into a townscape. 
A positive public domain is therefore characterised by the 
presence of a network of public spaces that meets a series 
of requirements; it is consistent, carefully designed to balance 
all the formal, functional, aesthetic aspects and realised with 
design quality, because only in a public domain that favours 
relationships and interaction between people and with a live-
able space can the sense of the community be formed. Often 
many recent urban transformations of fast modernisation are 
badly and poorly designed, sometimes they are spontaneous 
or not governed (as in the case of the imbalances due to the 
excessive or insufficient presence of people; we refer here to 
the opposite problems that are created in historical cities that 
lose their identity due to mass tourism, for example in Florence 
and Venice, or happens in the depopulation and in the aban-
donment of the Italian Apennines villages). However, all these 
different cases came from breaking the space-time unity and 
continuity of cities development and public domain, together 
with the loss of the urban form that had in the past slowly strat-
ified the identity and the genius loci of historical cities. 

The analysis approach of architectural ‘dentity’s survey’
 
Given the powerful presence of the material and immateri-
al architectural values settled from the time in these “identity 
places”, the historical cities play a role of defence and protec-
tion of their communities, becoming both memory’s witnesses 
and repositories of a strong potentiality. Basing on these prem-
ises, we intend to test the architectural survey as a discovery 
tool of the potentiality of the historical townscapes. Consider-
ing the architectural survey as the technical discipline provid-
ing the first analysis and knowledge’s phase of every transfor-
mation project, the deep understanding of townscapes can 
pass only by a more integrated representation able to holisti-
cally describe both the material data (in its visible character-
istics of size, shape, materials) and the immaterial elements of 
its genius loci (the features defining in such a peculiar way the 
character of an urban environment; the function of a place, 
the chronological dimension of its life rhythm in the day or in 

the seasons, the social typology of the inhabitants); all inextri-
cable factors of urban identity and driver of sustainable de-
velopment. 
If we aim for more sustainable urban transformations, the tra-
ditional instrumental and methodological variables of the ar-
chitectural survey can be further supplemented by a series of 
representations capable of accounting for the physical char-
acteristics of the building and its predispositions to resilience 
deriving from its immaterial dimension. The scientific framework 
of the “Survey of architecture and environment” discipline has 
recently increasingly become complex and constantly evolv-
ing.
The digital revolution of the last two decades has brought 
many instrumental innovations into its own field, allowing us to 
join it with other technological resources (i.e. IOT and AI) and 
update the output’s spectrum. In this sense, in the last years, 
the paper’s author’s research group has formulated and test-
ed the method of “Identity’s survey”. 
An extensive literature has focused on the approach and 
methodologies to study, survey, and represent the historical 
settlements by well-established workflow we can update, at-
tempting to apply a discretisation more pertinent to the multi-
dimensionality of the cities in transition.
a) Acquisition of information elements on the architectural 
and environmental heritage;
b) Data processing;
c) Production of the numeric, graphic and textual documen-
tary repertoires with multi-scalar contents: basic, when related 
to the description of natural and artificial volumes, and critic, 
when related to the thematic elaboration of basic informa-
tion;
d) Production of the interactive maps for the description of the 
identity features of the place: sound maps, time maps, olfac-
tory maps;
e) Propaedeutic assessment maps supporting the sustainable 
project.

Figure 2. The Identity’s survey model connecting the interpreta-
tion of material and immaterial habitat.
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Case Study 

Some case studies have been developed in different 
contexts to test the “Identity survey” and its propaedeu-
tic function in sustainable transformations. The project 
was conceived to map through architectural surveys 
and advanced representations the transformations that 
some places in the historic centre of Florence face from 
some years following mass tourism, which has profound-
ly transformed the physical context, putting livability 
into crisis. 

Here we report the experience of the campaign car-
ried out on a sample case located in the historic cen-
tre of Florence, Piazza San Pier Maggiore. The study 
examines a central and profoundly representative ur-
ban piece of the Florentine local genius, examined in 
the material and immaterial characteristics that con-
form the perception of those places and is confront-
ed with more strictly disciplinary critical nodes, such as 
the insufficiency of “expressivity gap” that separates 
the specialised language and experience: in this gap 
is inserted the discipline of “Survey and Representa-
tion” to attempt the construction of a technical im-
age that is less fragmented and closer to our daily 
perceptive experience.   
Piazza San Pier Maggiore occupies a special place 
among the liveliest and most attractive places in Flor-
ence on this side of the Arno: in fact it is just a few 
steps from the Duomo, but in the direction that opens 
up to an urban quadrant until a few years ago little 
affected by the large tourist flows and today heavily 
affected by “airification” phenomena because it is 
subject to the arrival of tourism-related activities that 
have replaced trade and services to residents: poor 
restaurants and souvenir shops have supplanted food 

Figure 3. The workflow of the identity’s survey model.
The identity’s survey workflow is therefore structured as follows:

Figure 4. Tourists in Florence’s midtown and the impact of aerification in the city.

Figure 5. The square of San Pier Maggiore in the historical urban fabric of Florence.
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shops, the neighbourhood newsagent, the historic 
fabric and clothing shops, the artisans; on the upper 
floors, the larger apartments have often been split 
up to maximise the rent coming from the short lease, 
while a large share of the resident inhabitants has 
been replaced by the rapid rotation incoming tourist. 
The square is located at the confluence of territorial 
directions of the medieval city and it is therefore the 
knot of urban signs striking us in all their symbolic and 
spatial density. 
The methodological workflow described above has 
been used to build the 3D model and drawings. 
The architectural survey campaign was carried out 
with integration between the laser scanning acquisi-
tion for the capture of morphometric data, a quick 
photographic campaign for the documentation of 

the material features of the road fronts necessary for 
the texturing of the 3D model, a sound survey to pro-
duce a sound map or a work that can give back the 
auditory sensations perceived on the real place. The 
sound’s representation of the environment is of great 
importance to us because it allows us to significantly 
increase the realism of virtual reconstruction and the 
subsequent immersive experience. 
This allows the environmental representation to set up 
the research products from an exclusively visual point 
of view and complement other forms of representa-
tion that include different sensory experiences and 
the features of the synchronic and diachronic phys-
ical impact with the place the social interactions. 
The research is still ongoing and proceeds according 
to the program in Figure 6.

Figure 6. The work program for the identity’s survey of the square San Pier Maggiore.
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Results and conclusions. 
The identity’s survey for the sustainable project 

The redevelopment and renovation projects in the historic 
city are too often still framed in the sense of only physical 
sustainability, which includes many factors such as indoor 
comfort, energy impact and the choice of materials and 
processes to achieve a cycle of lifeless expensive for the 
environment. However, there are also the aspects that 
determine the realisation of an environment that the in-
habitants perceive as pleasant and livable even in the 
aesthetic, symbolic dimension and that favour the main-
tenance of the sense of belonging to the place that so 
strongly qualifies the experience of living in the historic city. 
Entering into this process, greater attention to the sense of 
place and the identity of places could help to recover 
a more holistic design approach and encourage urban 
transformations that can be experienced positively by the 
inhabitants. Therefore the recovery of the fracture in the 
space-time unit that can be pursued by a multi-level de-
sign also of the public domain is, in our opinion, an impor-
tant key that would favour the evolution of the concept of 
sustainable intervention going even beyond the physical 
and the performance aspects of the single building. In this 
sense, the cities in transition could aspire to anchor them-
selves to the sustainable transition we have before us as a 
strategic goal of the next decade.
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City and archaeology

The foundation of the cities we live in, the European ones 
and especially the Mediterranean ones, dates back to 
ancient times. Their morphological and spatial richness 
is due to their construction process made of continuous 
stratifications over the centuries. This process allows com-
paring the city to a text that is not simply expanded but 
also and above all rewritten over time. Knowing these re-
lationships’ complex order and our cities’ history concerns 
the so-called “urban archaeology”, which emerged 
around the 1970s. According to professor Sauro Gelichi¹, 
before this date, there was still a lot of confusion about 
the concept among the various European archaeologies 
that kept on practising urban archaeology on often com-
pletely incidental forms. 
The archaeology practised within the cities with “continui-
ty of life” certainly involves a specific approach compared 
to that used for abandoned cities, whose excavation 
strategies are closer to those applied to rural settlements. 
In recent decades, if on the one hand archaeological 
excavations have allowed a significant knowledge in-
crease relating to many Mediterranean cities’ history and 
transformations, they have on the other, often produced 
unpleasant conditions from an urban point of view. The 
archaeological ruins’ discovery within the consolidated 
urban fabric produces, indeed, many issues that too of-
ten generate urban spaces lacking in quality. “Revealed” 
through often unplanned excavations, the archaeologi-
cal traces appear in fragmentary and incomplete forms 
or as “alienated inlays”, often representing real breaks in 
the urban form. 
Archaeologists have often defined excavations as 
“wounds”² because they cause morphological interrup-
tions within the city’s continuous development. Some 
more necessities concerning to a pragmatic level must 
be added to these “theoretical” issues. Ancients places 
within the stratified urban fabric involve recurrent design 
conditions and needs such as the reconquest of the link 
between ancient and current soil due to the differences in 
altitude between the many stratifications, the area’s limits 

definition, the view, the protection, the crossing of the ex-
cavated areas.
In the face of this problems’ complexity, the musealisation 
project of archaeological ruins cannot always be consid-
ered a satisfactory answer. Probably only the culture of 
architectural projects, based on historical and archaeo-
logical knowledge, may offer possible solutions. The pres-
ent study aims to offer a contribution for the definition of 
a useful method for the architectural project within the 
stratified city’s archaeological places; a method that 
considers the ruins as a value -not as a limit - assuming the 
objective of establishing a new order between the urban 
strata. Starting from a highly representative case study 
-the area of the Imperial Forums in Rome - and analysing 
some contemporary projects that have proposed a re-in-
terpretation of this place, the study aims to recognise and 
understand the theoretical principles and composition’s 
techniques in them implied.

Rome: “palimpsest” city 

«... There is no need to remember that all these remains of 
ancient Rome are scattered in the tangle of a large city 
that arose in recent centuries, from the Renaissance on-
wards. Something ancient is undoubtedly still buried in the 
soil of the city or under its modern buildings. This is how the 
preservation of the past introduces itself to us in historical 
places like Rome»³. In his analogy between the psyche 
and the Eternal City, Freud aims to emphasise how the 
unconscious and the experience of an individual return 
visible in the present through the work of psychoanalysis. 
Similarly, ancient Rome’s traces, «something ancient still 
buried in the soil of the city», become visible in the present 
through the archaeological excavation. Freud’s intuition 
on Rome’s psychic rather than physical nature is an ex-
ample of this city’s incredible condition, in which the con-
temporary forma urbis coexists with something apparently 
disappeared, but which actually continues to exist. 
Rome, like most of the Mediterranean cities, owes its 
beauty and morphological complexity to its multiple and 
continuous stratifications. Its plan offers an image made 

ARCHITECTURE AND RUINS.
TWO PROJECTS FOR THE IMPERIAL FORUMS
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up of the combination of parts responding to different set-
tlement logics. Rodolfo Lanciani’s map of ancient Rome 
(which contains its main transformation’s phases, from the 
ancient period to the medieval and Renaissance one up 
to the end of the 19th century) shows the traces’ coex-
istence and the rewritings happened in different eras. In 
this sense, the condition of Rome and, more specifically, 
of places where the ruin occurs can be referred, almost 
everywhere, to that of the “palimpsest” (from greek πάλιν 
+ ψηστός, scraped again): a place that had a fixed in an 
ancient form interpretation and which has gone through 
a succession of other interpretations, at different times, 
which have modified its relationships, features and forms. 
It is difficult for these places to recognise a defined within 
a single formal paradigm condition. 
The effective metaphor allows us to express the incredi-
ble condition that marks the Roman beauty and made its 
long history possible. Paradigmatic places such as Piazza 
Navona, Piazza Augusto Imperatore, the Velabro Valley, 
have recorded over the centuries urban transformations 
of which they have preserved and handed down traces 
up to the present day.

The imperial forums area’s stratified orders 

The need to define a field of view large enough to preserve 
the sense and scale of the city and, at the same time, small 
enough to allow analysis on the architectural scale led to 
the selection of the Imperial Forums’ area as a case study. 
Indeed, it is possible to consider this area as Rome’s syn-
ecdoche since it contains all the characters and historical 
events of the Eternal City. 
Over the centuries, it has recorded all the most important 
historical transformations of the city. While a relation of con-
tinuity had linked the ancient, papal and modern city, in 
contemporary times, the desire to affirm a new face for the 
“laical capital” led to a radical break with the past. The 
huge topographical transformations and the new traffic ar-
teries’ construction, started in 1870 and ended only in the 
1930s with the Via dei Monti’s (the current Via dei Fori Im-
periali) construction, have radically changed the structure 
of this part of the city. In particular, the opening of the new 
road axis in the Fascist era led to the demolition of the Ales-
sandrino district by the “regime’s pick” and to the excava-
tion of an entire hill (the Velia), producing the definitive loss 
of the original spatial orientation of the Forums’ valley.
Over the last century, archaeological investigations have 
progressed. The new excavations have undoubtedly al-
lowed progress in the field of the philological reconstruction 
of the area’s palimpsest, but, at the same time, they have 
caused lacerations within the contemporary city’s fabric 
that claim an architectural project capable of establishing 
a “renewed Order” among the urban strata. Nowadays, 
the Imperial Forums’ area appears, using a famous expres-
sion by Marc Augè, as a “non-lieux” , a container for tourists 
and a space removed from public use. 
The problem of Rome’s central archaeological area has 
been a constant in the Italian cultural and scientific de-
bate since the 1980s. Its importance, in the specifically ar-
chitectural field, has been formalised by many publications 
and conferences, including two monographic issues of the 
magazine “Parametro” and the recent competition for Via 
dei Fori Imperiali launched in 2016 by the Accademia Adri-
anea di Architettura e Archeologia, which constitutes the 
subject of this research.
In this particular area, we recognise two problems’ catego-
ries originated from the archaeological excavations’ pres-
ence within the urban fabric: not just practical issues -linked 
to the crossing of the area in a north-south direction, once 
possible through the streets of the Alessandrino district, to 
the connection between the levels of the contemporary 
city and the ancient ones, to the definition of the limits of Figure 1. Forma Urbis Romae, excerpt. Rodolfo Lanciani, 1893-

1901. 
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the excavation areas, to the discontinuous fruition of the ru-
ins and to the view of the excavations-, but also deeper is-
sues related to what kind of connection to established with 
the Ancient. All the ruins, from the Alessandrino district’s 
ones to the Formus’ ones, appear as “alienated” frag-
ments, incapable of revealing the greatness of the past 
Orders that compose the complex palimpsest of the area 
to establish meaningful relationships with the adjacent ur-
ban fabric. Starting from the complexity of this extraor-
dinary place, some contemporary architects have tried 
to reinterpret it. The two analysed projects were present-
ed in response to the call for Via dei Fori Imperiali organ-
ised in 2016 by the Accademia Adrianea di Architettura 
e Archeologia. In particular, the project by Linazasoro & 
Sánchez Arquitectura, Emanuele Fidone, Bruno Messina 
and Fabrizio Foti and that of Luigi Franciosini and 2TR Ar-
chitettura represent two different ways to establish a rela-
tionship with the palimpsest. Both proposals, while arriving 
at very different formal outcomes, share common prem-
ises. First of all, the assumption of a clear point of view, 
which looks at the ruins as fertile forms, “treasures of ac-
cumulated memory and resources of perennial rebirth”. 
Considering the ruins as precious resources to define the 
space of the city implies that the archaeological places 
cannot always be converted to museums of themselves. 
One of the two projects’ common objectives is to return 
this wonderful place to the city.

The memory of the forums’ order
 
In the group’s project headed by the Spanish architects 
Linazasoro & Sánchez, the formal paradigm taken as ref-
erence is the Imperial Forums’ structure. The authors refer 
to a distinct phase in the city’s history (unveiled through 
the demolitions and excavations of the 1930s). The area 
was occupied by a paralactic sequence of urban rooms 
facing only the sky. The aim of the project is to make clear 
the composition’s principle of the ancient Forums by re-
calling their spatiality. To reach this goal, the preliminary 
operation is clearly the elimination of Via dei Fori and the 
remains of Via Alessandrina. The two road layouts do not 
correspond, in fact, to the Forums’ substructures, making 
their original spatial orientation obscure and cutting them 
transversely. The project proposes a new paths’ network 
at the level of the contemporary city that follows the an-
cient imperial enclosures’ structure.
Physically insisting on the tracks of the ancient porticos, 
the new structures allow, at the archaeological level, to 
delimit the empty spaces corresponding to the forensic 
squares. The new plan coincides with the underlying Ro-
man structure. The empty spaces of the Roman squares 
coincide with the project’s open spaces, while the ancient 
portico’s are replaced by “modern arcades”. The system 
supporting the new paths is essentially composed of an 
inverted beam that carries pillars and main and second-

Figure 2. Roman Forum, October 2020. Picture by the author of the present essay.
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ary beams. The inverted beam’s footholds coincide with 
the ancient columns’ bases, which are already designed 
to support heavy loads. However, to respect the archae-
ological remains’ fragility, the footholds are reduced to a 
minimum number. At the archaeological level, although 
the ancient enclosures are recalled through the height of 
the new concrete beams, the project builds an original 
spatiality, in which it is possible to see the excavation area 
in all its extension. Although the “modern portico’s have 
proportions and measurements of the ancient ones in the 
plan, their height is instead deduced from the level of the 
contemporary city. The height strictly marked by the new 
paths’ network is the current Via dei Fori and defines a 
continuous horizon on which the layered city extends. It is 
possible to say that the project defines a new Order (sug-
gested by the ancient) and makes the proportions and 
measurements of the ancient ruins more visible. 

The reconstruction of the topographical continuity
 
The proposal of the group headed by Luigi Franciosini 
together with the Roman architecture Studio 2TR, on the 
other hand, made the premise that it is not possible to es
tablish an exclusionary hierarchy between the orders in 
that place its own starting point. The project does not fol-
low a formal paradigm referred to as a precise moment 
of history. However, it looks at the condition of topograph-
ical continuity that has always characterised this part of 
the city. In fact, since the earliest times, the valley was a 
natural link between the eastern hills and the Tiber to the 
west. Ancient pastoral paths and later narrow streets be-
tween the buildings of the Alessandrino district followed 
the orographic forms, modelling themselves according 
to their positions and altitude. This balanced relationship 
between nature and architecture was definitively com-
promised in the modern age due to the violent transfor-
mations carried out from 1870 up to the “sventramenti” of 
Fascism. 
The break of the central archaeological area, in the east-
west direction, has been further enhanced by the in-
crease of archaeological excavations over the last few 
decades. Therefore, the primary aim of the project is to 
restore the topographical continuity that has character-
ised the valley of the Forums since its origins. The project 
coincides with a large plate that connects the different 
heights and collects transverse positions and paths by 
means of ramps and stairs. The new urban ground reports, 
in a renewed way, traces referable to different eras. Spe-
cifically, the roof has large cuts that match, where possi-
ble, with the voids of the ancient imperial squares. It also 
coincides with ramps and stairways, thought to follow the 
ancient streets of the Alessandrino district. Even in this pro-
ject, as in the previous one, the supports of the vaulted 
system at the base of the large plate are reduced to the 
lowest possible number to respect the fragility that char-
acterises the archaeological soil. Frequently, the supports 
themselves coincide with the walls or colonnades of the 
ancient Forums. A further technique used by the authors, 
able of reconnecting the project to the tradition of the 
Roman restorations of the early 1900s, in particular to the 
experiences of Giacomo Boni, is the use of ars topiaria to 
reconstruct ruined architectural elements.

The necessity of the project 

Although the trouble of operating in a stratified place, af-
fected by the presence of archaeological ruins, requires 

Figure 3. Linazasoro&Sánchez Arquitectura, Emanuele Fidone e 
Bruno Messina. Plans of the project. Critical re-drawings by the 

author of the present essay, 2020.
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any time a unique answer, properly connected to the par-
ticularity of the case, the proposed projects clearly show 
how the transformation implemented is based on deep 
theoretical thought. It coincides with a systematic reflec-
tion that, although clearly recognisable, regrets any kind 
of regulatory limitation since it is capable of making itself 
explicit through the uniqueness of the occasion. The se-
lection of different projects in relation to the same place 
made it possible to reflect on the richness of the responses 
and a common dual tendency. In fact, they relate to the 
place where the ancient discloses itself by combining a 
hermeneutic with a transformation tension. To the deep 
sensitivity in recognising the formal orders and the pre-ex-
isting characters, they relate an indispensable invention 
whose adequacy is defined in the correspondence to 
what pre-exists. 
By attributing to the term “invention” its etymological 
meaning of “unprecedented discovery, the result of a 
profound investigation”, and despite the multiple material 
constraints of the context, they do not lead to any for-
mal fascination or alienation, defining an adequate trans-
formation that “does not want to deviate from its own 
material and utilitarian heritage and indeed makes it the 
subject of its own formativity” . The new form, which the 
project necessarily determines, is not shaped as a spon-
taneous self-production of sensitive data or protocol for-
mulas but rather as a suggestion of the orders, variously 
hidden by antiquity. 

Note 
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Introduction 

The main feature of the 21st century is globalisation. It is uni-
versally acknowledged that this phenomenon will affect 
every country despite its political or economic system. It 
has affected the way we design and construct new build-
ings, the same way it has affected the way we intervene in 
cultural heritage buildings. 
Despite popular belief, older buildings are capable of 
adapting to the new energy efficiency norms. Therefore, 
the challenge is to achieve the wanted effect without 
damaging the architectural and historical value of build-
ings as well as retain feasibility. Integrating multi-criteria 
approaches, at the same time, ensuring long-term main-
tenance of existing buildings, is a challenge that needs to 
be faced by both the present and future generations
It should be pointed out that the author’s intention is not 
to promote another EE or sustainable development princi-
ple but to research possibilities to promote complete refur-
bishment measures, which include repair of the building, 
strengthening and sustainable refurbishment.  The paper 
aims to show a multidimensional sustainable approach to 
the refurbishment of the Ovcha Kupel Bath in SofiaBulgaria

The bath of Ovcha Kupl

Urban context
The refurbishment project of the Bath in Ovcha Kupel quires 
detailed analysis about the building and the surroundings. 
To understand the context of where the building is located, 
we needed to study the factors that will influence our future 
project. The building of Ovcha Kupel Bath is in the southwest 
part of Sofia.  Very close to one of the main entrances of 
Sofia city. It is in a neighbourhood called “Ovcha Kupel”, 
from where the name of the Bath is also taken. Near the 
building is one of the biggest sports complexes and the Sta-
dium “Slavia”. The place is well knowing by young people 
for sports activities. The neighbourhood is mainly residential, 
and it has educational and social functional buildings. It is 
surrounded by a public park that was semi-public in terms 
used by the Bath’s customers and maintained by the gov-
ernment in the past. 

Historical background

By the middle of the XIX century, in the region of Ovcha 
Kupel existed a small hot spring. After the devastating 
earthquake in 1858, the water fountain from the seismic 
crack erupted and formed a big gryphon lake. Initially, 
the flow of the spring group was large but subsequently 
decreased to about 3.5 L/s. Since the end of the XIX cen-
tury, mineral water was used for balneotherapy.
In 1915, the spring was captured with a concrete pit, 
grounded in Neogen deposits and exploitation level 3.5m 
underground. Between 1958 and 1963, a drilling hydroge-
ological study was carried out. Three drillings were made 
near the natural spring, where the temperature of the wa-
ter and the healing minerals were discovered. 

Sustainable strategies

Climate analysis

The first step towards defining the sustainable strategies 
was a profound climate analysis and all the natural re-
sources that the site and building offer. From the urban 
scale analysis, it is seen that the wind in Sofia has a north-
west direction. Therefore the façade with will be most 
influence from it will be the main one facing the street. 
Even though the trees around make kind of a natural bar-
rier against it.In the analysis, the River  Vladayska is taken 
into consideration, which is  flowing. We are very close to  
Ovcha Kupel Bath because we would like to turn it a ben-
efit in our sustainable strategies, keeping in mind that wa-
ter flow is a constant free energy flow. The Vladaya River 
springs north of Cherni Vrah. Her bed at first was poorly 
outlined, but the area “Vetrovala” under the “Kumata” 
hut is expanding and acquires a shape of the shape, after 
which the waters enter the sea. At the last bay (Golden 
Bridges), she makes a turn to the northwest. 
After Vladaya entered the Vladaya Pass, and from there 
– in the features of the city of Sofia. Before it flows i n t o 
the  Iskar River, it accepts the Sushhodolska River. 

CULTURAL HERITAGE IN RESILIENCE 
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The Vladayska River is 37 km long, and the water catch-
ment area of 150 sq. km. Its average annual runoff at Kn-
yazhevo is 0.770 m3 /sec. From the data available from 
the municipality, the extracted information states that the 
river is long 37km, with an area of water catchment of 150 
km2. The highest level of water flow is in May - 1.4 m3/ s, 
which corresponds with the rainiest months according to 
rainfall analysis and the lowest in September, respectively, 
because of the summer season and lack of precipitation.

Strategies according to sun radiation

The old Bath building location and surroundings influence 
the receiving sun radiation on the surfaces and respec-
tively affect the thermal condition in the interior. The sun 
analysis is an important part of our sustainable strategies 

in choosing the best materials, windows, and strategies, 
so we provide a pleasant, healthy and comfortable en-
vironment for the users and conserve the existing features 
of the building. The radiation study is made in SunHours, a 
plugin for SketchUp, a visualisation of how the sunlight in-
teracts with our building. Figure 3 shows the total amount 
of hours of sun per year falling on the facades. 
The biggest amount of sun strikes the south part and a 
bit less the west one. The second scheme (Figure 3 right ) 
shows how the north part is in shadow during most of the 
year, not only because of lack of sun but also because of 
shadow from the very near, positioned big trees. As men-
tioned above, solar radiation, the shape of the building, 
the position it and surrounding influence the facades of 
the building and define different characteristics about hu-
midity, air temperature, wind and irradiation.

Figure 1. Schematic Climate Analysis
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From the wind rose, it is observed that the face that is more 
impacted by wind is the south and west. The hospital cov-
ers the building from the North and East,  which means not 
impacted by wind.
The north and north-east parts are completely covered by 
trees, which leave the building in shadow and low tem-
perature during most of the year. This creates high humid-
ity and leaves space for problems in the walls. South and 
west are exposed to high radiation. The southeast part is 
the one that shows a more complex situation because it 
takes irradiation from the sun, but because of the trees, 
some part of it remains in shadow.
High air temperatures are shown in the south and west, 
whereas in the north, the air temperature drops because 
of the above reason. More detailed, we decided to study 
Zone 1- south wing of the building - during the summer-
time, when the outside temperature its` highest value. For 

us, this part is quite esential because of the glazing.
The results show quite a big difference compared to the 
south façade. In this case, we have chosen two different 
profiles of the window.  For the South-west the windows 
with U-value= 1.2W/m2K and for the north-east (cold win-
dows with U-value=0.9W/m2K. 

Sustainable strategies according to water
 
One other part of the project is implementing a Micro-
Power plant near the river, which generates energy from 
the derivation of the river. The strong point of hydropower 
is that it runs 24h a day, seven days a week. The energy 
production  (in kWh) will therefore be important consider-
ing the amount of money invested but will still be directly 
proportional to the flow of your stream.The operation of 
the turbine is quite simple. It has only one moving part, 
extending its operating life, energy production and thus 
requiring very little maintenance.

Heating, cooling & ventilation implementation

One of the reasons The Bath of Ovcha Kupel was closed 
was the very high energy demand needed to maintain 
the building working. As a public bath, how was its func-
tion in the past? The income of the Bath was way smaller 
than the expenses of it. A combustion system solved the 
post-heating of the mineral water and the building itself 
with the coil. The natural airflow did the cooling and ven-
tilating. 

Figure 2.  Radiation analysis on both sides of the building

Figure 3.  Zone 1   Figure 4. Zone 2
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As mentioned before, the mineral water spring in Ocha 
Kupel provides a primary water temperature of 30°C. With 
a flow rate of 12 l/s. Spas and pools fed by water at 
T<38°C and T ≤ 35°C, respectively. In our project, the heat-
ing, cooling and ventilation systems and solutions play an 
essential role in sustainable strategies. To calculate the en-
ergy consumption needed for services, we assumed the 
hours when the different functions of the building would 
be used.The scheme shows the needs of building for ther-
mal comfort and well-functioning spaces during the win-
ter and summer periods.
The first part of the analysis was to calculate the distribu-
tion and need for water. We divided them into two main 
categories- one supplied by mineral water and one sup-
plied by normal water from the municipality.

Mineral water is needed for the swimming pools and bath 
treatments. The sanitary units will have supplied by normal 
water. We are interested, and we calculated the total 
amount of mineral water flow rate so that we can com-
pare it with the mineral water flow rate assuming it as in-
come.  
                
Thermal water flow rate

According to the usage and hours during a working 
day, Figure 133 showing the amount of mineral water in 
m3/h for satisfying needs. The total flow rate of mineral 
water is equal to 43,2 m3/h and maximum consump-
tion is predicted to happen in the afternoon with 39,5 
m3/h. For the night hours and very early morning, there is 
still consumption at its minimum because of the constant 
circulation of the water in the pools.              

Correlations

There are three main correlations between the water 
flow rate from the source and the one needed for the ser-

vices. The first case is when the source does not provide us 
with enough flow rate for the needs. It needs an extra sup-
ply from the external source than the mineral water spring. 
The second one is when we have a peak of consumption 
in a couple of hours, but the mineral water source is signifi-
cant enough, so we can compensate it with storing water 
during the hours when the consumption is lower than the 
amount coming from the source. The third case is when 
the needed water never reaches the maximum of the 
mineral water supply. From the results above, our situation 
deducts from the third case. As mentioned before, the 
mineral water spring in Ovcha Kupel provides a primary
water temperature of 30°C. With a flow rate of 12l/s. 
Spas and pools fed by water at  T<38°C and T ≤ 35°C, re-
spectively.

Power for heating and ventilating spaces

During the winter period, the spaces w i t h  d i f f e r e n t  
building functions must be heated to reach the users’ 
thermal comfort. The heating power demand was calcu-
lated for each room with the following formula:
Q = (∑ Ui x Si) x dT [kW]

Power for cooling and ventilating the space

During the summer period, some of the spaces demand 
cooling whether all of them must be ventilated. We con-
sider in our calculations to cool only the civil spaces. 
About the ventilation, the n  value changes based on the 
function of the space as considered in the heating and 
ventilation winter mode.  Calculations were made with 
the following formulas:
Q = Ui xSi x dT [kW] Cooling
Q = Vol x n x cpx dT [kW]    Ventilation
The cooling and ventilating power was summed and 
visualised in the graph for each hour Were; we see that 
the maximum cooling power demand is 142 kW. 
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In summer, the difference between power consumption 
during working hours and when the building is not open 
is not that drastically because of the constant need for 
working ventilation and the limited spaces that need 
cooling.
          
Annual load profile

The annual load profile represents the average heating, 
cooling and ventilation load in kW during each month 
of the year. As well as the power needed for preheating 
the mineral water before  the thermal treatments (shown 
in Figure 138. The analysis of power demand for the ser-
vices and needs of the building was made to understand 
what exact system we need for providing sustainable 
decisions. Therefore, from the results of the analysis is vis-
ible that we need our system to consist of summer and 
winter mode.
In the winter, we need the power to heat the water for 
the pools from 30 to 38 degrees Celsius for the big pool 
and 30 to 45 degrees Celsius for the small pools. 

We want to use floor heating as a healing method, where 
water from the shared network is circulating inside pipes 
located on the floor. The ventilation will be carried by air 
handling units plus the natural ventilation in the ample pool 
space provided by two existing chimneys.  In the summer, 
cooling and ventilation will also be provided by air han-
dling units. One of our benefits is that the water com-
ing from the spring has already high temperature and the 
wastewater leaving the pool.  After studying well different 
sustainable options and systems, we decide to combine 
the two modes of heating and cooling in one system 
using highly efficient heat pumps and exchangers. The 
summer mode is connected to the evaporator in the heat 
pump, and the heating one plus the preheating of the 
mineral water is connected to the condenser. The heat 
pump recovery will exchange the average water used for 
the floor heating and the thermal water from the spring, 
which needs to be heated from 30 C to 38 C. The waste-
water will be used as a thermal energy source to warm 
up water from 20 to 25 degrees, which will enter the heat 
pump and supply it with thermal energy.

 Figure 5.  Annual Load
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Internal insulation Strategy

Older, heritage and traditional buildings are usually con-
structed from vapour-open materials such as brick, stone, 
timber frame, wattle and daub or cob with lime or earth 
mortar in the joints, and plaster, render or paint made from 
lime on the walls. All these materials are breathable, so 
allow moisture to pass through them, and then this mois-
ture evaporates either externally or internally. This keeps 
the building dry because externally, the heat from the sun 
and the wind will dry out the building fabric and internally, 
the moisture will evaporate because of ventilation from 
air circulating the building, which comes in through the 
windows, doors, chimneys and roof eaves. Older buildings 
often do not have a damp proof course installed either, 
and so this contributes to rising damp in the walls which 
will also evaporate when conditions are favourable. In the 
Ovcha Kupel Bath case, we choose to use internal insu-
lation to prevent any façade changes connected to the 
shape and elements.
The internal insulation needed detailed calculations and 
careful choice of materials.  As we know, internal insula-
tion has lower performance in thermal insulation and mois-
ture proofing than external one. In our case, it is even 
more complicated because, in the space of the pools, 
the moisture will have a higher level than a standard civil 
space. 

Conclusions

The advantages of realising the project can bring positive 
outcomes from the local community to the single inves-
tors. By sustainably using the existing natural resources and 
revitalising the building, the project aims to make cultural 
heritage buildings more resilient. 
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24
Caterina Palestini                                                                                                                                     

Introduction
      
The definition of scientific investigation methodologies in-
herent to recent urban heritage, created in the twentieth 
century, requires analytical procedures that make it possible 
to understand the processes of modernization by examining 
the steps that lead to the current situation as an indispensa-
ble basis for moving towards their redevelopment.                                                                
The focus on contemporary architectural heritage, which 
lacks the historical distance that allows its legitimate recog-
nition, has led to specify the cultural and social values that 
characterize it. This objective has given rise to the “National 
Census of Italian architecture of the second half of the twen-
tieth century” undertaken by the Ministry for Cultural Herit-
age and Activities for the knowledge and enhancement 
of contemporary architectural works, which since its incep-
tion in 20021, continues with implementation, updating and 
deepening of the individual works in relation to the urban 
context to which they belong2. 
The Directorate General for Contemporary Art and Archi-
tecture and Urban Peripheries DG-AAP, in addition to the 
mentioned objectives, has extended its attention to the re-
development and recovery of urban peripheries, orienting 
the expansion and strategies for the promotion of urban her-
itage contemporaries.                                                                                           
The program of recognition and documentation of the ar-
chitectures built in Italy from the post-war period today con-
tinues extensively with further in-depth analysis and with the 
dissemination on the Net, established through the creation 
of a site in constant implementation.                                            
The cognitive process, favoured by the evolution of the reg-
ulatory provisions that have extended the concept of urban 
heritage to include the neglected suburbs, provides an im-
portant documentary basis gathered in a national overview 
from which it is possible to make comparisons and differenc-
es of the local realities.                                                                    
The documentation is essential to understand the values of 
urban heritage located in contexts and territories that ex-
press the contributions of modernization. Territorial architec-
tural creations distinguished based on the different cultural 
areas, extensible beyond national borders, which have not 

always received homogeneous historiographical attention, 
in which political, geographical and local realities have in-
tertwined, to be taken into consideration in order to obtain 
a shared identification of cultural property as a public value 
of a globalised system.                                             
The research was measured from the outset with the prob-
lem of defining the time frame of reference, which, in the 
context of historical investigation, appeared to be a limit to 
be defined with solid reasons being by its very nature a fleet-
ing and sliding margin over time. To define the “zero point” 
of the exploration activity at the end of the Second World 
War was identified, that is, the period of the beginning of the 
reconstruction, which coincides with the restart of building 
production, technological innovation, housing policies, a re-
thinking of architectural and urban planning discipline.
   
Objectives and survey methodology                                                                                          

The methodology used for the territorial surveys of the Na-
tional Census was based on an articulated and coordinat-
ed set of activities that can be summarized in three phases:  
the first concerned the selection of buildings and urban ar-
eas of significant historical-artistic interest; the second was 
the filing; the third focused on the promotion, dissemination 
and exploitation of results.                                                                                     
The selection procedure was based on identifying criteria 
through reflections and debates between the Ministry and 
the universities that carried out the local research. The iden-
tification of objective parameters, not easily attributable to 
a unified system due to the lack of already consolidated 
historiography, has imposed the identification of shared cri-
teria capable of determining the values and certifying the 
recognition of interest in the most recent works of contem-
porary architecture (Guccione, 2009).
The study method, established with the aim of standardiz-
ing the different regional researches, has defined a series 
of quality criteria capable of selecting works in a coherent 
and homogeneous way on the national territory.                                                              
The parameters for the certification of the quality and in-
terest of a building are part of a quantitative type (biblio-
graphic recurrence, for example) and partly of a critical 

CONTEMPORARY HERITAGE AND CULTURAL ENHANCEMENT 
IN THE URBAN SUBURBS
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type (capacity for technological innovation, renewal of 
typological schemes, solution of technical or social prob-
lems. etc.).                                                                                                                          
In particular, the bibliographic checks take into account 
the “critical acclaim” of architectural work, the citations in 
specific publications, and of recognized national and in-
ternational value, while the historical-critical criteria exam-
ine elements linked to historical and architectural events, 
to the evolution of the cultural and disciplinary debate, to 
the significant role played by the work in the context, the 
notoriety and relevance of its author.                                                                                                                                    
Therefore, the initial census was carried out on these meth-
odological bases, which made it possible to identify the 
works in the “selection” phase, obtaining a list of architec-
tures to be resumed in subsequent phases for additional 
in-depth studies to implement the Ministry’s database. The 
detailed studies concern the single works, and through 
specific local research, they integrate the knowledge of 
lesser-known designers who have worked in the provincial 
cities, producing significant works for the architectural and 
territorial urban culture.                                                                                       
The survey methodology described formed the basis of the 
census of the late twentieth-century architecture, currently 
available on the site www.sitap.beniculturali.it/architetture 
which makes it possible to search for works with queries by 
Name, Worker, Type, Region, Category, and Year. The con-
tribution refers to the experience conducted in Abruzzo by 
combining the general aspects, methodologically shared, 
with the insights and local readings that add specificity to 
collective work referring to contemporary globalization, 
which requires further cognitive approaches extending to 
a broader, more widespread and capillary urban heritage.
                               
Insights on the topic

The results of the first part of the research disclosed through 
the publication “Architecture in Abruzzo and Molise from 
1945 to today “Selection of works of significant historical 
and artistic interest by Caterina Palestini and Carlo Pozzi, 
officially presented to regional institutions, towns and the 
workers of the sector in order to raise them aware and in-
form them about the topic of study, is now addressing the 
many cases to be investigated to ensure the necessary 
knowledge and enhancement3.
Assuming this indispensable institutional work as a basic 
reference, as the starting point of research that is not to 
be considered complete, but as a constantly updated 
support, the current investigation focuses on the specific 
knowledge of the individual works.

If in the first phase of the investigation, the objective had 
been to propose a first survey of the architectures present in 
the Abruzzo area-realized with the location, photographic 
documentation and brief information on the work, published 
in an easy and immediate reading guide capable of dis-
seminating the results of the research, identifying their over-
all values, the current phase is the one that goes into detail, 
in the process of knowledge and enhancement of individual 
cases (Palestini, Pozzi, 2013).
The analytical investigation of the individual architectural 
episodes present in the young provincial cities in the Abruzzo 
realty assumes an essential meaning, specifically concern-
ing the moment of their greatest urban growth, which took 
place precisely after the Second World War the transforma-
tion towards contemporary language was defined. (Palesti-
ni, 2015)

Buildings for cultural promotion

The proposed in-depth study considers three public works in-
dicative of the theme concerning urban heritage. They are 
buildings intended for the promotion and cultural services in 
Abruzzo, designed in expansion areas in the outskirts of Vas-
to, Sulmona and Avezzano by Paolo Portoghesi and Vittorio 
Gigliotti.
The investigation of the case studies was conducted through 
the drawing, in its dual role as a tool for the analysis of the 
completed work, which is traced through the survey, and 
the original project, which leads back to the understanding 
of the compositional idea and its possible transformations.
Examining the architectures, created by comparing them 
with the initial drawings of the architects, offers confirmation 
of the state of affairs. The original panels also make it possi-
ble to rediscover a documentary corpus, also made up of 
alternative solutions left on paper, helpful in understanding 
the choices made, the motivations and the cultural context 
from which the built works derive.                                                         
The analysis concerns explicitly three works, united by cultur-
al connections, arising from the formal and structural choic-
es born from the professional partnership of two Roman 
designers: the architect Paolo Portoghesi and the engineer 
Vittorio Gigliotti, built between 1970-80.
There are three similar buildings intended for cultural promo-
tion, set up by the Abruzzo Region to promote and support 
the training policies of the territory distributed in provincial 
districts. Built initially in marginal areas of the cities, today 
they testify to the constitutive phase of the postwar modern-
ization and urban planning process in which the aim was to 
re-establish the social and territorial policies of our Country.
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“Giuseppe Capograssi” Cultural Promotion Agency of        
Sulmona   
                                                                                                             
The Cultural Services Centre of Sulmona, the seat of the 
library named in 2012 to the philosopher and jurist “Gi-
useppe Capograssi”, is located in the eastern expansion 
area of the city connected to the historical centre in 1962 
with the homonymous bridge built over the Vella stream 
designed by Riccardo Morandi. The large and innova-
tive pre-compressed reinforced concrete infrastructure 
that enshrined modernity today suffers the negative ef-
fects of the collapse of the Genoa bridge by the same 
developer but, despite this, it remains an important via-
duct designed to connect the new part of the Peligno 
centre, where places the Cultural Centre with an ad-
joining library, with entrance into the square of Piazzetta 
Venezuela (Fig. 1,2,3).    

The body with a reinforced concrete structure is defined by 
concatenated cylindrical volumes that converge towards a 
large circular audience that acts as a cavea for the external 
multifunctional area.  

The relationship with the surrounding urban fabric is frag-
mentary; the building saturation of the little planned district 
makes the reading of the work complex, inspired by Ba-
roque plasticity, which maintains a perceptive relationship 
with the surrounding greenery and the naturalistic back-
drop of Mount Morrone, which acts as a scenographic 
landscape backdrop. The building has been closed since 
2016 following the Amatrice earthquake that partially hit 
Abruzzo, based on checks on seismic vulnerability, and to-
day it is in a state of neglect which has recently prompted 
an interpellation addressed to the Prime Regional Minister 
so that the use and usability of the multifunctional spaces 
of the so-called “Palazzo Portoghesi” are restored to avoid 
further deterioration of the structures and the book herit-
age contained therein. 

Agency for cultural promotion in Michetti Square in Vasto

The experiments on the use of the curved line also connote 
the other two similar cultural poles. The building of Vasto, 
similarly located in an area initially decentralized from the 
historic core – in which sports facilities, schools and health 
laboratories Asl are currently located – is similarly set on 
concentric circles from which derive the volumes that in 
elevation define the lively articulation of the spaces. One 
of the three bodies appears modulated in the shape of an 
amphitheatre with annularly hollowed tiers in the circular 
perimeter placed to delimit the auditorium for outdoor per-
formances (Fig. 4).                                                                  

The entire structure is in exposed reinforced concrete with 
practicable roofs, conceived as an external extension of the 
spaces for cultural use. The still-active centre was put back 
into operation after the extraordinary maintenance works 
were completed in 2013 (Fig. 5-6).                                                                  

Agency for cultural promotion “Ignazio Silone” of Avezzano

The Avezzano Cultural Services Centre replicates the choice of the 
suburban layout in the area planned for the modern expansion of 
the town, where the modern Teatro dei Marsi is now located. 

Figure 1. Cultural centre “G. Capograssi” Sulmona (AQ) Original 
project.

Figure 2. Cultural centre "G. Capograssi" Sulmona (AQ). Source: 
Photo 2008. 

Figure 3. Cultural centre "G. Capograssi" Sulmona (AQ). Source: 
Photo 2021. 

Figure 4. Cultural Centre Vasto (CH). Source: Original project 
with historical photos (1990).
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It started in 1971 and completed in 2006, as opposed 
to the historic Ruggeri theatre in Castello Square, and a 
series of school buildings, offices and the new open-air 
market (Fig. 7). 
Like the previous ones, this structure is based on a circu-
lar layout, on a sequence of concentric circles which, 
like ribbons, envelop and open up the interior spaces 
(Fig. 8, 9, 10, 11, 12).                  
The author’s words define the idea from which the 
shape springs “... concentric circles that expand infinite-
ly overlapping each other exactly as happens when 
you throw a handful of pebbles into a pond and are 
delighted to admire the concentric waves that fade 
and intertwine.” 
Conceived with the intention of relating the interior 
space to the exterior, the marked bands of fair-faced 
concrete are able to perceptually produce the effect 
of fragmentation, finding a particular connection be-
tween the building and the environment.
The building in its marked modernity symbolically evokes 
the ancient, is associated with ruin as explained by Pao-
lo Portoghesi himself, who assimilates it to the figura-
tion of the temple: “a destroyed temple, earthquake, 
opened like an overripe fruit, like the symbolic pome-
granate, because in the religion of our time there are 
no priests, no faithful, no chambers or corridors, the tem-
ple is both a theatre with an assembly, a fortress and a 
panoramic” (Pisani, 1991).                                                                          

Figure 5. Cultural Centre Vasto (CH) with sports facilities in the 
same lot. Source: Photo 2021.

Figure 6. Cultural Centre Vasto (CH). Source: Photo 2021. 

Figure 7. Via "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Localization
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The multi-purpose centre, similar to the other epi-
sodes considered, is equipped with a library, study 
rooms, meeting rooms and spaces for performanc-
es; the larger circumference, in this case, houses 

the auditorium on the first floor and the open-air 
amphitheatre, which acts as a cover for the upper 
level.

Figure 8. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Photo documentation of the exterior. Source: Photo 2019.

Figure 9. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Photographic documentation of interior spaces Auditorium. Source: Photo 2019.

Figure 10. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Photographic documentation of internal spaces Library. Source: Photo 2019.
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Figure 11. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Survey and representation of elevations. Source: Graphic elaborations of
 S. Di Matteo, S. Lombardozzi, D. Santamaria.

Figure 12. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Survey and 
representation Sections. Source: Graphic elaborations of

 S. Di Matteo, S. Lombardozzi, D. Santamaria.

Figure 13. Cultural Centre "I. Silone" Avezzano (AQ) Three-dimen-
sional analysis. Source: Graphic elaborations of

 S. Di Matteo, S. Lombardozzi, D. Santamaria.
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Conclusions  
                                                                                                                                           
The theme of the knowledge of urban heritages spread 
throughout the territory cannot have a time limit given the 
number of architectural episodes produced in the twenti-
eth century often neglected by the administration who do 
not understand their architectural and urban values. Many 
of these underdeveloped architectures have been protag-
onists of the modernization process, particularly in the pro-
vincial cities, in a phase of growth and urban planning that 
often failed to integrate them as expected in the design 
phase, making them remain isolated in the oblivion of the 
suburbs, surrounded by intensive building that has saturated 
the spaces with subdivisions without rules.                                                                                                              
The examples described are evidence of this, and although 
they bear the signature of prestigious designers, they are in-
volved in the process of scarce attention and lack of protec-
tion that more generally concerns newly built architecture.                                                                          
Therefore, the episodes reported by the national census re-
quire, as has been repeatedly asserted, specific investiga-
tions to not remain ignored in the contexts in which they live 
together.                                                                                                                               
In this sense, the contribution focuses on these three singu-
lar public buildings intended for social and cultural promo-
tion, examined through surveys and analytical readings. In 
particular, for the Cultural Services Centre of Avezzano, a 
graphical analysis was carried out on the geometric and 
compositional layouts that generated the work, verifying the 
compositional practice that unites the three structures with 
the theories expressed by the developers. The comparison 
between the project and the current state made it possible 
to detect the transformations that took place during con-
struction; three-dimensional models also allow exploring and 
analytically understanding architectural spatiality (Fig. 13).                                              
In conclusion, the attention on the urban heritage of the 
twentieth century leads to the revaluation of the architec-
tural works present in the territory, addressing the protection 
and enhancement of works that are still poorly considered.

Note

1The census launched in 2002 by the then DARC, Archi-
tecture Service, was initially presented at the 2004 Ven-
ice Biennale in the exhibition “Sguardi contemporanei” 
50 years of Italian architecture.  The research is still ongo-
ing with updating and completion programs managed 
by PABAAC, Architecture Service and contemporary art.                                                                                                          
2 In 2013 a new research contract was signed between the 
Department of Architecture of Pescara and the Minister of 

Cultural Heritage and Activities, for the updating of the Cen-
sus with principal investigators: prof. Caterina Palestini for 
Architectural Survey, prof. Carlo Pozzi for Architectural Com-
position; prof. Claudio Varagnoli for the Restoration.                                                                                     
2In 2013 a new research contract was signed between the 
Department of Architecture of Pescara and the Minister of 
Cultural Heritage and Activities, for the updating of the Cen-
sus with principal investigators: prof. Caterina Palestini for 
Architectural Survey, prof. Carlo Pozzi for Architectural Com-
position; prof. Claudio Varagnoli for the Restoration.                                                                                     
3The publication was presented on June 18, 2013 in Pescara, 
in the presence of the Director of the Cultural Heritage Ser-
vice of the Abruzzo region, the councilors for Culture of the 
Province and the Municipality of Pescara, to the Delegated 
Councilor for the recovery and enhancement of the histori-
cal heritage of the city with the interventions by the Superin-
tendents of the two regions Alessandra Vittorini for Abruzzo 
and Carlo Birrozzi for Molise, Margerita Guccione Director 
of MAXXI Architecture and Maria Grazia Bellisario Director 
of Architecture Service  and contemporary Art PaBAAC – 
MiBAC.
4The graphic elaborations coordinated by the author were 
carried out with the collaboration of S. Di Matteo, S. Lombar-
dozzi, D. Santamaria.                      
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Enrico Anguillari , Enrico Fontanari 

Introduction 

Today the usual approach to the urban regeneration of 
built heritage has been absorbed by a wider vision of ur-
ban transformation. 
The notion of heritage itself has been extended consid-
erably, as well as the assets that characterise it, including 
abandoned spaces, modern building complexes, unused 
infrastructures and former industrial areas (Fontanari and 
Piperata, 2017). 
On one side, built heritage plays a new role in the urban 
development process driven by digital technologies and 
infrastructures implementation. On the other side, the de-
sign process is increasingly used as a tool to promote vi-
sions and innovative approaches based on culture and 
creativity. 
These changes are renewing the urbanisation models 
based on heritage consumption and are producing new 
dynamics to afford urban challenges and environmental 
issues. 
Three ongoing global processes underlie this shift: 
1. Today, the global economy is increasingly connected 

to the power of cities. That is, being cities the places of 
production of the global economy, the competition 
between metropolitan areas is getting stronger and 
stronger. 

2. Communication technology and robotic automation 
are radically changing the production process and 
the localisation models of productive activities and 
workplaces towards mixed and shared environments. 

3. A “new era of infrastructure investing” is coming. This is 
expected to generate substantial investments in fixed 
capital, with a 70% increase in global construction 
products in the decade from 2015-2025 (Clark et al., 
2012). 

Within this macro-phenomena, urban regeneration is 
absorbed by a broader process of complex urban trans-
formations management, which includes new infrastruc-
tures, facilities, open spaces and land use re-organisation. 
Nevertheless, built heritage still plays an important role in 
this urban development process trend: 

• As one of the primary resources in the strategic plan-
ning for the promotion of the attractiveness of urban 
areas, linked with cultural and creative economy;

• As a starting point for the transformation of aban-
doned areas, enhancing the immobilised fixed capital 
contained in the underused built environment; 

• As a tool to attract investments to the cities.
Moreover, heritage can be considered by multiple per-
spectives: social, anthropological, cultural, linguistic, re-
ligious, and is intertwined with different phenomena of 
contemporary life, such as tourism, leisure, sport, etc. and 
concerns both buildings and traditions, natural sites, cities, 
as well as human activities. Heritage is both tangible and 
intangible.
As a consequence, the paradigm of “conservation”, in 
the era of information technology, global trade and in-
frastructures, is changing and needs to be observed in 
parallel both with the changing values of the contempo-
rary society and with the most important urban questions 
related to the environment, mobility and social inequality 
(Secchi, 2013).

Tourism a new threat?

Over tourism has radically changed our cities and their 
historical centres, both physically and sociologically. 
The diversified forms of the tourism industry are increasing 
the fragmentation of the ways of living, working and us-
ing space, often generating a strong pressure on historical 
centres and emphasising the conflicts between tempo-
rary and stable residents regarding the use of spaces and 
services. 
Firstly, the vast, pervasive and differentiated phenomenon 
of “apartment tourism” or “home-sharing”, encouraged 
by economic means, cultural attention and personal be-
haviours, mainly concerns the historical centre’s building 
stock, activating a process that combines depopulation 
and gentrification aspects. Social networks and ad-hoc 
platforms have rapidly bloomed in the last ten years, al-
lowing anyone to rent or share their own property for a 
limited period, focusing on the idea that guests can live 

FROM URBAN REGENERATION TO URBAN TRANSFORMATION
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(or have the illusion to live) a short-lived experience as cit-
izens of a unique place. Airbnb was founded in 2007 and 
today has more than 7 million real estate listings in more 
than 100.000 cities in 191 countries. It accommodates 
more than 500 million travellers worldwide. 
From a sociological point of view, this “temporary stay” 
is altering the main city centres’ reality, threatening their 
consolidated urban and cultural identity. 
On the one hand, this trend radically changes the way of 
living and using historical centres; on the other hand, our 
planning approaches and tools are often inadequate. It 
is necessary to look at these phenomena having in mind 
that a new way of living and using the urban heritage is 
emerging, which is parallel to the rise of a new city users’ 
global community. This structural process represents a dif-
ferent vision of the historic city and urban heritage that 
planners and architects can no longer ignore. 

From historic centre to historic city 

Within urban areas, global competition, culture, arts and 
heritage are strategic tools for cities. 
The contemporary planning approach incorporates cul-
tural heritage as a fundamental component for urban 
areas regeneration, increasing creative sector, promot-
ing arts and culture. This approach has shifted the atten-
tion of planners from historic city centres to historic cities, 
focusing on their conservation on two main aspects: 
1. The connection between heritage and people’s 

sense of place, and; 
2. The introduction of new categories of heritage. 
Today, historical centres are no longer sufficient to sat-
isfy the increasing demand and to cope with the pres-
sure of more and more city users and global consum-
ers (Koolhaas, 1996; Dobbs et al., 2016). In the Italian 
experience, the preservation has been extended from 
the high-quality historic buildings (monuments, palaces, 
etc.) to the entire historic urban fabric. Several Europe-
an cities applied the notion of heritage, both preserving 
and transforming marginal areas, former industrial sites, 
unused ports and railway stations, considered as drivers 
for sustainable, social, economic and urban develop-
ment (Labadi and Logan, 2016).
The cultural value of some of the tangible remnants left 
in these areas is generally acknowledged as an instru-
ment to imagine new futures for cities. 
In the last decades, brownfields have been increasingly 
transformed into booming urban districts, often activat-
ed starting from bottom-up initiatives promoted by the 

local cultural scene, emerging creative and innovative 
activities, young professionals looking for new ways of 
living and working, boosting both the social-cultural life 
and economy of their cities.
Considering all these issues, preservation of historical 
heritage should become less selective, including all 
those tangible and intangible elements that can play 
an essential role in the urban evolution and develop-
ment as evidence of his social, economic, and cultural 
history.

Re-inventing functions for urban heritage

In the most innovative cities, sharing economy and 
urban commons governance are closely intertwined 
(Huron, 2017). 
The impact of digital technologies on building stock, 
infrastructures and environment as well as on working 
activities and people’s behaviour is becoming strong-
er and stronger. 
Moreover, new business models for the production and 
consumption of goods and services are rapidly trans-
forming cities and the use of services in terms of shared 
spaces and facilities (Bianchetti and Sampieri, 2014).
In few years, we moved from a dominant model based 
on electronic and digital technology to a new one 
based on Nano-tech, biotech and robotics. The grow-
ing importance of artificial intelligence is reorienting 
the entire building construction sector and creating 
new living conditions expectations in terms of services 
accessibility, urban comfort and leisure opportunities. 
Therefore, a new season for urban facilities and servic-
es management is rising. 
By the next 15-20 years, urban mobility, energy sup-
ply and IT sectors will definitely give back to historical 
centres the role of “urban core” (Graham and Marvin, 
2001). The so-called “smart city” realisation is having a 
strong physical impact on cities in terms of new infra-
structures and connections. In most cases, an efficient 
infrastructure, services, and facilities network is already 
served in central urban areas. In those places, the new 
IT trends are blooming, modifying the physical space in 
terms of infrastructures and buildings implementation 
and adaptation.
Consequently, in many European cities, people are re-
turning to live in historic centres looking for more com-
fortable living conditions, higher quality of life, easy 
access to services, low traffic, bicycle and pedestrian 
paths, efficient public transport, etc. 
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In this scenario, historic centres play a significant role as 
urban centralities and contribute to guarantee a bet-
ter future perspective in terms of sustainable develop-
ment. Nevertheless, this trend strongly impacts urban 
heritage in terms of physical transformation, forcing 
planners and architects to consider it a process of re-
inventing urban functions more than urban regenera-
tion.
Today’s cities have to rethink themselves to succeed in 
the global urban competition, producing new visions 
for their future. In this sense, due to their morphological 
characteristics and ability to adapt to new lifestyles, 
central areas are proving to be the places where this 
process is taking hold.

New heritage, new design

Cities have to reinvent themselves to succeed in the 
international urban competition. 
In many cases, this attention has driven local admin-
istrators and policymakers to look at new visions and 
future perspectives, often aimed at more resilient and 
sustainable urban models. Built heritage plays a key 
role in this process. As for its morphological character-
istics and the capacity to adapt to the new living and 
working conditions represent a crucial tool for the fu-
ture urban transition (Bandarin and Van Oers, 2015).
On the other hand, the notion of heritage has become 
wider, including not expected areas within the main 
urban and metropolitan regions worldwide. In Rio de 
Janeiro or Casablanca, tour operators organise guid-
ed tours in informal settlements. Modern social hous-
ing neighbourhoods are increasingly requested by 
young professional couples belonging to the middle 
class. Abandoned industrial areas are rethought as 
new urban centralities. In 2014, the Municipality of Mi-
lan started the mapping of abandoned and degrad-
ed buildings and areas with the aim of mending and 
regenerating the urban tissue of the existing city (SIT 
Comune di Milano, 2014). In most of these cases, we 
can observe the rising of innovative approaches in de-
sign and preservation practices connected to urban 
or buildings transformation and regeneration. 
Usual planning practices clash with contemporary ur-
ban and environmental matters based on suburban-
isation and natural resources consumption. On the 
contrary, technological innovations are introducing 
changes in urban life, giving new impetus to cities and 
suggesting new approaches to urban transformations.

Heritage and sense of place

Many cities are promoting the central role of heritage in 
all its forms. From monumental to vernacular architecture, 
along with tangible and intangible cultural heritage, cit-
ies use existing resources to enhance their vibrant urban 
identity and quality of life. As intangible heritage, the his-
toric built environment contributes to reinforcing the local 
identity and the general sense of community place. On 
the other side, it has to be noted that the values that peo-
ple give to the historic built environment vary considera-
bly (Benevolo, 2003). That is, people’s daily lifestyles highly 
condition the perception of the built heritage value. Any-
way, people’s unintentional ways of experiencing places 
can give a role to those places, for example, by trans-
forming informal practices into usual ones. This dynamic is 
strictly connected with the idea of “third space”: a place 
where humans, even in today’s digital age, seek in-per-
son interaction and fellowship, gather, debate, and trade 
within built spaces (Soja, 1996).
The emerging of a new people’s awareness of heritage 
raises new questions related to preservation ideas in the 
metropolis of the XXI century. What new forms of heritage 
conservation are emerging within a constantly evolving 
globalised society? How can people migrate around the 
world from one environment to another, preserving their 
own lifestyles and beliefs about what has value and what 
does not? The answers to those questions have still to be 
investigated.

Conclusions

Changes in urban regeneration are giving rise to new 
challenges and opportunities in terms of potential solu-
tions in the “public-sector crisis age”.
Vacant buildings and areas re-activation and reuse, in a 
mixture of formal and informal activities, temporary uses 
and sharing practices, bottom-up initiatives and top-
down plans, as well as the combination of old fashion and 
new design, have become the keystone for sustainable 
urban development. These mixed areas evolve and are 
developed out of their historical and social milieu, thus 
cultivating inspiring living and working environments and 
an authentic sense of place.
This catalytic effect is dependent on the successful in-
teraction of low-budget / high-culture (reuse of vacant 
spaces and buildings by “urban pioneers”) and high-
budget / low-culture (development of new high-end in-
frastructures).
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All over the world, several transformation projects in cul-
tural heritage areas give lessons to learn. Generally, they 
can be considered interventions that go beyond regen-
eration processes. At the same time, regeneration is fo-
cused on the impellent necessity of intervention and often 
consists of replacing damaged parts of a body (a build-
ing, a site, a landscape) with copies similar to the origi-
nal. Instead, transformation is permeable to the emerging 
changes and needs of contemporary society. It includes 
the possibility of setting up broad urban development vi-
sions, maximising the enormous potential of the existing 
historical heritage. Therefore, this tendency points out that 
we are moving more and more from urban regeneration 
towards more comprehensive forms of urban transforma-
tion in today’s urban development. 
In the most competitive and innovative cities, historic cen-
tres already represent the driver for a sustainable urban 
development process. On the other side, attention to-
wards unused places, abandoned buildings, former indus-
trial areas, etc., together with the recognised importance 
of intangible heritage and “sense of place”, represents 
the fil rouge that binds urban conservation to the contem-
porary city development.
By observing best practices emerging in many urban are-
as and small historical centres, we must think that the city 
is still a place to be designed and not just to be preserved 
(Secchi, 2010).
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Derya Oktay

Introduction 

For the last several decades, there has been increasing 
interest among urban designers and planners on how 
the city’s urban form - its location, size, density, land use 
patterns, infrastructure systems, and building and land-
scape types - can contribute to urban sustainability. 
Many argue that a contained, well-connected, mixed-
use city is the most sustainable urban form. Research 
suggests that a compact city offers opportunities to re-
duce fuel consumption for travelling, like homes, work, 
and leisure facilities are closer together. They are also 
favoured by many in the field of urbanism because ur-
ban land can be re-used while rural land beyond the 
urban edge is protected. Economic benefits are also 
suggested due to high concentrations of people sup-
porting local economics and easier access to servic-
es and facilities. Compact cities with higher densities 
are also associated with diversity and cultural devel-
opment (Talen 1999; Duany, Plater-Zyberk and Speck, 
2001), and a stronger sense of attachment to place 
(Nelessen, 1994; Diamond and Richardson, 1997). 
Although the compact city requires us to ignore the 
causes and effects of decentralisation and the benefits 
it may bring (Thomas and Cousins, 1996, p. 56), urban 
design of compact cities can contribute to a more sus-
tainable way of life, particularly in industrialised socie-
ties. However, since cities are all different in form and 
structure owing to a host of place-specific factors, it 
cannot be expected that they should all fit the same 
formula when it comes to the question of a sustaina-
ble urban form. The degree of compactness and/or 
de-fragmentation should therefore be context-sensi-
tive (Oktay 2017). 
In the first two decades of the 21st century, the post-in-
dustrial urban conditions in most cases in the world cit-
ies can be identified with the following characteristics: 
As the industry has closed, brownfield sites on inner-city 
locations (and waterfront lands in some cases) have 
become available for large-scale urban redevelop-
ment. 

However, the transformation of these frequently pol-
luted brownfield sites requires sensitive adaptive re-use 
and huge investment. A comprehensive master plan 
for revitalisation is frequently missing for smart densifi-
cation of the suffering city core. This requires political 
leadership to attract investment and a holistic under-
standing of the principles of sustainable urbanism. 
There is usually a good urban fabric of existing build-
ings associated with the core and the brownfield sites, 
sometimes heritage-listed warehouses, or large indus-
trial structures, flexible and easily adaptable for con-
servation to new uses. As the residents vacated the 
central areas and moved to suburban areas owing to 
various problems they faced in central areas, city cen-
tres have become more problematic places; the build-
ings, be it industrial or not, have been emptied, they 
have lost their functions, shops have closed, and most 
of the entertainment activities have moved away from 
city centres (Manzelat & Oktay, 2019, p. 24). However, 
there have been campaigns in certain cities to bring 
people back to the city centre, and there is some evi-
dence that people are moving back to the old central 
quarters to live close to work and entertainment. 
Within this context, urban regeneration in the derelict 
areas of the central core has been encouraged by 
many localities to attract people back to cities and 
persuade others not to leave and captured in its most 
explicit form in construction works and aesthetic invest-
ment in central areas of cities. However, it is questiona-
ble whether these activities are leading to actual last-
ing change, whether they contribute to the making of 
successful places, and whether the impacts of regen-
eration compromise the sustainability of the area or 
city. In terms of sustainability, successfully implemented 
urban regeneration projects demonstrate that holistic 
approaches deal with the following issues: 
1. Densification through ‘brownfield development’; 
2. Recycling historic complexes/buildings; 
3. Liveable public spaces; 
4. Good mixed-use and promotion of culture, and 
5. Ecological sensitivity.

BROWNFIELD DEVELOPMENT FOR SUSTAINABLE REGENERATION: THE EXEMPLARY 
CASES IN SAN FRANCISCO AND SAMSUN 
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Densification through ‘Brownfield Development”

The term ‘brownfield’ could be defined as any land which 
has been previously developed, including derelict and va-
cant land, which may or may not be contaminated. Brown-
field development, which is strongly linked to the concept 
of sustainable development, is the redevelopment of for-
merly industrially used, derelict sites and docklands, emerg-
es as an effective tool to prevent urban sprawl through 
densification and de-fragmentation, and can be consid-
ered central to sustainable development as it helps reduce 
urban sprawl and prevent the greenfield development. 
Brownfield development would also eliminate negative im-
agery connected with an industrial heritage as old indus-
trial centres are frequently defined in the media by severe 
economic and social deprivation, vandalism, public disor-
der, pollution, and a lack of civic amenities (Oktay, 2012a). 
As Williams and Dair (2005) suggest, sustainable brownfield 
development has been produced sustainably (i.e. in terms 
of design, construction and participation processes) and 
enables people and organisations involved in the end-
use of the site to act in a sustainable way (Williams and 
Dair, 2007, 28). The objectives of the brownfield develop-
ment could be defined as minimising the use of resourc-
es, minimising pollution, protecting biodiversity and the 
natural environment, protecting the industrial heritage, 
and protecting the cultural environment (Dixon 2007). A 
careful brownfield development facilitates mix-use, takes 
advantage of compact building design, creates housing 
opportunities and choices, creates walking distances, fos-
ters distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense 
of place, preserves open space, farmland, natural beau-
ty, and critical environmental areas, provides a variety of 
transportation choices, makes development decisions pre-
dictable, fair, and cost-effective (Tregoning, 2006, 41). 
It should be accepted that a specific legal arrangement 
at the local and central government levels is necessary to 
develop appropriate solutions for the sustainable develop-
ment of brownfield. In line with this, regulations concerned 
with contamination, liability, and public participation must 
be added to the environmental legislation as observed in 
the exemplary cases in the developed countries.
 
Recycling historical complexes and buildings

Historic quarters retain and preserve the city’s memory and 
offer physical uniqueness to the townscape; hence they 
are highly effective in the construction of urban identity in 
people’s minds. 

They should not only show the value of tradition and 
culture but should also adapt to the changes of mod-
ern lifestyle through the improvement of basic infra-
structure and environmental quality. 
However, although certain revitalisation projects are 
being planned to develop and promote commercial 
activity in many historic quarters in the world to revi-
talise physical structures and regenerate social and 
economic activity, many of them do not use holistic 
approaches that consider the physical, social, and 
economic sustainability of the quarter. Sustainable 
revitalisation in this context means generating eco-
nomic development through regeneration of the lo-
cal traditional life and activities and/or restructuring 
the quarter’s economic base and requires a thorough 
analysis of social and economic structure, as well as 
the detailed analysis of the heritage buildings and ne-
cessitates a participatory framework and collabora-
tion with other stakeholders.
How to incorporate historic qualities, elements, and 
features with design begins with understanding their 
significance today. For contemporary application 
projects, the criteria of ‘style, scale and proportion’ 
generally represent the basis upon which design in the 
historic environment is judged. Accordingly, the histor-
ical status of the existing buildings should be shown 
respect and these buildings should be considered as 
valuable ‘built resources’ and utilised with adaptive 
re-uses [i] In this context, the scale and proportion of 
the new buildings should be subservient to the old, and 
the newly proposed, re-used or infill structures/ build-
ings should not be the replicas of the historic buildings 
but be designed within a contemporary architectural 
approach. 
 
Liveable public spaces

Although public spaces form a crucial feature of sus-
tainable and liveable cities, contemporary urban en-
vironments frequently lack enough space kept aside 
for them, and most of those spaces which are intro-
duced as ‘public spaces’ miss spatial, ecological and 
social qualities and cannot be considered ‘liveable 
places for people. Since ancient times, public space 
has contained the essence of urbanity, and it should 
be well understood that it is not possible to improve 
the existing condition of the public spaces if they are 
viewed and evaluated as separate entities ignoring 
their organic relationship with the city (Oktay, 2002). 
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To this point, there should be a mention of the current co-
rona virus COVID-19 pandemic period. As the research 
and documentation on changes in cities over the past 
decade reveal, the current pandemic period does not 
look much different than what was experienced before 
in many cases in terms of limitations, social interaction 
in housing environments, opportunities for community 
development, social divisions of tangible and intangible 
kinds, lack of efficient use of public spaces, and so forth. 
These problems have existed since the beginning of the 
‘Modernist’ urban planning period and make a serious 
threat to urban life.
The poor quality of the public realm and the built envi-
ronment is directly related to the poor quality of the so-
cial life of a city and so should provide the moral, social, 
psychological, and economic stimulus for an attempt 
to revive the social life of cities (Jacobs, 1961). It should, 
therefore, not be forgotten that for a more sustainable 
urban context, acknowledging urban space as a vital 
part of urban regeneration with its own specific sets of 
functions is very important. In the context of a particu-
lar quarter, urban space should be conceived of as an 
outdoor room, somewhere to relax and enjoy the urban 
experience. In this context, culture should be a vital com-
ponent of the urban public realm as its spaces, streets, 
and squares all help create a city’s identity.
 
Good mixed-use and promotion of culture

As observed in many cities, central areas have lost their 
liveability and have become mono-functional places 
due to various reasons. As the residents vacated the 
central areas and moved to suburban areas owing to 
various problems they faced in central areas, city cen-
tres have become more problematic places; the build-
ings have been emptied, they have lost their functions, 
shops have closed, and most of the entertainment activi-
ties have moved away from city centres. All these factors 
have transformed the central areas into unsecured plac-
es, especially at night. As such, the city centres have lost 
their liveability due to functional, physical, and financial 
obsolescence.    
A sustainable community endeavours to promote mul-
ti-functional settlement models rather than mono-function-
al, providing compact urban centres with a broad range of 
services and amenities nearby. This reduces the need for ve-
hicular and public transport, thereby decreasing demands 
on infrastructure and energy resources while promoting pe-
destrian accessibility and community. 

Good mixed-use is sought in urban areas for those environ-
ments to be lively, safe, sensorily rich, choice laden, eco-
nomically, and spatially efficient and ecologically diverse; 
sustainable as far as the built environment can believa-
bly be. Culture in combination with the built environment 
helps to create places with identity. Culture can also help 
provide the critical mass that makes an area work, both 
socially and economically. The timeframe for cultural con-
sumption is not limited to the pattern of the normal working 
day. In other words, cultural activity can be used to create 
a ‘24-hour living city’ as the basis for an evening econo-
my as it can attract people not only into different places 
but also at different times through such things as longer 
shop-opening hours, evening theatre and music perfor-
mances, and extended licences for bars and night-clubs. 
 
Ecological sensitivity

During the environmental transition, cities could attempt 
to keep as many as possible of the environment-sustaina-
bility ingredients. The increase of densities, combined with 
urban regeneration strategies for neglected inner-city ar-
eas, are good solutions in terms of ecological sustainabil-
ity and valuing the existing built resources. It is always less 
environmentally damaging to stimulate growth within the 
established city centre, rather than sprawling into new, for-
merly unbuilt, agricultural areas. 
When integrating new buildings, renovating and/or recy-
cling the existing ones, the aspects to ecological sensitivity 
are the use of natural sources and energy, the use of local 
and regional materials of natural character, conformity of 
the building to its environs and the climate, the flexibility 
to adapt to changing conditions over time, and the wide 
variety of spaces extending from interior spaces to open 
spaces through various types of semi-open spaces. Deci-
sions regarding the design of public spaces need to be 
taken on ecological grounds, concerning their orientation, 
landscaping, protection from wind, as well as the well-in-
formed choice of materials.  

Exemplary cases: Ghirardelli Square, San Francisco, USA 
(1962-7, 1982-4)

Ghirardelli Square, considered the first successful adaptive 
re-use project in the US, has a history spanning over a cen-
tury and covers three continents. It was a set of industrial 
buildings - a chocolate factory, a mustard factory, a wool 
mill, and a rebuilt box factory in the earlier times - linked by 
several courtyards. 
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Today’s speciality retail and dining complex, housing shops 
and restaurants, redesigned by Wurster, Bernardi and Em-
mons, became a precedent that many other designs 
throughout the world have followed. The renovated and 
recycled complex, considered a festival shopping centre 
with successful management promoting cultural activities, 
became a trendy place well used by San Franciscans and 
tourists alike and became an exemplar of what could be 
done with robust industrial buildings (Fig. 1-6).
 

Figure 1. The original Pioneer Woollen Building on San Franciso’s 
northern waterfront before the Ghirardelli Chocolate Company 
took it in 1893. Source: https://www.ghirardelli.com/about-ghi-

rardelli.

Figure 2. Ghirardelli Factories at the beginning of 1960s. (Source: 
https://www.ghirardellisq.com/history)

Figure 3. The layout of Ghirardelli Square after adaptive re-use 
on the industrial site.

Figure 4. The view to Ghirardelli Square from the street. Source: 
Author’s archive, 1996.

Figures 5. The internal view of Ghirardelli Square. Source: Au-
thor’s archive, 2008.  
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The historical background of Ghirardelli Square reveals that 
the chocolate factory was sold and transferred to San Le-
andro in the 1960s. A group of San Franciscans, fearing the 
industrial complex might be demolished, purchased the 
property. By rehabilitating the warehouses, unique shops 
and restaurants created within the old factory, combining 
the latest in retailing and refined cuisine with the flavour of 
old San Francisco. The project officially opened on Novem-
ber 29, 1964. Today, Ghirardelli attracts visitors with its lively 
retail mix while maintaining Ghirardelli’s tradition as a trend-
setter for the rest of the world. In 1982 the owners applied for 
and were granted National Historic Register status, a move 
that ensured the preservation of Ghirardelli Square for fu-
ture generations. Ghirardelli’s presence in San Francisco 
landmarks, shops, and restaurant menus has constructed a 
positive and nostalgic image in the people’s minds. People 
from all over the world flock to San Francisco to tour Ghirar-
delli Square and try Ghirardelli products in booths and many 
San Francisco residents cherish the name Ghirardelli.

Bulvar shopping and recreation centre - Samsun, Turkey 
(1887, 2009-2012)

Bulvar Shopping and Recreation Centre is one of the suc-
cessful brownfield development projects in Turkey, through 
which the city of Samsun has enlivened its decaying city 
centre. The project, based on a successful adaptive re-use 
scheme in the former Regie Tobacco Factory complex, the 
first industrial complex in the city, was awarded 
in the ICSC European Conference in 2013 the “Best Shop-
ping Centre Honorary Prize” and the “Best Rehabilitation 
Project Jury Special Prize” among the newly developed pro-
jects in the category of medium scale. The Regie To bacco 
Factory was built in 1897 by the Regie Management. It was 
the symbol of Samsun’s agricultural history for 85 years and 
had a strong effect on people’s daily lives, collective mem-
ory, and urban identity (Figs. 7-8). 

After 12 years of abundance following its closing in 1994, 
the factory has successfully transformed into a multi-func-
tional commercial and recreational complex between 
2009 and 2012 and opened in July 2012 as a multi-func-
tional commercial and recreational centre, following the 
restoration works Torunlar GYO and Turkmall. 
The complex, covering an area of 17.500 meter-square, 
was built with reinforced concrete and a masonry con-
struction technique designed with a courtyard plan sys-
tem within a hierarchy of outdoor spaces of different siz-
es. In all the blocks in the complex, the floor covering is 
wooden, and the roof covers are traditional style tiles. In 
all blocks, doors and windows are wooden, and stairs are re-
inforced concrete. 

Figure 6. Aerial view of Ghirardelli Square. Source: https://www.
ghirardellisq.com/.

Figure 7. Regie Tobacco Factory: the first industrial complex in 
the city, 1887  ‘Post card’. Source: Samsun Metropolitan City Mu-

nicipality Archive.

Figure 8. Regie Street in the 1880s Source: Samsun Metropolitan 
City Municipality Archive.
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Today’s Bulvar Shopping and Recreation Centre, developed 
from Regie Tobacco Factory as a multi-functional complex 
(2009-2012) and linked to the main square, mark the city cen-
tre by providing a popular place for gathering, shopping, 
dining, and passing the time (Figs. 9-12). 
The most outstanding feature of this lively complex is its hu-
man scale form comprising several plazas, courtyards and 
pedestrian streets interlinked to each other and defined by 
active edges provided by cafés, restaurants, and shops. 
The complex, the major public space of the city, could be 
considered the living heart of the city that is missing in many 
cities in Turkey and other countries, and the development 
of the pedestrian street in the complex is a very successful 
example of transformation without damaging its identity. 
The complex, which has become a multi-functional trade, 
shopping and recreation centre, makes a solid contribution 
to the identity, function and vitality of Samsun city centre 
today while contributing to the city’s social and economic 
transformation (Oktay, 2019). 

Conclusions

Successfully implemented urban regeneration projects 
demonstrate that a holistic approach is essential for sus-
tainable development. In this context, the first necessary 
step involves ‘densification through brownfield develop-
ment’, providing that historical complexes and buildings 
are properly re-used, public spaces are retrofitted as livea-
ble places, good, compatible mixed-use is provided, cul-
ture is promoted, and ecological sensitivity is safeguarded. 
Ecological sustainability efforts must be embedded in all 
phases of urban regeneration and recycling old and his-
toric buildings to safeguard sustainability. Further, the en-
vironmental legislation must be supported with additional 
regulations concerned with contamination, liability, and 
public participation issues, as the experiences in the ex-
amples in the developed welfare countries demonstrate. 

Figures 9-12.  The successful adaptive re-use scheme: from Regie 
Tobacco Factory (Source: Samsun Metropolitan City Municipal-
ity Archive) to Bulvar Shopping and Recreation Centre (Source: 

Author’s Archive, 2015, 2019).
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The exemplary cases of urban regeneration through 
brownfield development reveal that the project’s success 
continues only if there is good management promoting 
social and cultural activities.
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The depopulation of small Municipalities in inland areas

In Italy, as in other European Countries, small towns, 
especially those in rural inland areas, have been the 
scenario of constant migratory phenomena that have 
occurred over time in alternating phases.
Nowadays, in Italy, out of 7,954 Municipalities, about 5,543 
are considered ‘small’, having a maximum number of 
inhabitants lower than 5,000 (Law no. 158/2017). This value 
is particularly significant, especially when compared to 
the population living there, which is about 17% of the 
national total (Nesticò et al., 2020).
Other European Countries, where the urban centralisation 
phenomenon has been more intense, also show 
remarkable data. One example is France, where 95% of 
the Municipalities have no more than 5,000 residents. In 
these places, 39% of the national population resides, and 
actions are currently underway to encourage cooperation 
between Municipalities.
Spain is the European Country that probably suffers most 
from the abandonment of its inland areas. The “Empty 
Spain” (Del Molino, 2019) involves a large part of the 
territory that crowns the Madrid region and hosts just over 
seven million inhabitants on an area of about 270,000 km2.
In general, the causes of marginalisation are the limited 
employment opportunities, the gradual reduction of 
services and the shortage of adequate infrastructure. 
These are compounded by the decentralisation of 
many small Municipalities away from the cities, with 
more available facilities and the inadequacy of the built 
heritage to meet the new housing needs (Coletta, 2010).
The abandonment of inland areas also leads to the 
gradual disappearance of a vast immaterial and material 
heritage, an identity palimpsest that characterises not 
only the territory’s inland areas but also the Countries as a 
whole (Fiore, D’Andria, 2019; Pirlone, 2016).  
In the light of these considerations, it seems extremely 
important to act systematically in order to limit the strong 
demographic ‘bleeding’ of which small Municipalities are 
the protagonists. 
A return to small towns can help improve lifestyles, promote 

the territory’s tangible and intangible assets and reduce 
the congestion of the cities (Cortesi et al., 2009). 
There is a renewed sense of community and belonging 
on a social level, which is now rarely felt in large cities 
(Nesticò et al., 2020). 
For these reasons, in recent years, strategies have been 
developed in order to valorise inland areas and their 
heritage.
A relevant example is the ‘Strategia Nazionale Aree 
Interne’ (SNAI), which, since September 2012, has been 
undertaken in Italy by the Ministry for Territorial Cohesion. 
SNAI’s initial action was to map all inland areas on a 
national scale, taking into account the distance, measured 
in minutes, between the major ‘Service Provision Centres’ 
and the small Municipalities. This study made it possible 
to divide inland areas into ‘intermediate’, ‘peripheral’ 
and ‘ultra-peripheral’ classes. SNAI currently operates in 
72 selected areas in order to allow, in the long term, the 
inversion of the current demographic dynamics and to 
mitigate marginalisation through interventions aimed to 
implement the quantity and quality of essential services 
and to promote development projects that valorise their 
heritage (De Rossi, 2018; Lucatelli & Monaco, 2018).
Together with SNAI, there are also many other initiatives 
underway that show how the regeneration of small towns 
is becoming a topic of wide international interest because 
of the opportunities it offers, also due to the greater 
attention paid to cultural heritage, landscape values, 
history and environmental quality: all essential elements to 
encourage investment, tourist use and reuse (Fiore, 2017).

The European SMART villages experience

The age in which we live is characterised by rapid changes, 
mainly due to the new globalisation dynamics, which, on 
the one hand, have created more opportunities, but on 
the other hand, have led to new problems concerning 
the environment, the preservation of identity features and 
the abandonment of areas that offer fewer facilities.
The issue of valorising and repopulating small towns is 
increasingly emerging as a response to these problems, 

THE ‘SMART VILLAGES’ EUROPEAN MODEL IN SMALL TOWN REGENERATION 
POLICIES
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with the aims of re-establishing a territorial balance, re-
evaluating environmental, socio-economic interests and 
safeguarding a widespread historical, architectural and 
artistic heritage of particular interest.
Villages can once again take on a central role in the 
relaunch of the territory and, at the same time, promote 
new fruition models of the historic built and landscape, 
consistent with the demand and needs of current life, thus 
avoiding further land consumption (Fiore, 2017; D’Andria 
et al., 2021).
If, therefore, we think about the dynamics with which 
our society is evolving, is it possible that the small towns 
could represent the future of ‘healthy’ living, on a human 
scale, but also places of alternative and innovative work, 
intending to relocate the man on the territory?
An answer to this question was given to us by the European 
Commission, which, in 2017, presented the ‘EU Action for 
Smart Villages’ with strategies aimed at improving the 
quality of life in small rural towns. The plan provides a first 
definition of ‘Smart Villages’ as “rural areas and communities 
which build on their existing strengths and assets as well 
as new opportunities to develop added value and where 
the traditional and new networks are enhanced by means 
of digital communications technologies, innovations and 
the better use of knowledge for the benefit of inhabitants” 
(ENRD, 2018, p.7). 
• In general, the main characteristics of Smart Villages 

are: Involvement of the population: local inhabitants 
are active in finding concrete solutions to the most 
pressing problems and new opportunities that are 
gradually emerging for rural areas;Use of digital 
technologies: technology, as one of the many tools 
available for the valorisation of rural areas, is the basis 
for the Smart Village management;

• Crossing municipal boundaries: some strategies are 
designed for the village alone, while others extend 
to the surrounding area, taking into account the 
relationships between medium-large Municipalities 
and small towns;

• Creation of new cooperations: an important focus 
is the creation of collaborative networks between 
different rural stakeholders, Municipalities, private and 
public sectors;

• Proposal of ‘ad hoc’ strategies: each village is 
considered unique as it is characterised by a tangible 
and intangible heritage that outlines its exceptional 
and unrepeatable identity. Therefore, any intervention 
must start from full knowledge and consideration of 
local peculiarities and resources: «There is no standard 

model or solution for smart villages – it is about local 
people taking stock of local assets, drawing on the 
best available knowledge, and taking the initiative» 
(ENRD, 2018, p. 7).

At the core of the Smart Villages concept is the desire to 
put new technologies at the service of small towns and 
rural communities without losing the value of cohesion 
and business initiatives coming from local inhabitants 
(Visvizi et al., 2019; Doloi, 2018).
According to the Italian ‘Piano Nazionale Innovazione 
2025’, «concentrating innovation in small towns will 
attract more innovation, the innovative companies will 
attract other innovative companies, the digitally switched 
administrations will contaminate the neighbouring 
administrations with modernity».
In this context, the European Network for Rural Development 
(ENRD) played a key role, which, in 2018, as part of its 
‘Smart and Competitive Rural Areas’ initiative, included 
the ‘Smart Village’ programme. The aim is to fund pilot 
projects designed to create ‘Smart Villages’ by improving 
logistics, sharing data on rural areas and developing 
appropriate business models applicable to small realities. 
«In doing so, the deep differences between rural areas 
were taken into account [...].There are no standard 
models or solutions: these are inhabited places by people 
and communities with specific needs and potential. The 
starting point for this reflection is, therefore, a development 
approach that focuses on the so-called territorial capital, 
i.e. the set of specific social, environmental, economic, 
cultural and institutional resources that distinguish each 
place» (Simonato, 2019). ENRD’s goal is to share data and 
experiences in order to gain significant insights to improve 
the implementation of European rural development.
Furthermore, in 2020, the European Commission’s 
Directorate-General for Agriculture and Rural 
Development (DG Agri) launched the ‘Smart Rural Call’ to 
identify potential small Municipalities to be converted into 
Smart Villages. These, once selected, have the opportunity 
to undertake a transformation process (Fig. 1), during 
which they will receive expert assistance in developing 
and implementing innovative local strategies. To date, 
among the twenty-one small Municipalities selected, only 
Ostana (Province of Cuneo, Piedmont) is Italian (Fig. 2).
Thus, the increasingly shared idea is that the use of digital 
technology in these places can be the engine of a 
changing economy, adapting well to the small scale, so 
as to reduce the large gap between city and countryside, 
with the difference of having, in inland areas, a more 
sustainable environmental and social context.
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In fact, Smart Villages are also intended as a link between 
small towns and major cities: “it is not just a case of 
overcoming the urban-rural divide, but of harnessing 
the unique potential of each for mutual benefit” (ENRD, 
2018, p. 11). To this end, many projects are based on 
cooperation between these different realities with the 
aim of promoting a widespread development of services 
and infrastructure. An interesting example is the ‘City-
Countryside Reciprocity Contracts’ that France adopted  
in 2015 to support inter-municipal partnerships designed 
to encourage cooperation between metropolises, 
medium-sized cities, small towns and rural areas (Detry et 
al., 2019).

Brittany was the first Region to sign a ‘Contract’, committing 
to actions aimed at rebuilding the link between rural and 
urban areas. The operations covered the economic, 
social, health, cultural, environmental and energy sectors, 
with the drafting of a common roadmap for the entire 
Region containing a general plan of action that currently 
includes 30 projects at the final stage.
The success of this initiative lies in its willingness to go 
beyond political alliances, involving the local population 
in defining shared objectives to be implemented through 
a long-term development strategy. In addition, a decisive 
factor was the mixing of several funding sources, not only 
from the Region but also from the State and the EU.

Figure 1. The procedure foreseen by the ‘Smart Rural Call’ to transform a small Municipality into a Smart Village. - Source: Website 
Smart Rural 21, https://www.smartrural21.eu/
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Figure 2. The 21 European small Municipalities selected by the ‘Smart Rural Call’. - Source: Website Smart Rural 21,
 https://www.smartrural21.eu/

Figure 3. The ‘Living lab’ approach: the three phases. – Source: The European Network for Rural Development, Digital Villages. Germany. 
Working document, online Pdf: https://enrd.ec.europa.eu/sites/enrd/files/tg_smart-villages_case-study_de.pdf
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Among the many European initiatives related to 
the digitisation of villages, there are also others of 
considerable interest. The ‘Digital Neighbourhoods’ 
project, currently underway at the University of 
Plymouth (England), investigates, through case studies 
in Cornwall, the positive implications of the use of digital 
technology in inland areas: starting with analyses to 
identify a pattern of social connections, researchers 
explore the role of superfast broadband access in 
rural neighbourhoods and the use of community social 
networks to access public services, such as libraries.
With its ‘Smart Countryside’ project, Finland gives 
digitalisation a key role in the development of rural 
services, aiming to reduce the time gap between 
them and the citizen, thus cutting costs and having 
a positive impact on the productive organisation 
of the countryside. However, the study revealed the 
general incompetence of the local population and 
companies in the use of digital tools. Hence, the goal 
is to bring people closer to the new possibilities offered 
by these means, with the drafting of open access 
recommendations and the setting up of targeted 
training courses. At the same time, widespread 
measures are being taken, such as the installation 
in Lapland of cloisters equipped to provide a digital 
medical service using fibre optic connections: patients 
can use the services themselves thanks to video 
links with doctors and nurses undergo blood tests, 
cardiological and pulmonary checks.
Among the different initiatives, there is also the German 
‘Digital Villages’, created in 2015 by the Ministry of 
Internal Affairs and Sport and the Fraunhofer Institute for 
Experimental Software Engineering (IESE). Specifically, 
the project involves three pilot areas, Eisenberg, 
Göllheim and Betzdorf-Gebhardshain, where digital 
tools have become key elements in promoting new 
ideas for volunteering and local commerce. In fact, 
thanks to the set-up of an online platform, innovative 
solutions are tested, both for the supply of goods and 
for the improvement of mobility and administration.
The adopted approach is that of the ‘living lab’ which 
is divided into three phases (Fig. 3): the first includes 
the participation of the population for the evaluation 
and/or selection of concrete ideas to be developed; 
the second concerns the setting up of prototypes 
to be improved according to the needs and further 
proposals of the users; the third involves the definition of 
the final digital solution, usually represented by mobile 
applications or virtual services. 

To date, the apps in use are: BestellBar (an online 
marketplace including all typical local activities); 
LieferBar (an app. that generates deliveries, managed 
by volunteers); DorfNews (a local news portal that 
automatically updates news with both web and social 
media data); DorfFunk (a portal dedicated to local 
events, carpooling and volunteering); StuDi (an app. 
that allows health monitoring through the technological 
implementation of the home environment and the 
connection of individual housing units with the nearest 
care and first aid infrastructure).

Conclusions

According to the above, it can be said that the 
depopulation of small Municipalities in inland areas 
can be effectively contrasted by appropriate 
strategies, based on actions with medium and long 
term effects, also using the new digital tools (‘smart 
villages’) skilfully.
However, as formulated by the EU, the Smart Village 
model needs to be recalibrated to the particular 
realities of each place, according to the specific 
regional conditions that characterise their urban, 
social, economic, and cultural features. 
Basically, it is necessary to carry out a process of 
identification and knowledge to understand the 
“genius loci”, seen as the most complete synthesis of 
the main aspects of a given place.
The need to implement the European model arises for 
several reasons: first of all, the necessity to go beyond 
the mere definition of innovative business/production 
structures that risk confining the valorisation issue of 
small Municipalities to limited fields of action. Therefore, 
it is important to look at the ‘fragilities’ of places and 
the measures needed to mitigate them to guarantee 
sufficient levels of security, work, and services. At the 
same time, it is essential to highlight the ‘opportunities’ 
that unexpressed resources can offer, with a view to 
resilience and regeneration.
In this sense, attention should be paid not only to 
the possibilities offered by places, considered as key 
elements for the creation of new economic solutions 
but also to cultural heritage, landscape values, history 
and environmental quality, intangible assets, ancient 
knowledge, traditions, excellent wine and food 
products, craft trades, etc; all factors that can be seen 
as resources or ‘potential’, i.e. valid tools to encourage 
repopulation, economy, tourist use, safeguard.
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It is then crucial to consider both the village-countryside 
relationship and the village-sea relationship, characteristic 
of some European realities such as Italy, Spain, France, 
etc., with all the implications that mark their working and 
business activities. In this context, it can be said that not 
all small coastal towns are tourist destinations, but some 
have great weaknesses, and others have unexpressed 
potential. Many coastal villages are, in fact, affected 
by problems related to natural risks, but also to tourist 
overcrowding, which can distort places even more than 
environmental problems.
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Walls as elements of architecture

In their quality of elements of architecture, walls have the 
peculiar character of being trans-scalar (Koolhaas et al., 
2014). Walls can pertain to the scale of architecture, the 
scale of the city, and the scale of territory. A wall can be 
a partition, the perimeter of a building, the limit of a city, 
and the boundary between nations, civilizations, and po-
litical systems. On a smaller scale, walls can be considered 
ineluctable elements for creating shelter, intimacy, and 
cosiness, all attributes of homeliness. In an ideal scale of 
home-defining elements, walls possibly come immediately 
after the roof, as implicitly suggested in the notorious etch-
ing by Charles-Dominique-Joseph Eisen, on the frontispiece 
of the second edition (1755) of Marc-Antoine Laugier Essay 
on Architecture, an icon that became deeply encrypted 
in architectural culture. The etching by Eisen followed the 
tectonic bias of Laugier’s book so that the perimeter of the 
‘primitive hut’ depicted is only suggested by the projection 
of the roof and by the four trunk columns on the angles that 
sustain the vegetate roof (Hermann 1962, 1985). 
However, walls become crucial when it comes to a less 
idyllic or didactic state. They protect, shelter, and define 
what is in and out in all terms. Rayner Banham, in the incipit 
to his seminal book on The Architecture of Well-Tempered 
Environment (Banham, 1969), also deals with primitive im-
agery: a tribe that has to choose between spending ener-
gy to temperate cold during a night: they can either burn 
a fire or they can build a shelter, and implicitly embedded 
in the concept of shelter there is perimetral wall, in order to 
mitigate cold. 
From the need to mitigate cold to the presumption of ‘be-
ing indoor, at home’, the distance has proven narrow in 
the history of humankind, and as soon as more complex 
urban societies developed, walls became an inevitable 
attribute of cities. It would be difficult to imagine early ur-
banization without city walls. They established the domin-
ion of the city’s rulers over the space they enclosed and 
provided defence from attacks. The most ancient texts, 
whether religious or mundane, are filled with city walls be-
ing attacked. 

In the Iliad, when the besiegers realize they cannot de-
stroy the walls of Troy, they invent the infamous trick of 
the horse; in the Bible, the Israelites destroy the walls of 
Jericho by sounding their trumpets, and not because of 
a military manoeuvre. Of course, this happens with the 
intervention of God. These two examples prove how stur-
diness is the most relevant attribute of walls at the scale 
of the city. 

The case of Lazarat

The walls of Lazarat are rather inconspicuous compared 
to those preliminary considerations; in fact, they repre-
sent under many features a state of exception in the his-
tory and theory (provisionally assuming that the second 
term makes sense in this context, something that I would 
discuss in conclusion). The walls of Lazarat are not sturdy, 
since they are made of a complex and often random 
series of layers made of different materials (Fig. 1), and 
the soundness of their foundations is all to be investigat-
ed; they are not circumscribing a city, but they surround 
every portion of this city, that is definitely assimilable to 
an assemblage of small fortresses. These latter define the 
forma urbis that creates a counterpoint to the nearby 
medieval, fortified town of Gjirokastër, included in the Un-
esco heritage precisely because of its ‘medieval charac-
ter’; hence a city that was conceived as a fortress and 
around a fortress. Walls were crucial, of course, but so did 
roofs, so were windows, doors, and the urban floor itself. 
By converse, in Lazarat, the role of walls is outstanding, 
they play a solo-man architectural show because they 
surround every lot, but the lot itself is not overlapping with 
a roofed building. This happens because a significant part 
of the lot is dedicated to agriculture, an illegal but very 
profitable one, which is cannabis of a very good quality. 
To ensure the quality of the product, sun light must be 
granted, so that there are few projections on the free ter-
rain dedicated to cultivation, but at the same time, due 
to illegal status of the cultivation, the harvesting, the dry-
ing and processing of the product, walls must be enough 
tall to hide the whole process from authorities. 

HOW TO REVITALIZE A COLLECTIVE MONUMENT IN RURAL ALBANIA? 
THE CASE OF LAZARAT 
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Windows, followed their definition by Jane Jacobs – ‘eyes 
on the street’ – though in a reverse way (Jacobs, 1960): 
eyes that do not watch the safety of the social life going 
around in the public realm, but that control the emptiness 
of it. In fact, any activity can attract undesired attention. 
In this sense, the experience lived in and by Lazarat during 
the ephemeral ‘golden age’ of cannabis cultivation, can 
be seen – ex post – as a dystopic anticipation of world cit-
ies under lockdown during the 2020-21 pandemic. Lazarat 
seems the perfect place for the seclusion of different fam-
ilies or small communities. In this sense, their omnipresent 
walls could play the role of an ‘archibitioc’ element, and 
thinking to the importance of elements developed for san-
itary architecture in the development of the mainstream 
of modern 20th century architecture, Lazarat can gain the 
character of a weird, suggesting, alarming precognition1. 
Of course, involuntary precognition, dictated by the prag-
maticism of a ‘partisan’ activity rather than by the volun-
tary utopia of a ‘paradoxical’ activity as that performed 
by the ‘prisoners’ in Koolhaas and Zenghelis meta-project 
for London, 19722 (Kipnis, 2000). 

Their project was also largely based on walls – gigantic, 
stereo-metric and smooth, white walls that would have en-
sured the seclusion of the inhabitants from the accidents 
and architectural chaos of London. By contrast, the walls 
of Lazarat are of relatively small scale – enough to ensure 
a rapid machine gun counter-attack against intruders –, 
they are mostly curvilinear since they quite literally grow on 
the lines of altitude of the hill, they are of an accidentally 
camouflaged grey resulting from the mix of local stones, 
reinforced concrete and rusty sheets of metal of which 
they are built. Though, they also separate their secluded 
inhabitants from the accidents and chaos generated by 
the universal prohibition of cannabis cultivation and com-
merce. Possibly the authored, ‘paper architecture’ of 
Koolhaas and Zenghelis can be considered as an opposite 
of the spontaneous ‘material pragmatic’ of Lazarat, as it 
remains from the cannabis times. ‘Prisoners vs partisans’? 
That might be an interesting architectural game to be 
played: a game where two projects dramatically different 
and apparently inconsistent one with the other generate 
a realized prevision: ‘metropolitanism’ in the case of Kool-
haas and Zenghelis, ‘archibiotics’ in the case of Lazarat3.  

The materiality of Lazarat’s walls

Apart from their possible implications in the past and fu-
ture of contemporary architecture and urbanism, the 
walls of Lazarat deserve to be investigated as manufac-
tures adapting to the very precise spot where and for 
which they are built (Fig. 2).
In fact, only as such, they can really speak about the pro-
cess that stays behind them, with the same dignity with 
which the process of construction of other world-known 
walls have been investigated. Since the time of cannabis 
is ended, and Lazarat is largely depopulated and mostly 
empty of economic activities, the approach might be 
a sort of archaeology of the present, i.e. the architec-
tural analysis of a semi-inhabited series of conspicuous 
ruins. As well as its more fortunate neighbour town of 
Gjirokastër, Lazarat – whose population was smaller also 
in the booming years of the cannabis cultivation – devel-
oped thanks and because of walls. Though the walls of 
Lazarat were built quickly by families of farmers who al-
ready detained the lot inside them for the double goal of 
cultivating and heading the cultivation of cannabis. So, 
labour and defence created the ‘real-estate’ conditions 
to build them – except for most of their lower strata, that 
were pre-existing and meant to hold the sloppy terrain at 
the boarders of the roads.

Figure 1. The layers of a wall 
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Figure 2. Walls are made of different materials and intertwine with trees
The materiality itself of the walls is talkative. Most of the low-
er strata are traditionally ‘rural’. They were built in non-iden-
tifiable times when Lazarat was just a poor village an hour of 
walk from the main town of Gjirokastër. When the cannabis 
cultivation started, it seems that an architectural race start-
ed between the inhabitants to wall away from the world 
from their own farm, with its own lot (Fig. 3). Though differ-
ent from what happened in medieval Italian cities, where 
families struggled to build the highest, most visible tower to 
show off their wealth and power, in Lazarat, it seems that 
a collective, humble wise, prevailed, prompted by the 
need to conceal and confuse rather than to show (Fig. 4): 
a function-oriented rather than a symbol-oriented process, 
as in other cases of rural collective design (Fathy, 1970). 

Consequently, the shape of the city, in terms of volumes 
and heights, is very regular, and the city can recall a 
paradoxical Taliesin camouflaged in the green-grey hilly 
landscape, punctuated by stones and rocks (Fig. 5). Every 
available material has been employed for construction: 
local stones, installed as they are, or more or less grossly 
cut (parallelepiped, with dimension similar to a standard 
brick, so circa 12 x 8 x 25 cm), layers of reinforced con-
crete that can reach the length of 3-4 meters but are nev-
er higher than circa 40 cm), whose prevalent nuance of 
yellow grey suggest the use of maybe too much sand in 
the mix; standard bricks, most of them perforated, of light 
orange, many perforated concrete blocks of standard di-
mensions, and then metal materials, usually rusty: grids for 
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concrete, a number of undulated sheets, place both in 
the vertical or horizontal direction, plane sheets, glass bot-
tles of various colours, sink at the edge of the walls, with 
their necks broken to cut the hands of trespassers. 
The walls of Lazarat create the identity of the place be-
cause of their twofold function: production and defence, 
and here lies their very uniqueness. Aerial views from the 
years of the maximum expansion of cannabis cultivation 
show how large part of it was carried on in the surround-
ings of the city, so outside the walls, but nevertheless the 
processing of the harvest happened always within the 
walls of each ‘unity of production’ except for two large 
sheds on the boundary of the urban centre towards the 
Drino valley. 
So, during the cannabis years, each walled unit hosted 
at least processing, plus residential functions. In this sense, 
the walls – now- the far past – when they were just low, 

containing elements made of stones -, recent past – when 
they were quite massive precincts -, and present – when 
they are just there, useless. Therefore, it is about their future 
that they raise the most demanding question. Can archi-
tectural intelligence do something about, or not? Moreo-
ver, if yes, what can be the direction to address? 

A town of walls 

Since Lazarat is paradoxical, though material monument 
to the wall, it would possibly be interesting to question its 
future starting from the walls themselves, this would be an 
inquiry into the weakness of architecture because – un-
avoidably – the future of the place depends upon poli-
cies on the production and commerce of cannabis that 
go well beyond the discipline’s boundaries. There is little 
doubt that in the current status, the walls of Lazarat ex-
ercise on a very effective way what a wall is built for: to 
divide. 

Figure 3. Complexity and ingenuity coexist in the walls of Lazarat

Figure 4. In some tracts, the walls are becoming a landscape…
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Walls have reduced the already narrow public space, 
and the streets assumed – also because of the geomor-
phology of the site - the character of labyrinthine chan-
nels metaphorically excavated into a hill that seems to be 
a wall itself, so more geological than architectural.
The current problem of the town is that it is not a town but 
a series of little fortresses that make the urban life difficult 
to residents, and the few pioneer-tourists, or – potentially 
- to the quarantined subjects of an epidemic. Therefore, 
the strategy that could be employed to reverse the divid-
ing character of the walls of Lazarat - without cancelling 
them, and so the sense of place that they generate - might 
be to create an inventory of passages to create shortcuts 
in the urban texture and maybe making semi-public on or 
more of the most derelict precincts. Of course, this would 
mean finding legal ways of compensation and a collec-
tive agreement. Though, as to architecture, the amaz-
ing collective intelligence that the population already 
displayed in the construction of the wall system can be 
turned back to make them useful again, and this would 
mean in no way demolishing them or tracts of them. 

Lazarat, is anti-haussmannian par excellence (Jallon, Na-
politano, & Boutté, 2020). Streets are narrow and most-
ly deprived of pedestrian sidewalks, and hence there 
is no or very little chance for serendipity and social life. 
The steep morphology of the territory adds to fatigue, 
and arcades of projecting roofs do not mitigate sun and 
rain. Mitigation is only delegated to the very geometrical 
shapes and to the heights of the walls themselves. In this 
regard, another inventory might be created of modalities 
to add roofs, benches, tables to walls by thickening their 
structure, so the opposite of demolishing. 
Thanks to its walls, Lazarat has an amazing architectural 
suggestion and potential. It speaks of communitarian in-
telligence and entrepreneurship, as well as it speaks of 
how easily and rapidly architecture can become a ruin 
because of external factor4. In a scenario where canna-
bis would be allowed, architectural solutions could be 
taken from the inventory of holes in the walls, of mobile 
shop windows and movable parts, inspired, for instance, 
by Steven Holl’s Storefront Gallery, NYC (Acconci & Holl, 
2000). 

Figure 5 …and in other tracts they are part of a wide landscape 
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In a prohibition scenario, they could become efficient 
public boards to narrate a history that deserves to be nar-
rated, beyond the stereotypes of movies and beyond the 
Albanian political debate. 
Architecturally, Lazarat can become a ‘countryside’ 
manifesto (AMO, Koolhaas, & Wiedemann, 2020), not of 
aseptic technology, but of pragmatic, resilient labour; 
without the kitsch, but with the fashion of a ‘total architec-
ture’, without architects, borrowing from the path-break-
ing book and exhibition by Bernard Rudofsky, in New York 
(Rudofsky, 1963). 
For those reasons, some walls are famous, others are not, 
but nevertheless, all walls have stories to tell. Hence, every 
element of architecture is deeply imbued with human 
facts and stories, whether they pertain to anthropology 
or history. There are in history and in geopolitics a num-
ber of famous/infamous walls. To quote some, in alpha-
betical order: the Aurelian walls, the Berlin Wall, the Dolls’ 
wall in Milan, the many Walls of Fame around the world, 
the Great Wall of China, the Great Green Wall around the 
world cities (promoted by Stefano Boeri at UN), the Gaza 
Strip wall, the Hadrian wall in Britany, the Jerico walls, the 
Twelve-angled stone wall in Cuzco, the US-Mexico board 
wall, the Vietnam Veterans Memorial wall in Washington 
DC, the Wailing    Wall in Jerusalem, the wall that gave the 
name to Wall Street in NYC. In Tirana, the Wall of Embas-
sies, which functioned as an architectural testbed of the 
strength of a collective movement, has a name. Recon-
figuring the walls of Lazarat would also mean, hopefully, 
making them recognizable through a name that could 
narrate and synthesize their unique story. The local com-
munity is aware of this urban and architectural potential, 
and ideas about reactivation would find attention (Boy-
er,1994), and there is no shortage of suggestions in this re-
gard (Kries, 2017). 
I would suggest that the digital and sustainable transition – 
which is now an urgent and unavoidable, transversal top-
ic in architecture - should be tested in places like Lazarat. 
In fact, the local would meet the global, the rural, the ur-
ban and the ancient the innovative (Ballantyne, 2010). 

Notes 

1 On Lazarat as an urban architecture: G. Islami, N. Veizaj, 
M. di Robilant: Lazarat. Portrait of a rural monument (work-
ing title) (Macerata: Quodlibet, expected in 2022). 
2 R. Koolhaas, E. Zenghelis, M. Vriesendorp “Wall. Exodus. 
The Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture”, 1972.
3 Both definitions are by the author. 

4 The destruction of the cannabis cultivations was indeed 
sudden and completed in less than one month, June-July 
2014. 
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Introduction  

The villages of Rehova and Borova belong to the district 
of Kolonjë and are distinguished for the traditions, culture, 
and history they carry. They are in South-eastern Albania, 
1150 m above sea level, at the foot of Mount Gramoz, at 
a distance of 6 km from each other, easily accessible by 
road transport (Fig. 1).

Rehova is a historic village that has developed a unique 
urban structure and traditional stone architecture. The 
protected Historical Center of Rehova village is known 
throughout the country for its rich stone, wood, iron handi-
crafts, and the rich cultural heritage preserved to this day. 
This village’s characteristics are the small two-storey hous-
es, adjacent to each other, built of stone and roof with 
stone tiles, narrow cobbled alleys, exterior doors with dec-
orated stone and wood.  The main square with the church 
and the museum are other historical values of the village.
One of the exciting things that can be easily noticed In 
the old part of the Rehova village is the decorated gates 
of the houses, which in large part of them preserve the 
characteristics of the master’s work and the time when 
they were built, dating until the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. 

Portico Street (Rruga e Portikëve), one of the village’s 
most special values, is noticed when walking in the cob-
bled street in the village’s old part, which are the entrance 
gates turned into works of art (Fig. 2). 

REVITALISATION OF THE HISTORIC VILLAGES OF REHOVA AND BOROVA

Figure 1. Location of Rehova and Borova. Source: FAU archive

Figure 2.a. St. Kolli Church situated in the centre of the Rehova 
village.  b.The historical entrance gates; Source: Authors
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The village can be visited for great historical, cultural, and 
archaeological value, beautiful natural landscapes under 
Mount Gramoz, unique cuisine, and hospitality. The village 
of Borova, located 6 km south of Rehova, is known for the 
painful history of the July 1943 massacre carried out by 
Nazi troops of the Third Reich during World War II, where 
the entire village was burned, and 107 people were mas-
sacred. The victims were men, women and children. 

After the liberation of the country from the Nazi fascists, 
Borova was declared a martyr village. A memorial was 
erected along with the victims’ cemetery and a museum 
to commemorate this tragic event. The eagle-shaped 
memorial and the current museum are in a state of severe 
degradation.
Borova should have a tourist village’s status where visitors 
could come and find something about its recent and dis-
tant history, a story that today may seem like a joke in a 
place where can no longer be seen anything about what 
once happened. In addition to history, 
Borova (Fig. 3) can offer to all potential other tourist visitors 
such as natural mountain landscapes and the presence 
of deep canyons, objects of distinctive architectural val-
ue dating back to the early 20th century, elements for the 
development of agriculture, and livestock. As the village is 
a connecting point along the national road Korça-Ersekë, 
it can develop transit tourism by developing accommo-
dation units and food for a short time.
Rehova and Borova village’s part of “100 villages” pro-
gram has strong potentials, which are poorly identified 
and used. Sustainable development patterns can be cre-
ated, utilising natural, cultural characteristics, tradition, lo-
cal capacities, and cultural heritage. The research aims to 
preserve both villages’ historical, urban, and architectural 
values , giving them an essential role as a touristic destina-
tion centre in the Kolonjë region.

“100 Villages” program

According to the best European standards, the Albanian 
government program for the “100 Villages” under the In-
tegrated Rural Development Program launched in 2018 
aims to create a successful model for its integrated rural 
development.
This initiative consists of a four-year program aiming to pro-
vide financial support for infrastructural, economic, and 
sustainable tourism development. One hundred villages 
within Rehova and Borova villages have been selected 
according to their tourism potentials. They are expected 
to become the centres of a new type of tourism, previ-
ously unknown in rural tourism. The idea is to upgrade, 
improve, and not invest everything in these 100 villages 
since there are thousands of other villages across Alba-
nia and to develop functioning models that would show 
the path towards development and expand it elsewhere 
worldwide. 
According to SBA Fact Sheet, Albania, the objectives of 
the program are: Figure 3a. Old photo of the village before 1943. b. Memorial of 

Borova. Source: Authors, Erseka Archive.
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• Improvement of the public infrastructure (Support for 
road infrastructure, revitalisation of public/urban spac-
es, community infrastructure, public services, environ-
mental and tourist infrastructure, monuments of cultural 
heritage, landscape, implementation of multifunction-
al community centres); 

• Economic development through diversification of 
economic activities (amelioration of the touristic po-
tential in the rural areas, ago-tourism, rural tourism, in-
vestments in the improvement of commercial services, 
investments in the production of traditional products, 
and other economic benefits. Support for incubators of 
traditional local products, promotion and marketing of 
rural areas, transport, fairs); 

• Development of social and human capital (support for 
the creation of rural networks, local action groups as 
well as civil society in rural areas, vocational training for 
women and the youth, support for cultural heritage, 
support for the promotion of the traditions and lifestyle 
in the village).

Cultural heritage and tourism

We can find several references for heritage and cultural 
tourism from the documents of diverse international cultur-
al heritage and tourism organisations as UNESCO, ICOM, 
ICOMOS, ALECSO, Aga Khan, Europa Nostra, Global Her-
itage Fund, World Historic Cities, World Monument Fund, 
UNWTO, and WTACH.
The Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 
Event of Armed Conflict held in The Hague, 14 May 1954, 
was the response to the destruction of heritage in World 
War II . Preserving, collecting, and valuing cultural and nat-
ural heritage because of the magnitude and gravity of the 
new dangers that threaten them is the core of the Pream-
ble to the 1972 World Heritage Convention. The World Herit-
age Convention defines cultural heritage by dividing it into 
three categories: monuments, groups of buildings and sites. 
Following the 1972 Convention’s adoption, UNESCO com-
piled the World Heritage List, including the extraordinary 
heritage that needs protection. The vision of cultural her-
itage has continuously evolved since the adoption of the 
1972 Convention concerning the protection of the world 
cultural and natural heritage (the World Heritage Conven-
tion) . It covers architectural works, sculptures, paintings, 
archaeological structures and inscriptions, cave dwellings, 
groups of buildings, and sites comprised of humans’ works, 
humans and nature, and The UNESCO 2003 Convention on 
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage defines 

the interdependence between intangible cultural herit-
age and tangible cultural heritage. It recognises the role 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage as a cultural diversity that 
promotes sustainable development. It defines cultural her-
itage as “the legacy of physical artefacts and intangible 
attributes of a group or society that are inherited from past 
generations, maintained in the present and bestowed for 
the benefit of future generations” .
The CEMAT   Resolution N° 2 adopted by the Council of 
Europe Conference of Ministers responsible for Spatial/
Regional Planning (CEMAT) in Moscow, Russian Federa-
tion, on 9 July 2010 regarding the rural heritage conclud-
ed “With both tangible and intangible aspects, the rural 
world is a treasure trove of the cultural, natural and land-
scape heritage. When searching for authenticity, modern 
people draw on their rural roots, seeking an identity in the 
rural world. This heritage is also an engine of development. 
Its preservation is fundamental and gives meaning to the 
development of our societies. It is our responsibility to rec-
ognise the value of the past and protect and promote this 
heritage, which is an essential factor for economic, social 
and cultural development”.UNWTO  defines cultural tourism 
as: “A type of tourism activity in which the visitor’s essential 
motivation is to learn, discover, experience and consume 
the tangible and intangible cultural attractions/products 
in a tourism destination. These attractions/products relat-
ed to a set of distinctive material, intellectual, spiritual and 
emotional features of a society that encompasses arts and 
architecture, historical and cultural heritage, culinary her-
itage, literature, music, creative industries and the living 
cultures with their lifestyles, value systems, beliefs and tra-
ditions”. It defines sustainable tourism as “leading to man-
agement of all resources in such a way that economic, so-
cial and aesthetic needs can be fulfilled while maintaining 
cultural integrity, essential ecological processes, biological 
diversity, and life support systems.”  
Various authors as Ashworth & Larkham, 1994; Ashworth & 
Tunbridge, 1990; Davies, 1993; Herbert, 1995; Hughes, H.L. 
(2002) Light & Prentice 1994; Law, C.M. (1991); Pearce, D.G. 
(2001); Prentice, R. (1993); Richards, G. (1999); Robinson, M. 
(1996); Russo, A.P. (1998); Ryan, Chris. (2003), Silberberg, T. 
1995; Smith, M. (2007) have theoretically addressed herit-
age and cultural tourism. According to Silberberg (1995), 
the “cultural and heritage tourism is a tool of economic 
development that achieves economic growth through 
attracting visitors from outside a host community, who are 
motivated wholly or in part by interest in the historical, artis-
tic, scientific or lifestyle/heritage offerings of a community, 
region, group or institution”.
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Rural heritage revitalisation

Many Albania villages are unique places, and their values 
are too fragile, so they must be vigorously protected. The 
development of rural areas is directly related to the preser-
vation of built heritage, landscape, and culture. Preserva-
tion and revitalisation of villages with historical and natural 
heritage affect rural tourism development by enabling the 
economic revitalisation of these areas. Their economic 
and cultural revitalisation connects generations, includ-
ing departed youth, to connect them to their past and 
strengthen a sense of belonging. It improves the quality of 
life of their inhabitants.
The revitalisation of villages with rich cultural and envi-
ronmental heritage helps protect it through sustainable 
economic development and tourism. This process aims to 
improve the quality of life in these areas by helping their 
residents be involved in local economic, social, and cul-
tural life. Improving local capacities, social services, and 
protecting local culture and traditions enables rural devel-
opment through cultural tourism and agritourism.
The rural development must address the culture, built en-
vironment, and landscape to preserve and sustain villages 
and rural areas. The management of change is essential to 
the long-term survival of rural heritage. 
Changes associated with historic buildings should include 
conservation, adaptive reuse, and rehabilitation to pre-
vent structural and functional obsolescence in accord-
ance with changing social needs. The “process of con-
servation and rehabilitation has two objectives. First, it 
protects a fundamental wealth of cultural assets for future 
generations, and second, it preserves the ‘genius loci’ and 
sense of place that gives historic areas their individuality” 
(Nepravishta, 2015).

Revitalisation proposals 

It is essential to emphasise the potential that cultural her-
itage can offer as an economic, social, and tourism de-
velopment element. The sustainable development of both 
villages can be advantageous with good prospects for 
tourism’s local economic development. It faces a dual 
challenge of meeting environmental imperatives and ne-
gotiating meaningful expressions of the coexistence of his-
tory, human activities, and traditional facts.
Rehova and Borova are two villages with distinctive char-
acteristics and have accumulated historical and cultural 
heritage over the years. However, little is identified and 
used as an element of sustainable economic and tour-

ist development. The process of revitalising both villages, 
aiming at their economic growth and development using 
historical features, began with a detailed analysis of the 
existing essential elements: accessibility, state of the in-
frastructure, natural characteristics, social character, po-
tentials of architectural and urban planning, potentials of 
economic activities.
The main revitalisation idea was to coordinate some itiner-
aries and development models that would treat the villag-
es as sources of profit for the local economy. The main ac-
tors were the residents. Based on their potential, the villages 
are oriented towards cultural tourism and agri-tourism. This 
strategy discloses all host accommodation, cultural herit-
age, social service and commercial activities possibilities, 
creating for the visitor a variety of offerings homogeneous-
ly spread out in the village. This proposal aims to provide 
an integrative approach to preserving history, local public 
life, and tourism development, creating attractive itinerar-
ies for tourists, including the historical itinerary. Some of the 
main objectives for revitalising the villages are:
• Rehabilitation of the road network.
• The revitalisation of main squares of the villages;
• Restoration of the architectural ensemble of the histor-

ic centre;
• Adaptation of existing structures to accommodation 

spaces distributed at several focal points of the village;
• Establishment of several village workshops in a joint 

venture between the inhabitants producing agricultur-
al products for their processing;

• Dentification of several itineraries will increase tourist 
activity: cultural, ecclesiastical, natural, agricultural, 
economic.

• Creation of common markets for the exhibition and 
sale of goods and essential products of the village and 
their marking with a unique logo;

• Creation of a hotel and guest-house network in the 
form of a distributed hotel, where the focus will not be 
on the main centre, but some points will be created;

• The organisation of specific festive dates and festivals 
will bring together village people, tourists, and visitors 
for a short time;

• The creation of common markets for the exhibition and 
sale of goods and agricultural products and the mark-
ing with a memorable logo;

• Establish a hotel and hostel network in a distributed ho-
tel, where the focus will not be on the main centre, but 
several points will be created;

• Organising specific festive dates and holidays will bring 
together villagers, tourists, and visitors for a short time.
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Proposals for the revitalisation of Rehova 

The village of Rehova, declared a “Historic Protected 
Area”, has great historical, architectural and urban val-
ues. It has a typical medieval urban structure with dense 
neighbourhoods and adjoining houses. Rehova has three 
neighbourhoods (Mahala), which are called “Upper Ma-
hala”, “Middle Mahala” and “Lower Mahala”. The neigh-
bourhoods’ dividing boundaries are visible and separat-
ed by alleys parallel to each other in a north-south and 
east-west direction. The built rural heritage presents an in-
teresting typological development, especially in creating 
urban spaces and many dwellings with a diverse typology 

and a cobblestone road network. 
The village’s urban situation imposes several scattered 
squares, used over the years as squares of activities, 
games, and celebrations. The main road in the form of a 
ring goes around the village on the outskirts, while the nar-
row connecting roads between the dwellings have the 
Ottoman character of panning. The narrow streets with 
sofas and characteristic capitals are in complete harmo-
ny with stone heritage dwellings. They make possible Re-
hova to be used as a tourist destination, oriented towards 
cultural, historical and agri-tourism.
The Strategic Development Plan (Fig. 4) presents:
 

Figure 4. Strategic Development Plan of Rehova, Source: FAU archive
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• All the possibilities for tourists’ accommodation and re-
ception, directing the visitor to the various inns evenly 
distributed throughout the village.

• The cultural and historical itinerary includes the 
itinerary from the village centre to the main 
churches, the Qiriazi flats and other village 
dwellings.

• The agri-tourism itinerary is a passage in alleys 
whose dwellings have opened the gates to of-
fer local products.

Based on the hotel’s distributed model, a part of 
the village dwellings is proposed to be adapted 
into guest-houses (Fig. 5), distributed in the village 
territory. The tourists can move to any part of the 
village and use the units, which are organised, 
conveniently for tourists’ accommodation.
From the analysis of the village’s economic re-
sources, it was possible to identify the agricultural 
potentials on the outskirts of the village’s historic 

centre, increasing the agricultural activity through 
economic-agricultural development schemes. 
(Fig. 6). 
The agri-tourism itinerary is essential for tourism devel-
opment because it is one of the inhabitants’ primary 
livelihood sources. Through the creation of an eco-
nomic itinerary, while crossing the village’s alleys, it is 
proposed that unused buildings, barns, or huts, with 
direct access to the paths, be turned into promo-
tional shops of the traditions of agriculture, livestock, 
mahogany and the many characteristic products of 
the village (Fig. 7).

Figure 5, a, b Proposal of reuse of the existing buildings 
as a guesthouse. Source: FAU archive

Figure 6 a, b, c Proposal of economic itinerary development, 
promotion of agri-tourism. Source: FAU archive
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In this way, economic development through promo-
tion management is promoted and enhanced. Re-
hova is the largest Orthodox village in Kolonja, with 
five churches scattered throughout the village. 
The main Church of St. Kolli is situated in the centre 
of the village. The other churches are situated within 
the village as the Church of St. George near the vil-
lage cemetery. 
Ruins of St. Peter can serve as sites of the religious itinerary 
(Fig. 8), given the importance of religion to the lives of the 
residents and the way of celebrating its religious celebra-
tions. 
The intervention strategies are proposed revitalisation of 
the historical heritage of Rehova and promoting natural 
resources as a significant development factor. 
The village’s natural beauties, Cataracts (waterfalls) 
above the village, on the mountain of Gramoz, the pan-
oramic view from the Gramoz offer the possibility of de-
veloping natural tourism through various activities: hiking, 
walking, and site views. 

Figure 7. Proposal of economic itinerary development, promo-
tion of the local product, Source: 

FAU Archive.
Figure 8. Religious itinerary and celebration proposal. Source: 

FAU archive
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Proposals for the revitalisation of Borova 

Borova, unlike Rehova, is a village that does not preserve 
historical buildings because the village was burned down 
in 1943 in the massacre of the Nazi armies, leaving little 
traces of old dwellings and their construction techniques. 
The village is divided into three neighbourhoods, separat-
ed from each other, where the old and new ones are dis-
tinguished. 
The eagle-shaped memorial along the national road and 
the Borova River, separating the village’s neighbourhoods, 
is outstanding in the village’s urban formulation. However, 
the village’s value lies in the history and opportunity to ex-
ploit the painful event of the massacre in the memorial of 
107 martyrs of Borova and memorial museum, as a poten-
tial to attract the development of historical tourism with-
in the region and turn it into an economic development 
mechanism. 
Situated at the Gramoz mountain foot, Rehova stands out 
for its still natural beauty ( and potential. The canyons of 
the Borova River, Skerka natural landscape and mountain 
ranges offer developing mountain and sports tourism. 
The Strategic Development Plan (Fig. 9) of the village 
identified the possibility of tourism development in three 
main directions: cultural and historical tourism, mountain 
tourism and natural tourism, which will generate eco-
nomic income through new accommodation structures, 
guest-houses. 

The main tourist itinerary is proposed to start at the village, 
memorial, and historical museum entrance to penetrate 
the village’s central valley (Fig. 10).
 The three main churches, the Grand Square and the 
only old building that survived the Nazi massacre, are in-
terconnected. The first key element needed to revitalise 
the village is to restore existing buildings and the village in-
frastructure’s rehabilitation to allow tourist access. Adap-
tive reuse interventions in some village houses will enable 
shared guest-houses, where residents can use their apart-
ments as temporary hotels for tourists and visitors.
The natural touristic itinerary proposes to exploit the nat-
ural potentials for agri-tourism development, exploit can-
yons for an appropriate period, camping opportunities, 
and create viewpoints scattered around the foothills (F11).
The main economic activities as livestock (goats and 
sheep), meat trade, milk processing and trade of its 
by-products will be suitable for the development of 
agri-tourism.

Figure 9. Strategic Development Plan of Borova, Source: FAU ar-
chive

Figure 10. Potential touristic itineraries Strategic Development 
Plan of Borova. Source: FAU archive
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Conclusions 

Linking tourism to heritage and culture would bring bene-
fits to the local economy and the community of Rehova 
and Borova. Cultural heritage is an essential and potential 
element of a rural sustainable, economic, social, cultural, 
and touristic development. A better result can be provid-
ed by developing and piloting sustainable tourism models 
and incorporating local characteristics into the tourism 
value chain. Preservation and heritage protection are es-
sential for cultural heritage tourism because the econom-
ic benefits must be provided for its sustainability. 
Cultural heritage tourism’s main idea is to preserve urban 
heritage and culture, share it with visitors, and receive 
economic benefits from tourism. Several strategic steps to 
develop cultural heritage tourism in these two villages are 
collaborating, focusing on quality and authenticity, pres-
ervation, and protection. The main challenge of Rehova 
and Borova is to ensure that tourism development does 
not destroy the qualities that attract visitors. 
Cultural heritage can be an economic benefit to rural 
communities by identifying and promoting it. Administra-
tions at the local and regional levels need more aware-
ness of the economic potential of their heritage. Research 
results in the “100 villages programme” framework show 
that conservation and revitalisation offer far more direct 
and indirect effects in social, economic, and employment 
terms than the abandonment and degradation of herit-
age in rural centres. 

Abandoned buildings are often found in Rehova and Bor-
ova because of the lack of necessary repairs for several 
years due to elderly owners, emigration, and population 
relocation to urban areas. Abandoned buildings need 
to be recognised in the local context, and the problems 
associated with them are discussed long before they be-
come a problem. Homeowners feel emotionally attached 
to their property and feel dissatisfied with economic op-
portunities and job vacancies. Creating job vacancies 
because of tourism and agriculture development with 
the active support of municipalities can help avoid un-
employment and prevent residents’ abandonment. There 
may be conflicts between conservation and adaptive 
use of architectural heritage. These need to be balanced 
and one way to ensure this balance is through the inter-
play between them. 
Restoration and reuse of historic buildings are among the 
most urgent topics in Rehova development. The number 
of heritage sites (with different qualities related to their 
building history) is large, and selection has been diffi-
cult. Good examples of successful reuse of heritage sites 
equally in economic, historical, and social terms in rural ar-
eas are rare and rarely focus on strategy and sustainable 
development. Investments in the revitalisation of heritage 
mean that they offer a monetary return or an economic 
benefit for habitants and investors and can be valued in 
financial terms. Loans and financial support by the local 
and central government funds can help the habitants in-
vest in restoring their properties and developing agri-tour-
ism (Fig. 12).

Figure 11.  Proposal for using natural potential. Source: FAU archive
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Introduction

With the collapse of the socialist social order in the former 
Yugoslavia, cooperative homes in the countryside were 
increasingly diminished. The transition period in Serbia af-
ter 2000 initiated an avalanche of changes in the domain 
of social relations. Cooperative homes were synonymous 
with the ideological-political activities of the ruling Com-
munist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) in the countryside, in the 
domain of architecture. The socialist transformation of the 
countryside has reached its final point, and cooperative 
homes as buildings that were in the function of that trans-
formation are today abandoned and left to decay (Fig. 1).
The research subject is the possibility of redevelopment of 
cooperative homes in accordance with contemporary 
needs of society and local context, starting from the as-
sumption that these buildings can still play an essential role 
in everyday life in the countryside. In addition to service 
and commercial content, these buildings can play an 
important role in developing rural tourism or a particular 
purpose (education, promotion, culture, entertainment). 
Freed from ideological pretensions, the socio-cultural 
character of cooperative homes can take on the con-
tours of different programming structures today. The work 
methodology also includes analysing scientific and pro-
fessional literature related to the construction of coopera-
tive homes and the socialist transformation of rural settle-
ments in the post-war period. Examining the possibility of 
integrating new content and redevelopment of space will 
be verified by a case study that will discover realistic ways 
and justify interventions. 

The paper aims to point out the capacities possessed by 
these buildings, which need not move within their origi-
nally intended purpose. New programming requirements 
stem from the changing needs of the modern lifestyle, 
which open up vast possibilities for recycling and renewal 
in modern times. 

Socialist transformation of villages within the Yugoslav cul-
tural space 

After the Second World War, the socialist transformation 
of the countryside in the Federal People’s Republic of 
Yugoslavia (FPRY) followed the model of Soviet colonisa-
tion. It began with agrarian reform and the formation of 
agricultural peasant cooperatives. The Law on Agrarian 
Reform and Colonization provided, among other things, 
for the confiscation of property by wealthy individuals to 
evenly distribute arable land to the broad masses.
Socialist economic development was based on prop-
erty confiscation. It was considered that agricultural im-
provement and economic and cultural transformation of 
villages were impossible as long as large farms existed. 
The resolution of the Second Plenum of the CPY estab-
lished the importance of cooperatives in achieving the 
desired socialist transformation of the village. Coopera-
tives formed an ideal framework for promoting new so-
cial values.
Due to the circumstances, agricultural cooperatives 
have been given the role of central institutions in the 
countryside, bringing together various contents. The de-
velopment of agricultural cooperatives was in favour of 
the economic unification of smallholdings, which aimed 
at raising the level of agricultural development (Kojić, 
1950). The cooperative village did not possess an archi-
tectural heritage, which created the possibility of estab-
lishing a new construction practice: it was necessary to 
invent buildings that would represent the revival of the 
village and the acceptance of socialist ideology. Due 
to their position in the settlement, these buildings later 
became benchmarks in the future development and ar-
rangement of rural settlements. (Kojić, 1975)

CONVERSION  OF CREATED VALUES IN RURAL CENTRES - A SECOND CHANCE 
FOR MULTIPLE BENEFITS

Figure 1. Abandoned and devastated Cooperative Homes 
in Serbian Villages. Left: Teocin - G. Milanovac, Right: Dejan -  

Vlasotince. Source: Author Archive.
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The construction of cooperative homes played an essen-
tial role in the socialist transformation of the countryside, 
which entailed changing economic and cultural patterns 
of the past. The concrete construction of homes influ-
enced the appearance of the immediate construction 
of socialism in Yugoslavia among the population (Fig. 2). 
They were raised by the voluntary work of the peasants, 
and the golden age of construction was in the 1950s and 
1960s (Šljukić and Janković, 2015; 197).

Cooperative homes as a legacy of socialist culture

After the war, the cultural transformation of villages in the 
FPRY and Serbia supported the establishment of socialist 
values among the rural population. Such a relationship was 
most evident in the field of architecture. Frederick Jameson 
pointed out that architecture and art, within totalitarian 
social systems, translate into a kind of political practice 
(Jameson, 1985). Such a principle essentially develops 
awareness in the people in a direction that is appropriate 
to the system, establishing new frameworks of social values. 
As a reflection of socio-cultural development, architecture 
followed the developmental trends of the establishment of 
the socialist social order of Yugoslavia. Homes of culture, or 
cooperative homes, represent buildings that, after the war, 
played the role of bearer of social, economic and cultural 
development in the countryside. The connection with the 
Soviet Union at the socio-political and cultural level initiat-
ed the development of Yugoslav architecture in that peri-
od, national in form, socialist in content (Bilikin, 1947).

Two units defined the structure of the homes (Fig. 3). The 
former belonged to the contents of economic charac-
ter that supported the development of the cooperative, 
while the latter was in the function of educational and 
cultural uplift. The synergy of all the contents contribut-
ed to the creation of a new tradition in rural construction 
(Macura, 1948). The typology of cooperative homes was 
made based on the size and economic strength of the 
settlements for which they were planned. Primarily, it con-
cerned universal halls, which played a crucial role in fur-
ther articulating content. Accordingly, there were eight 
types of homes. The main reason was the tendency of 
mass cultural-political education of the rural population. 
The principles of socialist ideology were entirely an inte-
gral part of architectural practice.
The composition of cooperative homes was diverse. There 
were different types of basics (Krunić, 1949). Such an ap-
proach was intended to provide a specific type of con-
struction for each possible situation to narrow the space of 
arbitrary activity. The selection of projects was not made 
according to objective architectural values but based on 
individual liking to representatives of cooperative organi-
sations and parties.
Cooperative homes were often built in such a constella-
tion of relationships, and their capacity was oversized (Fig. 
4). The lack of material resources in the period in which 
they were built was not a problem because the authorities 
decided that the people should realise this idea on their 
own resources and on a voluntary basis. Organising mass 
labour actions, on the other hand, fostered a competitive 
spirit among the rural population. 

Transformation as a way of revitalisation 

Cooperative homes, as already mentioned, played a sig-
nificant - forced role in terms of cultural and political activ-
ity in the countryside, which is one of the reasons for their 
decline in the later period. By organising various cultural 
events, lectures, courses, etc., they contributed to estab-
lishing values of socialist culture among the rural popula-
tion. With the abandonment of socialist ideology, the role 
of cooperative homes became impaired. Today, they 
represent the sole monumental legacy of socialist culture. 
Many of these buildings are now collapsing and represent 
the ruins that are located in the centres of the settlement. 
The collapse of cooperative homes followed the decline 
of agriculture and cooperatives. The difficult economic 
situation of the 1990s in Serbia practically hindered the 
development of agriculture. 

Figure 2. Catalog of standard projects of Cooperative homes 
(NR Serbia, 1948) and illustrations of their mass construction by 

the local peasant population

Figure 3. Cooperative home (type V), perspective view and 
ground floor. Source: “Cooperative homes” - Catalog of stand-

ard projects, NR Serbia, 1948.
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The local self-government leased premises in homes for 
various purposes, as office and workspace, as service out-
lets and shops. 
Parts of the space have been adapted as residential units 
(Fig. 5). Insisting on rural tourism development as a gener-
ator of rural regeneration has been an imperative of re-
gional priorities in recent years. Cooperative homes in this 
respect may represent a benchmark for future settlement 
development. Being given a new role in the contemporary 
context and objectively preventing their further decline 
creates the possibility of establishing a new economic ba-
sis (Mitrović, 2015). The breadth of the concept of dealing 
with different types of tourism initiates an overview of the 
various options for converting cooperative homes. On the 
other hand, this would in some way reduce the negative 
consequences of the construction of various buildings that 
are designed to promote the countryside and traditional 
values. At the same time, by their formative and aesthetic 
characteristics, the use of building materials deviate from 
the characteristics of the area in which they were built. In 
that sense, existing capacities should be maximised and 
affirmed. Changing the purpose - conversion of cooper-
ative homes does not mean disrespecting their cultural 
and  educational character. Spatial ordering by its pro-
portions enables the integration of divergent functions 
with minimal interventions on the existing spatial relations 
of elements. The House of Culture at the Beli Potok Local 
Community in Belgrade, which belongs to the village’s 
heritage at the foot of mountain Avala, is a solid example 
of reconstruction and space conversion (Fig. 6 and 7).
The preliminary design adapted the home space into 
a kindergarten. Preschool children are housed in two 

groups, on the ground floor and upstairs, where play areas 
and children’s lounge are positioned in the former central 
hall of the building. The layout of the building on the cor-
ner is consistent with  changing the home into a kinder-
garten because the composition of the existing building 
defines the inner courtyard as a particular setting. A play 
area for children and outdoor play is provided within the 
courtyard when weather permits.
The research aims not to evaluate the design capabilities 
individually or to shift the boundaries of architectural - de-
sign parameters but solely to indicate the flexibility of the 
structure of these buildings.
Concerning position, capacity and program content, it is 
shown that cultural and cooperative homes in the country-
side can locate their position in a contemporary context. 
The trend of general digitisation and the advancement 
of different types of the technology enables cooperative 
homes in the countryside to take on the role of cultural 
and educational units for young people.

Conclusions 

Organising the construction of cooperative homes, their 
many years of use, and the position they occupy point to-
day to the consequences of ideological pretensions that 
supported the CP’s political goals at the time than realisti-
cally affected the economic revival of the village. 
Economic stagnation due to the disintegration of the Yu-
goslav ideology and introduction into the transition pro-
cess, among other things, caused the collapse of agri-
culture and cooperatives, which further made the role of 
these buildings even more meaningless. 

Figure 4. The volume of the Cooperative House dominates the settlement and testifies to its earlier occupancy. Today, these buildings 
are mainly unused and left to decay. Left: Donja Kamenica, right: Beli Potok / Knjazevac Municipality. Source: Author Archive.



224

Figure 5.  A variety of Cooperative Homes - rarely used for primary (ambulance, post office, administration) and service facilities. Left: 
Crnajka – Majdanpek, right: Visočka Ržana – Pirot.  Source: from the author's archive.

Figure 6.  Position, current and new condition of a part of a cooperative home, adapted into a kindergarten - Beli Potok / Belgrade 
Source: from the archive of architect A. Videnovic.

Figure 7. In the middle: The part of the Cooperative Home in Beli Potok / Belgrade has been renovated. Left and right: Side wings with 
excellent conversion and reactivation capabilities. Source: from the author's archive. 
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The relevance of cooperative homes, viewed from the 
contemporary historical and political distance, remained 
permanently determined in its original context. The mas-
sive construction of these buildings in the context of work 
campaigns was of greater importance than the later use 
of its contents. The large number of homes owned by most 
rural settlements in Serbia indicates a position they can 
take about contemporary rural development, primarily in 
economic terms. Neglecting this fact would lead to new 
and more significant tangible investments, which remain 
unattainable to local communities. New rural develop-
ment plans should envisage the use of existing potentials 
(built objects). The generation of different possibilities for 
their conversion is due to the need to integrate many miss-
ing functions in rural settlements. 
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Introduction: Rural depopulation, the transformation of 
cultural landscapes and tourism challenges

Cultural landscapes are defined by UNESCO as “the result 
of combined work of nature and man” and are “illustra-
tive of the evolution of human society and settlement over 
time, under the influence of the physical constraints and/or 
opportunities presented by their natural environment and 
of successive social, economic and cultural -internal/exter-
nal- forces” (UNESCO, 1992). As such, cultural landscapes 
are dynamic and in continuous transformation (Coomans 
et al., 2019). Through this progressive evolution, many prac-
tices and traces of built structures from the past coexist with 
newly added elements (Corboz, 1983; Rossi, 1982). 
This meaning of cultural landscape is closely related to the 
definition of “vernacular-rural” architecture: “architecture 
which develops according to natural, spatial, cultural, his-
torical, economic, but above all social particularities” of 
a certain place, and which is, therefore “not static, but 
adapts to the needs imposed by time, without neglecting 
useful and traditional methods” (ICOMOS, 1979). Despite 
the increasing spatial unifying effect that globalization is 
creating in our territories, there are many embedded lo-
cal principles and knowledge to learn from and integrate 
into future designs, which are often overlooked (Framp-
ton, 1983). At the same time, “the vernacular landscape” 
(Jackson, 1984), or “The New Rural” (Krarup, 2016), are de-
scribed as the current landscape, which not only is tradi-
tionally productive, inhabited and serving the community, 
nor only aesthetic, recreational and related to the urban 
user, but it includes and benefits both, locals and external 
visitors.
As stated by ICOMOS, the heritage of rural landscapes 
plays a central role within their native communities. Exist-
ing practices, meanings and places that form these cul-
tural landscapes are still of great importance for local in-
habitants and contribute to their support (ICOMOS, 2017). 
However, and due to their evolving condition, cultural 
landscapes need to adapt to the increasing societal chal-
lenges in order to continue supporting the communities 
that inhabit them.

Depopulation of rural areas due to migration towards ur-
ban centres is a growing phenomenon that currently af-
fects many European regions. In many mountainous iso-
lated territories, the difficult socio-economic conditions 
present force their inhabitants to leave searching for a 
better life and job opportunities (Collantes&Pinilla, 2004; 
ESPON, 2017; EUROSTAT, 2018). This migratory process pro-
vokes the partial or complete abandonment of small vil-
lages and their surrounding productive land (Filipe&Mas-
carenhas, 2011), which initiates the transformation of the 
traditional cultural landscape (Plieninger&Bieling, 2012). 
However, at the same time, it also generates a vicious cy-
cle of decline, which challenges the well-being of remain-
ing inhabitants: in terms of limited provision of basic servic-
es, difficult connectivity, lack of economic opportunities 
and population ageing. The rise of these issues expands 
the gap between urban and rural living conditions, trig-
gering a stronger demographic decline (Selman, 2006).
Simultaneously to this shrinkage process, rural regions 
have witnessed an increased interest in these depopulat-
ing territories from several types of urban users: temporary 
visitors, returning inhabitants, neo-rural users, external in-
vestors and the central government (Marín, 2018; Woods, 
2011). The new users overlap and negotiate the appropri-
ation of the existing space, and their practices generate 
activity in depopulated spaces. Under the right approach 
and management, these reactivating practices could be 
positive for declining territories. Among the new practices 
developed in rural areas, tourism is probably the most no-
ticeable one. The demand for natural and cultural values 
embedded in rural landscapes has triggered the emer-
gence of different recreational activities (Schirpke et al., 
2019). 
Tourism has benefited some rural communities to a cer-
tain degree, becoming a profitable and less physically 
demanding activity than traditional agricultural practic-
es, allowing local inhabitants to improve their well-being 
(García&Lasanta, 1996). In connection to these new dy-
namics, certain recovery initiatives have been developed 
in depopulated villages, dealing in different ways with 
past identity and preservation of cultural landscapes. 

THE AESTHETIC CONDITION OF  VACANT VERNACULAR HERITAGE FOR TOURISM 
ADAPTATION AND RECOVERY OF DEPOPULATED VILLAGES  
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By generating economic and social activity, these initia-
tives can become a tool to reactivate territories and thus 
prevent the depopulation of nearby shrinking areas. 
However, many negative side-effects from an uncon-
trolled urbanizing pressure generated by tourism are cur-
rently challenging rural communities through its polarising 
impact in the territory (Carlow, 2016). On the one hand, 
tourism development and urban growth tend to concen-
trate at specific locations. An increase of infrastructures 
and the emergence of big-scale and generic buildings 
through the creation of hotels and second-residence 
buildings are rapidly replacing local practices and distort-
ing local practices from the traditional cultural landscape. 
Their exclusive dependence on seasonal visitors puts their 
economic situation in danger when unexpected events 
-like the recent COVID19 crisis - happen. 
Furthermore, the gentrifying effect of this new form of de-
velopment is also displacing local inhabitants. The rise of 
housing purchase and renting prices sets the continuity 
of younger generations from the community at stake. On 
the other hand, the more remote and isolated areas, of-
ten formed by smaller villages disconnected from growing 
towns and therefore less influenced by tourism develop-
ment, have continued losing population, whose traditional 
practices shaped and maintained the cultural landscape 
(Garcia&Lasanta, 2018). This anomaly detected in the area 
of the central Spanish Pyrenees has led regional authori-
ties to elaborate guidelines to mitigate their effects, aim-
ing for a more balanced territory through this coordinated 
vision (DGA, 2005).However, the radical transformation of 
some rural settlements under effects of urbanization, the 
realization by the society of the loss of valuable local cul-
ture, which the abandonment of entire territories implies, 
and the search from visitors for more authentic, quiet and 
natural places have shifted the attention in the last years 
towards areas who have suffered the strongest impact of 
depopulation (Di-Figlia, 2016; Fiore&D’Andria, 2019). 
Vernacular spaces in which spatial conditions cannot re-
spond to societal needs for new functions often become 
empty, initiating a decay process that transforms these 
places. On some occasions, however, the handicaps that 
triggered the depopulation of some places can become 
a positive factor in attracting new activities under new 
conditions. These redundant spaces acquire certain spa-
tial qualities and meanings for different users. In the case of 
tourists, this has led to the emergence of new recreational 
initiatives in the depopulated cultural landscape, which 
can support the shrinking local communities (Berizzi&Ro-
chelli, 2019).

This way, the state of vacancy of built structures that form 
the cultural landscape and have lost their functional val-
ue becomes an opportunity (Lokman, 2017). Built herit-
age performs as a tool to mediate among the interests 
of external users and local inhabitants. If built heritage 
is correctly managed, it can benefit both types of users 
(Ruiz & Cañizares, 2020). However, these existing spaces 
need to adapt to provide the necessary conditions that 
allow a new activity to occur. This adaptation is a sensitive 
process, which requires a mindful intervention, in which 
the designer as a mediator converges the existing mean-
ings with the newly attributed ones (Gantois&Schoonjans, 
2014). This new approach differs from the traditional poli-
cies adopted until now to face the detected challenges: 
on territorial planning for rural shrinking areas, it was of-
ten aimed at growth, new development and maintaining 
a subsidized unproductive traditional economy (Oswalt, 
2006); and on built-heritage conservation, it intended to 
preserve only outstanding buildings as monuments fro-
zen in time, but empty of activity (Silva&Fernandez, 2017). 
These more conservative attitudes towards the territory 
and the built heritage have not allowed these places to 
evolve, where adaptation is needed to maintain the local 
character and sustain their inhabitants. These described 
conditions define precisely the meaning of “vernacular”.
This article aims to explore how vacant heritage spac-
es can support local communities, in this particular case 
through the integration of recreational functions. It con-
siders shrinkage as a chance to rethink the value of these 
spaces towards the generation of a new landscape. 
This lead to different research questions: (RQ1) What op-
portunities do the transformed conditions obtained by the 
abandonment of vernacular cultural landscapes offer? 
(RQ2) What adaptation strategies are developed in herit-
age spaces, and how do they contribute to enabling the 
realization of new activities, facing the challenges that 
tourism creates, and improving the welfare of local com-
munities? 

Research methodology applied to the study case of Isín

In order to investigate the proposed questions, this re-
search focuses on a study case in which the existing spac-
es of a depopulated village were adapted to host a new 
touristic function.
It analyses the case of Isín at the central Spanish Pyrenees 
(Fig. 1-2). Isín is a small village bought by the National For-
estry Department of the Spanish central government in 
1961, forcing the inhabitants to leave (Chauvelier, 1990). 
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Figure 1. Drone image of Isín and surrounding landscape at its 
current state. Source: Author 2020.

After being almost four decades depopulated, in 2000, 
the village was offered temporarily to a social organiza-
tion -Benito Ardid Foundation- who wanted to create an 
accessible accommodation centre to develop cultural 
and recreational activities in this mountain environment. 
They found in Isín the optimal conditions to develop their 
project, recovering and transforming most of the existing 
buildings and open spaces, adapted to new functions. 
The village is currently being used by the users who are 
hosted during several days, by temporary visitors who 
wander through the village -including the former inhab-
itants-, by the workers who commute every day from sur-
rounding settlements, and by some new residents who 
work and live in Isín (López, 2013).
This research combines different socio-spatial analysis 
methods, according to the subject it aims to enquire, 
which correspond to each of the questions. 
(1) Original state of the village and spatial conditions ob-
tained by its depopulation:  data is collected from availa-
ble archives -aerial images 1956-2000 and historical maps/
plans and pictures 1936-2000 of Isín and its valley- which 
reveal the spatial configuration of the territory and the 
village before the intervention; and from ethnographic 
texts, and semi-structured interviews with former inhabit-
ants and the agents who intervened in the recovery. They 

expose how people used to live and use the spaces of the 
settlement and their environment. 
(2) Transformation of the vacant ruins of the village and 
impact achieved by the interventions: information is gath-
ered from existing archives -pictures of Isín in ruins in 2000, 
the masterplan and architecture project for Isín (CAB Ar-
quitectura, 2000), which reveal the physical state of the 
spaces of the village before the start of the works, as well 
as the project decisions made; from fieldwork visits -spa-
tial survey, field notes, in situ sketches and drone images, 
collected during different site trips in 2018-2021-, which re-
veal the spatial configuration of the village and how some 
of these spaces are used by the different users; and from 
semi-structured interviews to current users -visitors and in-
habitants-, which acknowledge the qualities which the 
different spaces of the settlement and surrounding terri-
tory have for each user, and how they use them. The re-
trieved data is processed into graphic documents which 
combine the social and the spatial information gathered, 
exposing how space, functions and attributed meanings 
merge. The analysis of these documents in relation to the 
issues formulated previously enables to discuss the findings 
and extract conclusions. 
Finally, the interviews with current users unveil the use of 
a large range of spaces, not only in the settlement but 
also around it, enabled by mobility improvements. These 
diverse scales of use of space and relations with the herit-
age place -territory, cultural landscape, settlement, build-
ing- are used in this article to structure the obtained find-
ings, from larger scale to smaller scale.  

Figure 2. Transformation of Isín 1970s – 2008. Source: CAB Arqui-
tectura.

Figure 3. Map of location and surrounding territory of Isín. It is situ-
ated in a narrow and lowly populated valley, at an intermediate 
slope between the high-mountain area and the main valley of 
river Gállego. Source: Interviews to users about places they visit 

around the village. Elaboration: Author 2020.
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The aesthetic value of cultural landscapes: adaptation of 
vacant built heritage as recreational space

The decrease of human practices and maintenance of 
existing spaces in Isín initiated the transformation of the vil-
lage and its surrounding landscape, generating new spa-
tial conditions. These conditions offer different opportuni-
ties, which are seized through several strategies applied. 
The strategies imply the adaptation of the existing spaces, 
mediating between the past values and present needs, 
allowing new activities to emerge. 

(XL) The scale of the territory

The first group of initial conditions, strategies and transfor-
mations deal with the location of Isín in relation to its terri-
tory. The different adaptation strategies developed deal 
with identifying those territorial conditions and integrating 
them with the proposed program (Fig. 4). 
They take advantage of the possibilities offered by the 
improved mobility to reach easily other settlements, com-
bined with the qualities offered by this more remote loca-
tion, which makes it comfortable for temporary use. 

Although Sabiñánigo performs as a service centre, some 
basic shared facilities are foreseen in the village. These 
new collective functions are available not only for the vil-
lage users but also for the neighbours of other surrounding 
villages. The reactivation of Isín and its surrounding area 
helps to articulate the empty territory, becoming a con-
nector between Acumuer, isolated at the end of the val-
ley, and bigger towns. It allows for balancing the tourism 
pressure, distributed more homogeneously throughout 
the territory and bringing benefits to local communities in 
more remote areas.

(L) The scale of the cultural landscape:

The second group corresponds to the relation of the village 
with the surrounding landscape to which it belongs (Fig. 
5). The traditional cultural landscape transforms due to the 
decrease of human practices which maintained it, like ag-
ricultural activities, and the intense use of the paths which 
connect the village to its surroundings, allowing nature to 
regenerate. Although main car-access axes have been im-
proved, many secondary horse paths between smaller set-
tlements have been lost due to their lack of use. Vegetation 
has noticeably increased in the last decades through natural 
succession processes and reforestation actions, occupying 
the cultivation terraces and forming a dense forest that has 
covered the village. The visible extension of the village has 
decreased since most of the agricultural area around has 
been replaced by forest, making the built core the only iden-
tifiable landmark from a distance. Nonetheless, many human 
traces are still visible when walking through the forest, creat-
ing a new space where natural and cultural elements merge. 
The aesthetic, cultural and environmental qualities of this nat-
ural/cultural landscape are a potential value for recreation.
Different strategies are applied at the scale of the cultural 
landscape, using its aesthetic, cultural and environmental 
values. These qualities get implemented in the new recre-
ational program by integrating the functions, avoiding the 
addition of new elements which could distort it in terms of 
footprint extension, the size of newly added volumes, and 
their materiality. The landscape found at the beginning of 
the intervention process gets adapted. A new access route 
is integrated into the slope, connecting Isín with the valley’s 
main road. Vegetation is removed from the streets and build-
ings, which are aimed to be reused, allowing intervention. 
Although most of the activity remains within the built core, 
the existing surrounding landscape is also appropriated as 
an extension of the village for outdoor activities, using its old 
paths for hiking and cycling through the new forest. 

Figure 4. Map of shared functions provided by the settlements 
around Isín, and connections network among them. Source: In-
terviews to the different types of users, about the surrounding vil-
lages they visit, and the services which each offers. Elaboration: 

Author 2020.
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The density of vegetation in surrounding fields is reduced, 
decreasing the fire hazard for the users, and providing 
space for exterior recreational activities which demand 
bigger areas. The spaces within the village are also de-
signed concerning the surrounding landscape, connecting 
the open spaces physically to it, and rethinking the built 
spaces inside-out, generating visual connections to con-
template the forest and the valley. 
Especially in mountainous areas, where small agricultural 
fields carved in terraced slopes make their cultivation less 
productive, and herding traditional practices have much 
decreased, tourism reveals as a very interesting econom-
ic activity to support local communities, allowing them to 
stay in their village. At the same time, this more spread and 
better integrated recreational space, compared with mas-
sive urbanization found in other areas, represents a more 
sustainable tourism model. Unlike massive ski-urbanizations, 
which are usually used only during the few winter months, 
nature and culture tourism allow more constant and re-
spectful use of the resources provided by the territory, de-
seasonalising the activity. Furthermore, tourism is sometimes 
complemented by other adapted practices of qualitative 
production, which contribute to maintain the existing land-
scape values and diversify the economy while allowing vis-
itors to enjoy this actively used cultural landscape.

(M) Urban scale: 

The third group of conditions and strategies apply to the 
remaining buildings and the open spaces created among 
them. The depopulation process of the village pushed the 
former inhabitants to leave their homes in search of bet-
ter living conditions. However, this process also allowed to 
keep the traditional urban structure and buildings in their 
original form, only altered by the progressive degradation 
process provoked by the lack of maintenance. The ex-
isting urban structure, adapted organically to the sloped 
location and the environmental conditions and resources, 
generates different characteristic spaces with aesthetic 
and cultural value, which evoke the life of people who 
used to live in them. The availability of a large amount and 
variety of empty building typologies – block-house, row-
house, courtyard house, service attached buildings, iso-
lated haystack and stable buildings, temple–, and open 
spaces –squares, streets, courtyards, orchards, threshing 
fields-, provide a big diversity of spatial conditions. It ena-
bles to insert of many different functions which adapt bet-
ter to the conditions of each typology. At the same time, 
the possibility of using all these spaces allows planning the 
adaptation integrally, making it more efficient and not 
needing to create many new buildings (Fig. 6-7). 

Figure 5. Comparative map of spatial and functional transformation of the surrounding cultural landscape 1956-2018. Productive and 
extractive practices -cultivation, herding, wood-logging- were replaced by recreational activities, connected to the program of the 
village, triggering the replacement of human structures by natural cover. (Source: Mapping recognizable physical elements on aerial 

photos; Interviews to different users on landscape use. Elaboration: Author 2019)
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The administrative access to use the spaces is granted by 
the temporary concession provided by the government, 
who, despite being the owners, do not have a future plan 
for the settlement. Several intervention strategies are devel-
oped. The new functions are allocated into the existing spac-
es, which spatial conditions are more suitable to their needs, 
in terms of size, connection to other spaces, light and views, 
privacy and accessibility. The inserted program overlaps the 
previous uses of the buildings, although much tacit knowl-
edge embedded in the traditional typologies is used: about 
the implantation of the buildings in the sloped environment, 
spatial qualities created in the open spaces, orientation and 
climate adaptation, and construction with local materials. 
Only when the remaining buildings cannot host a certainly 
needed function, new volumes are added, differentiating 
them from the existing ones through their materialization, but 
integrated into size within the urban structure. Lastly, the ruins 
of the buildings which are not yet needed are left vacant, 
integrated within the new village landscape and waiting for 
future use. 
This enables the adaptation of the vernacular urban struc-
ture of the village to the demanded conditions of the new 
program while preserving the local character. It allows re-
activating the village, facilitating the access and use of the 
spaces not only for tourists but also for new residents and pre-
vious inhabitants. In this case, the program of temporary ac-
commodation, which requires the implementation of certain 
shared spaces, provides different benefits to the new perma-
nent inhabitants. 
Differently from second-residences development, tempo-
rary accommodation allows an intense use of the space by 

Figure 7.  Sections through the sloped implantation, show the 
relation between spatial capacity of the existing building in re-
lation with its environment -privacy, landscape views, sun ori-
entation, connection of different levels- and the new function 
assigned. The topography is used to generate new spatial quali-
ties, while there is a strong link between closed and open spaces 
(Source: Spatial configuration obtained from spatial survey and 
master-plan; Information on use of space gathered through in-

terviews. Elaboration: Author.

Figure 6. Spatial transformation of the urban structure of the village, and change of use of buildings and open spaces. Most of the 
existing spatial configuration is maintained. However it reveals a complete change of use of the existing typologies, few new volumes 
of larger surface added, and some spaces foreseen to be recovered, but yet unbuilt. Source: Spatial configuration obtained from pic-
tures of the ruined state, through the review of the masterplan developed, and by in-situ spatial survey; Data on use of the spaces and 

interest of users in them gathered from interviews to different user-types.  Elaboration: Author 2019.
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the rotation of different visitors, generating more social and 
economic benefits for the locals: it achieves a healthier mix 
of users and bigger interaction between visitors and perma-
nent inhabitants, who become actively involved; tourism be-
comes an important economic activity to sustain the neigh-
bours who live from it. At the same time, these shared spaces 
can also be enjoyed by the local community, reducing their 
dependence on service towns.

(S) The scale of the built structures: The last group refers to the 
buildings and their materialization
 
The conservation of the overall urban footprint allows iden-
tifying the different zones, urban voids, and volumes that 
formed the village by studying the ruins of its built structures. 
However, after decades of unmaintained, valuable heritage 
buildings are often badly preserved and need an interven-
tion to be able to use them again. The significant action re-
quired to regenerate these spaces allows rethinking how to 
formalize them, adapted to new conditions. Instead of main-
taining them as museum objects frozen in time, interventions 
on built heritage should enable them to remain functional 
and evolve. The aesthetic or monumental value of these 
vernacular buildings is often present in their visible outer skin. 
These qualities are appreciated by tourists who are more fa-
miliar with the exterior image of the buildings in their tradition-
al cultural landscapes rather than with their functional interior 
spaces and how they used to work, mainly for productive 
purposes. The envelope of these buildings is often a solid 
construction and persists better preserved than the roofs and 
inner compartments. At the same time, interior spaces are 
more easily adaptable to the exterior volume, allowing to or-

ganize new spatial configurations while maintaining the out-
er image of the building. The exterior aspect of the buildings 
-consisting of materials, façade openings, construction tech-
niques and details- is easier to maintain and unify within the 
whole settlement, independently from the specific functions 
which each building contains. Furthermore, new accommo-
dation functions aimed to be implemented demand certain 
inner comfort conditions that these traditional buildings did 
not offer originally. The architectural strategies applied in Isín 
follow the principle of maintaining the exterior volume, re-
covering the outer building envelope and using the original 
materiality, but through adapted construction techniques 
that improve the building performance. The most remarkable 
and characteristic built elements which can still be identified 
are reintegrated in the proposal as functional elements, and 
in some cases, just as ornamental details which evoke the 
original use of the building. On the other hand, a completely 
new interior spatial organization is reformulated, adapted to 
the new program needs. In function of the size of the existing 
volumes, the capacity to connect several buildings interiorly, 
the views provided by the location, the level of privacy need-
ed, the proximity between different functions for program-
matic reasons, or the possibility of accessing different levels 
of the village through the building to solve accessibility issues, 
the new interior configuration is redefined. According to the 
proposed spatial organization, new openings are made on 
the façade where needed, allowing to communicate the 
interior spaces with the exterior landscape, providing light 
and views on the surrounding nature. At the same time, new 
volumes with different materiality are added where spatial 
conditions demand them, distinguishing clearly the existing 
from the new constructions (Fig. 8). 

Figure 8. Spatial adaptation of the ruins of buildings and open spaces: 1998-2008. The comparison of the spaces in both moments shows 
the effort made to maintain the most distinctive elements which allow to identify the existing spaces and keep their character, while 
adapting them to the conditions of the new program. The former spatial configuration of the most deteriorated spaces needs to be 
interpreted when not enough remains had resisted. Newly-added volumes are built in new material, to clearly differentiate the existing 
from the new elements. Source: Photographies of the found state of Isín before the intervention, and spatial survey in current state, from 

the archives of the designers team (CAB Arquitectura). Elaboration: Author 2019.
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These interventions allow providing new function and 
meaning to vacant and ruined heritage buildings. Ruins are 
transformed, recovering the original exterior appearance 
-volume, spatial composition of the façade and materiality- 
but interiorly renewed, adjusted for spatial conditions which 
new activities demand. The logic of these vernacular build-
ings shifting, being no longer a space to live attached to the 
farming land, and in proximity to summer grazing pastures 
and surrounding resources which allowed their inhabitants 
to subsist; For new users, they are spaces of historical-cul-
tural value, where the past character of this territory can 
be experienced, while comfortably enjoying the aesthetic 
qualities which the place, in combination to its surrounding 
environment provides (Fig. 9). Through their spatial trans-
formation, dysfunctional spaces are adapted for a new 
economic activity, which can support local inhabitants 
while improving the overall condition of the village. In this 
adaptation, cultural and aesthetic meanings assigned by 
newcomers overlap the attachment felt by previous inhab-
itants, who were not able to maintain these spaces. Today, 
even if previous inhabitants do not have the capacity or 
the interest to live in the village, they can continue visiting it, 
thanks to the recovery process in the village, which assures 
its evolution. At the same time, remaining neighbours and 
new inhabitants benefit directly from the presence of visitors 
in Isín. It shows the adaptation capacity of these vernacular 
spaces, which are able to transform, evolving in form, func-
tion and meaning, while supporting the community.

Conclusions: Recovering the vernacular

The analysis of the experience of recovery developed in 
Isín shows that depopulated villages offer opportunities for 
local communities. The adequate management of their 
qualities through the strategies developed allows, on the 
one hand dealing with the challenges which the process-
es of decline and the urbanizing pressure of tourism and, 

on the other hand, are creating in rural mountain territo-
ries. Firstly, the adaptation of vacant heritage spaces for 
recreational use contributes to balance the distribution of 
tourism in the territory by reaching the smaller settlements 
and more remote areas, whose economy and life condi-
tions are often weaker than in the bigger and urbanized 
towns. 
This enables maintaining the population in small commu-
nities, where traditional -agricultural- practices can be 
combined with tourism-related activities. Supporting these 
small communities is crucial to maintain a strong network 
of settlements that structure and guard the territory. This 
case shows that certain limitations which in the past hin-
dered the well-being of local inhabitants, like their remote 
and higher location, might become opportunities under 
new conditions, providing more quiet, authentic and en-
vironmentally qualitative spaces.
Secondly, the state of vacancy of this cultural landscape, 
due to the disappearance of human activity in it, has 
triggered its slow transformation. In this new landscape, 
human traces from the past merge with a newly regen-
erated nature which progressively invades these spaces. 
Aesthetic, cultural and natural values embedded in the 

Figure 10. Scheme of transformation of form, function and 
meaning of vernacular architecture: Former use – Vacant state 
– Adapted condition. Due to the aesthetic/monumental quali-
ties of the existing spaces in relation to its surrounding landscape, 
they are exteriorly preserved, although interiorly adapted to the 
new recreational functions. Its reason of existence has shifted 
from a place for a whole family to live and be able to work and 
subsist from the exploitation of the resources provided by the en-
vironment and their specific location; to a place of recreation, 
of aesthetic and monumental value in which temporary accom-
modation is provided, allowing to rest and explore the surround-
ing landscape, taking advantage of its environmental qualities. 
Newly added elements or adapted ones have the goal of facil-
itating these new functions. (Source: Spatial survey, picture ar-
chives, and interviews to local and external users. Elaboration: 

Author 2021.

Figure 9. New activities developed in different exterior spaces of 
the adapted village. These activities differ much from the orig-
inal function, although the spaces remain very similar to their 
original state. Source: Interviews to visitors and local users; imag-

es by “isin.es”.
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landscape, and appreciated by visitors who look for other 
types of natural and cultural recreation, allow generating 
new activities, de-seasonalising tourism.
Lastly, the observation and recognition of the qualities 
and potential of these depopulated cultural landscapes 
have enabled the adaptation of existing spaces instead 
of creating new ones. It generates a double sustainable 
achievement: on the one hand, it avoids the generation 
of extra spaces and infrastructures which distort the land-
scape, and on the other hand, it allows the maintenance 
and adaptation of heritage by giving it a new use and 
contributing to preserving the local identity.
At the same time, the different strategies developed re-
veal to make a positive impact for the challenged local 
communities and a great potential towards the future. 
In the first place, considering the change of scale of the 
territory thanks to the improvement of mobility allows 
broadening the perspective on the opportunities that the 
area can provide for the intervention. It consists of explor-
ing interesting locations and available services in the sur-
rounding territory and incorporating them into the propos-
al. On the other hand, it enables to reflect on the benefits 
that the new intervention can also generate for other set-
tlements and the territory’s organization.
In the second place, intervening sensitively in the existing 
cultural landscape allows integrating the new proposal 
while maintaining its qualities. It requires meditating, find-
ing a balance of adaptation between the existing spac-
es and the new program, not letting one overcome the 
other. The progressive disappearance of traditional pro-
ductive practices that shaped these cultural landscapes, 
which are often less efficient and more demanding, can 
find in tourism synergies that allow to adapt these practic-
es and maintain the landscape.
Finally, maintaining cultural values of heritage spaces 
while adapting them to the new functional needs ena-
bles to enhance new activity in the area, and at the same 
time to maintain the local character. The ruins are under-
stood as buildings to be reconstructed and an interesting 
conglomerate of internal and external qualitative spaces, 
which can host new activities and establish different re-
lations with its transformed cultural landscape. It implies 
finding ways to integrate the spaces that external visitors 
can enjoy while supporting and not displacing local resi-
dents. Visitors, tourists and new inhabitants do not belong 
to the original community who used to live actively in 
these places. However, under changed conditions, these 
new users’ sustainable integration can help maintain and 
reinforce the remaining members of this rural community. 

In this adaptation, the meanings that this place has for ex-
ternal visitors should coexist with the meanings they have 
for the locals so that all of them benefit from it.
The processes of subsequent transformations -decline and 
spatial change after abandonment, and adaptation of 
the remaining spaces through the new strategies devel-
oped-, reveal the intrinsic definition of the concept of “ver-
nacular” places: they are existing spaces that evolve and 
adapt to the needs imposed by time and its environment, 
between the aspirations of the users and the natural/so-
cio-economic constraints, but which ultimately remain 
functional and practical, supporting the local community 
to which they belong. The vernacular must adapt, change 
and develop, acquiring permanently new forms, functions, 
and meanings through its strong capacity to generate new 
conditions. It unveils the ultimate social and not aesthet-
ic condition of vernacular heritage at the service of their 
community. That way, these findings claim that heritage is 
future-oriented and not static if it aims to continue being 
useful and therefore to exist.
To conclude, it needs to be highlighted that there are oth-
er recreational uses, besides accommodation, which are 
being developed, often in more inaccessible locations or 
where intervening in the vacant spaces is not possible. The 
ruins of many of these settlements become places to ex-
plore through recovered paths that connect them through 
this new landscape where natural and cultural elements 
merge. The interventions which enable this other type of 
use of the spaces are much smaller. At the same time, tour-
ists are only one of the groups of new users who, together 
with local inhabitants, are interested, coexist and intervene 
in these cultural landscapes under transformation. Oth-
er agents like authorities, investors, returning inhabitants, 
neo-rural and non-human users also participate in this pro-
cess through their practices. The biggest challenge consists 
of finding strategies to mediate among them, preserving 
the existing embedded values estimated by the different 
external and local users while adapting them and provid-
ing the necessary conditions which enable local communi-
ties to continue inhabiting these rural areas.
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Introduction 

In Italy, every time an earthquake occurs, the Civil Protec-
tion Department, in coordination with the territorial bodies 
of the municipalities affected by the event, immediately 
activates its crisis unit to organise rescue and assistance 
services for the populations affected, as well as the first 
measures to make buildings and infrastructure safe. At the 
end of this first phase, the Provincial Coordination Cen-
tres for the emergency management give operational in-
structions to the local authorities to avoid a sudden and 
unexpected event that may lead to incorrect solutions 
because of haste or contingent problems.
The case of Finale Emilia is very important because it rep-
resents a valid example of post-earthquake reconstruc-
tion and urban regeneration: two important architecture 
questions on an urban scale and buildings that are still at 
the heart of international debates. This experience makes 
it possible to make reflections and give answers to the 
problems inherent in the various sectors involved in re-
construction: from those most closely linked to restoration, 
recovery, seismic safety and socio-economic factors to 
those concerning energy redevelopment and environ-
mental sustainability.
The present work aims to take stock of the positive and 
critical aspects by retracing the most important moments 
of the reaction to the earthquake events of 20 and 29 
May 2012 and highlighting the institutional actors and the 
operational tools used in order to face the phases of an 
emergency, transition and therefore reconstruction.
The city of Finale Emilia is an Italian municipality in the 
province of Modena, in the region of Emilia Romagna, 
which is part of the Unione Comuni Modenesi Area Nord. 
It has an area of 104.72 Km2 with 15,699 inhabitants and a 
density of 149.9 inhabitants/Km2.
The presence of the Panaro river has conditioned the his-
torical evolution of the centre of Finale Emilia. At the end 
of the 19th century, the river course was diverted, but the 
ancient traces can be seen in the urban fabric even to-
day. The town has a medieval layout, and the oldest nu-
cleus is in the area between the Torre dei Modenesi, the 

Rocca and Via Torre Portello. The extension of the ancient 
centre remained unchanged until the 15th century. 
In 1536 the medieval walls and many towers were demol-
ished, and the moats were filled in on the same year. In the 
13th century, a dock was created at the foot of the Clock 
Tower, and a small river port was built to control navigation 
between the cities of Modena and Ferrara. The ancient 
town was called by historians the “Venice of the Este” for 
its romantic appearance given by the presence of canals 
and bridges. At the end of the 19th-century, Finale Emilia 
changed its urban layout after the closing and silting up 
the Panaro River. Agriculture became the main activity of 
its inhabitants until 1973, when the industrial pole was built 
in the peripheral area of the town between the hamlets of 
Canaletto and Ca’ Bianca (Pianzi, 1995).

Earthquake: description of some case studies

On 20 May 2012, at 4.04 a.m., a first earthquake measuring 
5.9 on the Richter scale struck the northern Italian territo-
ries with its epicentre located between three municipali-
ties: Finale Emilia, San Felice sul Panaro and Sermide in the 
Emilia Romagna region1. In the same area, just nine days 
later, on 29 May at 9 a.m., a second tremor of magnitude 
5.8 on the Richter scale was recorded. The epicentre this 
time is located between the municipalities of Cavezzo, 
Medolla and Camposanto.
Finale Emilia suffered significant damage to both monu-
ments and dwellings in the historic centre and the subur-
ban areas rich in rural buildings and productive activities 
(Pianzi, 1997). At the time of the earthquake, there were 
600 active farms, almost all of which were declared unfit 
for use after the earthquake2.
Immediately after the rescue operations of the population 
and the first securing of the damaged buildings3, the prob-
lems that had to be faced, to which procedural solutions 
had to be found, were complex because they differed 
according to the type of area, urban or rural (Figs. 1-2), 
and within each of them, according to the legal owner-
ship, public or private (Figs. 3-4), of the damaged assets.

FINALE EMILIA: AN EXAMPLE OF POST-EARTHQUAKE RECONSTRUCTION 
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The theme, on which a profound reflection was devel-
oped, concerned the methodology to be adopted in 
order to address the issues related to: the reconstruction 
of the historic centre and the rural landscape; the regen-
eration of the fabric4; the reconfiguration of voids; the re-
contextualisation of certain monuments; the organisation 
of temporary structures for education, public services, 
religious functions, and commercial activities. The strong 
point of the reflection was the awareness, on the part of 
all the public and private actors involved in the recon-
struction process, that it was necessary to evaluate each 
intervention, even if small in size, at different scales (Cat-
taneo, 2013). 
Therefore, it was decided that it was necessary to address 

and develop issues related to urban and/or territorial as-
pects for each case.For interventions in historical centres 
and non-urban historical centres, Regional Law no.16, 
“Regulations for reconstruction in the territories affected 
by the earthquake of 20 and 29 May 2012”, highlighted the 
need for an integrated approach5. This must be achieved 
through “the protection and enhancement of the ancient 
urban layout, in order to ensure the recognisability of the 
settlement structure and the stratification of the formation 
processes, both in the road network and in unbuilt spaces, 
and the building heritage and other elements of the built 
heritage” and must be able, at the same time, to recover 
the main identity elements of the local communities (build-
ings and artefacts of the urban and rural fabric).

Figure 1. Building in the urban area. Source: A. Cattaneo. Figure 2.  Building in the rural area. Source: A. Cattaneo.

Figure 3. Public building in an urban area: the Castle Estense. 
Source: A. Cattaneo. Figure 4. Private building in urban area. Source: A. Cattaneo.
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Management policies implemented for reconstruction

The experiences of the earthquakes that have occurred 
in the last decade show that the phases concerning the 
management and coordination of technical activities af-
ter each seismic event are the most complex and require 
a great commitment because it is necessary to address 
both problems related to social aspects and those of a 
technical nature (Mariani, 2016). This becomes even more 
complicated because the affected territories are always 
made up of different urban or extra-urban centres for their 
morphological complexity and urban planning conditions 
and arrangements. The necessary premise to be made 
before going into the merits of the management strat-
egies adopted is linked to the fact that the earthquake 
occurred in an Italian region that was not classified as seis-
mically active. 
Hence, the 2012 event was an exceptional case that 
took institutions and populations by surprise. Due to the 
absence of a regulatory and strategic framework at the 
national level, the ways of responding to the disaster have 
been defined progressively, taking as reference the expe-
riences of the last Italian earthquakes regarding the stra-
tegic choices (Storchi et al., 2013).
The management policy adopted by the institutional 
bodies of Emilia Romagna to deal with the disaster event 
had four basic conditions to be met:
1. The involvement of all institutional levels at the consul-

tation tables;
2. The containment of the risk of depopulation of the ar-

eas hit by the earthquake;
3. Reconstruction intended both as an opportunity to 

enhance the landscape and as a technical and qual-
itative adjustment of the building fabric;

4. The achievement of the right balance between inno-
vation and conservation (Capriotti, 2014).

Therefore, a hierarchy of interventions was defined that 
guided the actions of the institutions. In the phase that 
concerned the management of the emergency, the work 
of the Commissioner delegated by the Government for 
reconstruction was fundamental because, through the 
instruments of action constituted by the ordinances, all 
the prescriptions for the management of the earthquake 
(temporary housing, provisional works, private reconstruc-
tion, restore of businesses, reconstruction of the civil ser-
vice) were promptly provided. After the earthquake, in-
spections by Civil Protection technicians in the affected 
territories began immediately; in Finale Emilia alone, 4000 
AeDES (Agibilità e Danno nell’Emergenza Sismica) forms 

were compiled. 
These cards were fundamental as they were valuable 
tools for the rapid survey of the damage and typologi-
cal characteristics, the definition of intervention measures, 
and the assessment of ordinary buildings’ post-seismic fit-
ness. Thanks to them, the municipality of Finale Emilia was 
able to catalogue the damaged building heritage with 
an initial assessment of repair and/or improvement costs. 
All this made it possible to prepare cost scenarios for dif-
ferent unit contributions associated with varying damage 
thresholds.
Fundamental to the rebirth of the territories affected by 
the earthquake was the particular Regional Law no. 16 of 
2012, “Rules for reconstruction in the territories affected by 
the earthquake of 20 and 29 May 2012”, which gave the 
principles to be followed for post-earthquake reconstruc-
tion and introduced a series of tools that we are able to 
accelerate the reconstruction process6. 
In particular, this law introduced an instrument of a pro-
grammatic nature - Programme of public works and inter-
ventions for the recovery of cultural heritage damaged or 
destroyed by the earthquake (art. 11) - and one of a plan-
ning nature - Reconstruction Plan (art. 12).
In 2013 the municipality of Finale Emilia adopted its own re-
construction plan - whose potential lies in the resolution of 
territorial criticalities - in order to provide all the necessary 
provisions to ensure the resumption of activities and the 
regeneration of living and working conditions, also improv-
ing the layout of the historic centre through both the en-
hancement of the recognised and still readable peculiar-
ities as preserved and through the creation of new values 
where the earthquake has cancelled the original ones. 
Through it, the municipal administration has regulated:
1. The urban transformations within the reconstruction;
2. Urban incentives and rewards aimed at favouring the 

rapid and complete implementation of repair works, 
restoration with seismic improvement, reconstruction 
to achieve higher levels of seismic safety and greater 
energy efficiency as well as a better qualification of 
the urban and extra-urban axes;

3. Variations to the cartographic and regulatory fore-
casts of the current planning to promote repair, resto-
ration and reconstruction work.

In addition, the following actions were carried out:
1. The definition of the perimeters of the minimum inter-

vention units (U.M.I.); 
2. The revision of protection constraints; 
3. The identification of the areas of the municipal territo-

ry not suitable for the reconstruction of buildings; 
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4. The census of buildings to be relocated to improve the 
functionality of existing services and infrastructures for mo-
bility; 

5. The mapping of incongruous works and the definition of 
the transformation interventions to be carried out for their 
partial or total elimination to re-qualify the landscape and 
architecture.

The planning strategy was to place at the centre of the recon-
struction process: the reinterpretation of urban functions; the 
protection, preservation and enhancement of the historic cen-
tre and cultural heritage; the consolidation of productive sectors 
and development; the preservation of agriculturally productive 
land and the improvement of the rural landscape; the promo-
tion of multifunctional farms. At the I.T. level, the management 
of practices has been entrusted to the M.U.D.E. (Modello Unico 
Digitale per l’Edilizia) system to pay for housing subsidies.

This I.T. Platform facilitates the exchange of information 
and knowledge, especially in emergencies. Its use has 
simplified the administrative procedures through a unified 
online form to submit building applications at the regional 
level. The SuapER (Sportello Unico Attività Produttive Emilia 
Romagna) is used for productive activities. It is a portal 
of Emilia Romagna allows enterprises and professionals to 
generate dynamically, fill in and send online the neces-
sary documentation to send a file to the S.U.A.P. (Sportello 
Unico Attività Produttive). On the other hand, S.F.I.N.G.E. 
is used for contributions and facilitated financing to en-
terprises, therefore for the recognition and granting of 
contributions for the repair, restoration, reconstruction of 
buildings for productive use, for the repair and repurchase 
of movable assets instrumental to the activity, for the re-
constitution of stocks and products and de-localisation. 

Figure 6.  Interventions in rural area. Source: A. Cattaneo.

Figure 5.  Interventions in urban area. b
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Finally, F.EN.I. C.E. (Financing to Public Bodies for Building 
Reconstruction) is the system for managing reconstruction 
interventions of the Public Works and Cultural Heritage 
Programme.
Equally important, within the reconstruction process, is the 
role played by the Commission for Architectural Quality 
and Landscape7 as it provides criteria and guidelines to 
support the planners who develop the transformation pro-
jects (Figures 5-6). For the C.Q.A.P. (Commissione Qualità 
Architettonica e Paesaggio), it is necessary to overcome 
the conception of architecture as an “object” to arrive at 
that of architecture as a “structure of relationships”, where 
the necessary condition for its “quality” is the establish-
ment of significant relationships of interdependence with 
the environmental context with which it relates.

Conclusions

The reconstruction of Finale Emilia, like that of the other 
towns affected8, differed from previous experiences. The 
aim was to rebuild in a short time and take the oppor-
tunity given by the catastrophic event to revitalise areas 
that had lost their identity over the years. For Finale Emilia, 
the earthquake was an opportunity for a new life. As a 
reaction to the destruction, projects for the redefinition of 
the physical urban and extra-urban scenario were drawn 
up and, in part, already implemented, contemplating all 
the potential uses linked to it. The new buildings have not 
altered the material and symbolic value of the urban and 
suburban realities, but, thanks to the quality of the pro-
jects, new values and hitherto unexpressed possibilities for 
reuse have arisen. The most significant difficulty encoun-

tered was guaranteeing the maintenance of a balanced 
relationship between conservation and innovation. In-
deed, working on a pre-existing building was a very diffi-
cult challenge for the planners compared to designing a 
new one, as they were faced with many more constraints 
to respect. Still, in the case of Finale Emilia, they became 
precious opportunities to think of new and refined solu-
tions. In the rural context, reconstruction has instead rep-
resented an opportunity to relaunch agricultural activities 
towards a correct use of resources with the new aware-
ness of seeing the landscape as the element of produc-
tive innovation and the rooting of new multifunctional 
farms. Furthermore, agricultural activity has been recog-
nised as playing a central role in achieving environmental 
and territorial sustainability. 
It is possible to conclude with a summary9 of the results  
achieved to date, demonstrating that the great recon-
struction  machine has worked thanks to the manage-
ment policies adopted and the great strength of will of 
the population in wanting to reconstitute the wounded 
identity of their territories:
• Housing reconstruction: 6,942 buildings have been com-
pleted; grants totalling 2.7 billion Euro have been award-
ed on the M.U.D.E. Platform; grants paid out amounted to 
2 billion euro or 76% of the grants awarded;
• Productive reconstruction: 1980 interventions were com-
pleted; concessions were concluded for a total of €1.9 
billion in grants on the S.F.I.N.G.E. Platform; grants settled 
amounting to €1.4 billion or 57% of the grants awarded;
• Public reconstruction: 1,659 projects funded for a total of  
€1.379 billion; 1,001 projects submitted for a total of €965 
million; 741 projects approved for a total of €519 million.

Figure 7.  Interventions in rural area .Source: A. Cattaneo.



241

Note
 
1The Emilia Romagna earthquake ranks eighth in the Ital-
ian ranking of catastrophic earthquakes: Belice (1968); 
Friuli Venezia Giulia (1976); Irpinia (1980); Umbria/Marche 
(1997); Pollino (1998); Molise (2002); Abruzzo (2009). The 
crater affected 33 municipalities, of which 7 in the prov-
ince of Reggio Emilia, 14 in the province of Modena, 5 in 
the province of Bologna and 7 in the province of Ferrara. 
The number of inhabitants in these areas is 550.000. 
2The 2012 earthquake in Emilia Romagna is remembered 
as the ‘earthquake of productive activities’ because the 
areas affected had a high concentration of agricultural, 
agri-food, industrial and handicraft companies, with the 
presence of production districts of international impor-
tance. Until 2012 the 48.000 companies in the crater area 
produced about 2% of the national G.D.P.
3In the damaged areas, 1445 interventions were carried 
out on various types of assets (cultural, public, cemeter-
ies, water safety, schools, social and health facilities, roads, 
sports facilities) for total expenditure, financed by the Ital-
ian State, of 160.7 million euro. In the province of Modena 
alone, 928 operations were carried out for 102.3 million eu-
ros.
4 In particular, for the Jewish Ghetto district. The earthquake 
highlighted the problem of the depopulation of this part of 
the city, due both to the oversupply of housing, compared 
to the real economic demand of the local market, and to 
the citizens’ perception of the lack of security in the area, 
together with the poor connections with the rest of the city.
5art. 5 L.R. 16 of 21/12/2012.
6 This law will remain in force until all reconstruction work is 
completed.
7The commission is made up of six members (an expert in 
structural design; an expert in architectural design; an ex-
pert in urban planning; an expert in soil conservation; an 
expert in the enhancement of the rural environment), and 
the author Alessandra Cattaneo is a member of it in her 
capacity as President of the C.Q.A.P. with the role of an 
expert in cultural heritage and architectural history.
8Cavezzo, Concordia sulla Secchia, Mirandola, Novi di 
Modena, San Felice sul Panaro, Medolla, Camposanto, 
San Prospero, San Possidonio for the province of Modena; 
Sant’Agostino, Mirabello, Bondeno, Cento, Poggio Re-
natico e Vigarano Mainarda for the province of Ferrara; 
Crevalcore, Pieve di Cento for the province of Bologna; 
Reggiolo for the province of Reggio Emilia.
9https://www.regione.emilia-romagna.it/terremoto/spe-
ciali/sette-anni-di-ricostruzione.
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Introduction 

In view of an ecosystem approach for the affirmation of 
sustainable development, as required by the 2030 Agen-
da, in which the impact of the economic and environ-
mental dimension in the transformation processes of the 
territory is assessed as the cultural and social one, the goal 
of communities’ resilience can be translated into an at-
tempt to enhance the endogenous potential, to stem the 
erosion of the material and immaterial heritage and to 
stimulate its regeneration.
This change of point of view «explicitly recalls the respon-
sibilities of all sectors of society - from central and local 
governments to companies, from civil society to individual 
citizens» (Pagano, 2019: 2) and therefore gives the social 
component the structuring capacity of the settlement 
space where the community, with its own ideas, builds our 
common home according to that vision of integral ecolo-
gy indicated by the papal encyclical Laudato si’; it brings 
out a layer of the urban ecosystem that is characterised, 
today more than in the past, by the relationship of increas-
ingly plural identity systems whose expression responds to 
different dynamics which share the desire to affirm a link 
to historical, cultural and social values and the ability to 
transfer and take root this link in the territory.
The spatial processes that derive from it although often 
spontaneous, not systematic, short-lived, can be inter-
preted as new meanings and urban values bearers and 
mirrors of a social dimension that perceives, before the in-
stitutions governing the territory, needs and problems and 
suggests, with more rapidity, answers and solutions.
They are phenomena that occur more frequently in ter-
ritories that live the transition from the periphery to plac-
es with a clearly definable social, economic and cultural 
identity and those that, on the contrary, have a clear ad-
ministrative condition but live a marginal dimension in the 
new metropolitan city structure; in these places, search-
ing for informal urban strategies, born within public and 
non-public institutions, can mean identifying methodolo-
gies and tools helpful in defining strategies for transform-
ing and governing the territory, which can respond to the 

needs of creative communities that, in the search for a 
more active role in the urban ecosystem, try to establish 
new systems of values based on the sharing of responsibil-
ity and the reasonable consumption of common resourc-
es, for a new ecology of living.
Because of the ecological crisis and the growing social 
dissimilarities, the search for sustainable models to com-
bat urban poverty is increasingly materialised by creating 
resilient communities that seek their own territorial identity 
and want to make it durable over time by virtue of their 
own same operate.
The following contribution compares the path of two dif-
ferent communities, belonging to territorial contexts with 
different marginal conditions and potentialities, one more 
lively, the other more diffident, both engaged in an open 
dialogue that has among the objectives of establishing 
a relationship between the well-being of the inhabitants 
and urban quality.
When, for the first time in 2018, the Calabria Region pre-
sents a call for the “Support for the generation of innova-
tive solutions to specific problems of social importance, in-
cluding through the use of open innovation environments 
such as LivingLabs”, both communities participate ex-
pressing their needs1 and, through public institutions and 
organisations that are spokesmen, they each participate 
in the construction of their own LivingLab, «an open and 
user-centred ecosystem, able to accelerate large-scale 
adoption of innovative technologies and services co-cre-
ated with the users themselves»2.
An opportunity is offered by the regional call to shape the 
spontaneous expressions of the inhabitants of the Pellaro 
district, a southern suburb of the city of Reggio Calabria, 
and of a small town in the homonymous metropolitan 
city, Roghudi, by experimenting for the first time in these 
places - where an informal dialogue with the community 
has already been initiated for some time in different ways 
- thanks to LivingLab, a structured formula for combining 
policies and practices and ensuring a wide sharing for all 
territorial actors, not only of the results but above all of 
the co-generation processes that precede their achieve-
ment.

URBAN REGENERATION PROCESSES FOR NEW VALUE SYSTEMS
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New value systems for territories in transition

Pellaro is a suburb of Reggio Calabria that has more than 
13,000 inhabitants and presents a clear state of socio-eco-
nomic degradation (high unemployment, school drop-
out, crime, urban poverty, etc.) as well as environmental. 
In the neighbouring areas of the urban centre, despite the 
presence of quality agriculture, the landscape of great 
value appears to be in decline and abandonment. Add-
ed to this is the presence of large surfaces and buildings 
with significant volumes placed strategically in the terri-
torial fabric but underused, unused, in a state of neglect.
Thanks to the particular geomorphological conformation 
of the Strait on which it faces, however, Pellaro is a tourist 
destination that knows no seasonality: the Punta Pellaro 
beach, just 3 km, is, in fact, one of the windiest places 
on the Euro-Mediterranean sector, and therefore a des-
tination for kite and windsurfing enthusiasts from all over 
Europe.This context is the subject of various occasions for 
reflection, of which the first is applied theoretical research 
carried out by the Research Unit of the Mediterranean Uni-
versity of Reggio Calabria3 within the Research Program of 
Relevant National Interest “Re-cycle Italy” and in-depth 
in the Thesis “The Wind Park: a new life cycle for Pellaro”4.
The tested method sees the start, in 2016, of a participa-
tory process through the constitution of two Focus Groups 
representative of the different social categories to inter-
pret aspirations and points of view of the community of 
inhabitants. The preliminary results are further investigated 
on the occasion of the first UIA_Urban Innovative Actions 
call, an initiative launched by the European Commission, 
through the definition of an integrated project that pro-
poses urban, environmental, landscape, economic and 
social regeneration actions.
The outcome is the definition of a Masterplan that is struc-
tured in material and immaterial actions, whose objective 
is to initiate for Pellaro district a new life cycle, starting from 
both naturalistic and environmental excellences and the 
most degraded conditions for which prefigure virtuous 
processes of regeneration and circular economy.
In the same year, Pellaro was chosen as a candidate for 
participation in the national Culturability initiative, a plat-
form open to cultural and social innovation projects that 
promote well-being and development in the name of 
sustainability. The project CulturACT3: Territorial Cultural 
Accelerator, proposed by the APICE Association, aims to 
generate a territorial, cultural incubator, is among the 15 
finalists of 2016. Meanwhile, the ten material actions pro-
posed for the UIA calls become part of the strategic works 

financed by the Pact for Reggio Calabria Metropolitan 
City. They include, among other interventions, the crea-
tion of a multi-ethnic market; two slow mobility routes; a 
coastal park; a river park; an agricultural park; the re-func-
tionalisation of a confiscated asset; the recovery of the 
rural village Nocille; the establishment of a territorial HUB 
in the premises of the former slaughterhouse made avail-
able by the Municipal Administration.
To stimulate the definition of the contents of the Territorial 
Hub - while designing the container - in 2018, the working 
group of the Mediterranean University that had partici-
pated in the preparation of the master plan promotes the 
Forum Rigenerare Pellaro.
It is an important moment of reflection on the tourist and 
cultural potential of the context but above all on the 
potential of a cohesive community represented by nu-
merous associations with which it is possible to imagine 
implementing a virtuous process for the development of 
unexpressed territorial potential thanks to the interaction 
between a horizontal system of scientific competences 
and a vertical system of territorial actors.
The Forum is hosted by ACE (Calabrian Association of 
Hepatology), which in 2010 realised the first clinic in Pel-
laro for the activity of specialist assistance based on the 
principles of solidarity and gratuitousness thanks to some 
volunteers who identified an already existing but never re-
alised health facility in the area, left to neglect and van-
dalised. Making its own reflections born within the Forum 
on the relationship between urban health care and hu-
man care, the Foundation for Solidarity Medicine, estab-
lished in 2017 by the same Association, together with other 
subjects of civil society, embarks on a path of scientific 
research aimed at reducing the social, economic and 
cultural problems as well as those related to urban pover-
ty that contribute to the generation of chronic degener-
ative diseases5.
Precisely in order to share its approach with more subjects, 
in addition to the academic world already present in the 
start-up phase and to the community of operators and 
patients orbiting around the clinic’s activities, in 2018 the 
Foundation for Solidarity Medicine participates in the first 
phase of the regional LivingLab call for guidance on the 
health paradigm centred on prevention more advanta-
geously in terms of concrete well-being of the citizen and, 
at the same time, to map the areas with greater “urban 
suffering” through the direct experience of the user; a sort 
of open-source model that allows reviewing the tradition-
al urban planning based on truly participatory indicators 
also supported by scientific data.
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New spatial qualities for moving communities

The community that today inhabits the municipality of 
Roghudi - 1137 inhabitants - is formed by that population 
which, having abandoned Roghudi Vecchio, a mountain 
village 40 km away, following the floods of 1971 and 1973, 
received the assignment of a house in the new centre, 
near the Ionian coast, but only in 1988.
During the evacuation and new accommodation peri-
od, the original community was dispersed in nine different 
centres; the present community was already very small. 
Therefore, at the time of the assignment of the new hous-
es, moves a small movable material heritage and a con-
spicuous intangible heritage into a distant building, by ge-
ography, chronology and morphology from that left now 
16 years earlier. 

Compared to the old town, Roghudi Nuovo offers uncer-
tain living arrangements: the houses are articulated on 
rows that are too long, too far from each other to re-cre-
ate a community; this without the resulting public space 
being designed in any way except to trace the oversized 
connective system. It follows that since the first occupa-
tion, the country suffers a second, slow abandonment, 
finding itself today in the paradoxical condition of hosting 
a built heritage used only for a third and that has failed 
to translate the cultural identity still preserved by the first 
inhabitants into effective enhancement solutions nor to 
formally re-propose to meet the current needs of a mul-
ti-ethnic community - the foreign population, predomi-
nantly Indian, has 154 units - which, on the other hand, are 
expressed with spontaneous forms of use of space, public 
and private. 

Figure 1. Consultation of the associations of Reggio Calabria for the launch of regeneration projects of degraded neighborhoods - ph 
Chiara Corazziere
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The most evident datum is the frequency with which the 
inhabitants of Roghudi manifest their “spatial necessities”, 
both with enlargements in height or adjacent to their 
homes often accompanied by the re-modulation of the 
openings and equipping the areas with public greenery 
to carry out private activities.
In both cases, it is not a question of housing needs. As al-
ready mentioned, the real estate of Roghudi is exploited 
only for a third, and the uninhabited buildings can be pur-
chased or leased for figures accessible to anyone.
They are gestures that express, rather, the need to break 
the linearity of continuous houses, all the same, to add 
a personal character, which is better suited to different 
ways of using space, private and collective and to repli-
cate forms of conviviality proper to the past or other cul-
tures that, today, populate Roghudi. 
To guide the community in overcoming a condition that 
sees it trapped in an anonymous settlement, the alibi of 

an inability, not only of the inhabitants, to build a vision 
that contrasts a new depopulation, in 2017 the Municipal 
Administration of Roghudi promotes the Program of urban 
and landscape regeneration re_imaging Roghudi 6. 
The participated workshop that inaugurates the program 
starts, for the first time, a dialogue with the inhabitants, the 
administrators, the representatives of the companies and 
associations operating in the area and translates into a 
physical space of confrontation on the theme of urban re-
generation and the landscape at the various scales of in-
tervention - inter communal, municipal and punctual - to 
be understood as the set of interventions ranging from the 
re-qualification and rehabilitation of the built environment 
to the realisation and re-signification of public spaces and 
the mobility system, to the increase of biodiversity in the 
urban and rural environment, to the correct interpreta-
tion of the identity heritage, not only of Roghudi but of 
the entire Grecanica Area7, for old and new communities. 

Figure 2. Regeneration projects of degraded neighborhoods - ph Chiara Corazziere
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The attempt is to collect suggestions, and visions need to 
begin to prefigure a place that is no longer the ugly dupli-
cation of an irreproducible past but a radical affirmation 
of one’s autonomy. The material developed during the 
workshop - texts, videos, images, drawings, projects - has 
fueled the belief that even in Roghudi, it is possible, as well 
as necessary, «[...] to trigger a “short circuit” that leads to 
imaginative prefiguration and visions, necessary to exit 
the current stall condition. 
An approach that is realised in radical, visionary, but adap-
tive and contextual projects at the same time, adhering 
to the real, to places, to stories, to legends, to collective 
rituals, without disregarding the active involvement of the 
community of inhabitants» (Gioffrè, 2019; 21-22).
In 2018, to support and support the idea of triggering a 
short circuit starting from observing what was expressed 
by the community, the re-imagining Roghudi program 
promotes participation in the regional LivingLab call.
The Municipal Administration feels it should interpret the 
minor building abuses of the inhabitants as symptoms of a 
social need and as an opportunity. It would like to “lead” 
the community in the process of identity redesigning. The 
design solutions proposal shall allow to the recovery of 
the material and immaterial memory of the old inhabit-
ed area and, at the same time, respond to the needs of 
today’s living, with “controlled expansion” formulas con-
sistent with the normed opportunities, such as the Housing 
Plan, and municipal planning, such as the Green Plan; it 
also provides for the allocation of large areas of municipal 
land to the cultivation of private gardens according to a 
regular allocation and a symbolic location. Translating the 
needs expressed by the community into innovative design 
solutions can mean starting to trace a new sign that is the 
generating force and result of a deeper social cohesion 
and a renewed sense of community in the current inhab-
itants, and that is able to attract new ones.

Conclusions

In both experiences, the desire to build, through the Liv-
ing-Lab method, a discussion table with different interloc-
utors and carriers of a different competence and point of 
view, appears as the natural expression of two process-
es, still in progress, which have different ways and times 
in expressing oneself but which are both fed by stimula-
tion provided by the community, more or less aware, but 
which in creativity, in self-organisation, seek an answer to 
a condition of precarious identity, in the case of Roghudi, 
and of physical degradation, in the case of Pellaro.

Figure 3.  Poster of participative meetings, in Pellaro and Roghu-
di - Graphic elaboration by Chiara Corazziere
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They are both resilience and social autopoiesis processes 
that combine new quality spaces with new value systems, 
according to a community work that prevents the prop-
er functioning of one without the existence of others and 
vice versa.
Answers are possible «to the new question of quality of 
urban space that comes from a multi-ethnic society, 
and that expresses increasingly complex needs in terms 
of social and cultural mixitè» (Fallanca, 2016; 191); they 
indicate how, in the near and distant suburb of the Met-
ropolitan City, some contexts can become open-air labo-
ratories of models built starting from local peculiarities but 
conceived according to an approach that makes them 
exportable and useful for planning of the entire metropol-
itan territory - especially in the definition of the Strategic 
Plan - that tends to a more inclusive economic growth 
that contrasts an ever-greater inequality.
They are informal strategies that are genesis and at the 
same time result from a more profound social cohesion 
and a renewed sense of community that interpret the 
quality of the built space not according to exclusive aes-
thetic or formal canons but according to a correct rela-
tionship between “design” and “use” dimension assessed 
in terms of “citizen’s well-being”.

Note

1 The first phase of the call involves the mapping of collec-
tive / social needs on a regional scale.
2 Definition of the European Commission.
3 Scientific coordinator: Vincenzo Gioffrè.
4 Degree thesis of Elvira Stagno, supervisor Vincenzo Giof-
frè, co-relator Chiara Corazziere, Mediterranean Universi-
ty of Reggio Calabria, Degree Course in Architecture, a.a. 
2015/2016.
5 www.acemedicinasolidale.it
6 The author of the contribution is the technical-scientific 
coordinator of the re_imaging Roghudi program.
7 The Grecanica Area is one of the five homogeneous 
zones of the Metropolitan City of Reggio Calabria, whose 
extension goes from the Ionian coast, which is the limit for 
about 60 Km, to Aspromonte, up to peaks of about 1900 
m s.l.m. A small part of its population is still Hellenophone.

References

Attademo, Anna and Formato, Enrico, edited by (2018). 
Fringe Shifts. Trento: ListLab.
Balbo, Marcello et al. (2019). Spazi in cerca di attori / 

attori in cerca di spazi. La rigenerazione urbana alla pro-
va dell’innovazione sociale. Vicenza: IUAV Venezia con 
Chefare.
Brunetta, Grazia and Moroni, Stefano, edited by (2011). La 
città intraprendente. Comunità contrattuali e sussidiarietà 
orizzontale. Roma: Carocci Editore.
Carta, Maurizio (2019). “Nuovi paradigmi per una diversa 
urbanistica. Commento al libro di Gabriele Pasqui”, Janu-
ary 17. Accessed February 20, 2019. http://www.casadel-
lacultura.it/851/nuovi-paradigmi-per-una-diversa-urbanis-
tica.
Certeau, Michel (1990). L’Invention du Quotidien. Parigi: 
Édition Gallimard.
Choay, Françoise (1965).  L’Urbanisme, utopies et réalités: 
une anthologie. Paris: Seuil.
D’Arienzo, Roberto and Younès, Chris (2014). Recycler 
l’urbain. Pour une écologie des milieux habités. Genève: 
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Introduction 

Urban renewal is a newer branch of architecture. It was 
first verified by the Athens Charter in 1931, confirming the 
protection of the city’s ambience (Vanista Lazarevic E. 
1999). This process is known under several terms that are 
often used in urban planning today - revitalisation, regen-
eration, reconstruction, rehabilitation and remodelling. Ur-
ban regeneration is a method/process of rebuilding and 
reviving existing physical structures in the city through spa-
tial, architectural-urban and cultural interventions whose 
imperative is the well-being of the city and its inhabitants.
Over the past years, the focus of international organisa-
tions and countries has been on achieving sustainable 
development of cities. According to Jan Gel (Gehl, 2018), 
sustainability is an extensive concept and has a significant 
democratic dimension. Emphasis should be placed on dif-
ferent groups in society (city) and ensure equal opportu-
nities for their participation in city life. Due to problems in 
the economy, in small cities, priority should be given to ad-
dressing sustainability. For a city to be sustainable, it must 
have collaborative planning that will involve participants 
from local government, civil society, private business and 
residents. Also, sustainable city guidelines are particular-
ly focused on regeneration as one of the most practical 
solutions (Vanista Lazarevic E. 2003).
The border towns in the Republic of North Macedonia 
(R.N.M.) face a number of unsolved problems: economic 
(termination of work of medium-sized enterprises, insuffi-
cient development of entrepreneurship, reduction of jobs, 
resulting in the reduced local budget of the municipali-
ties), demographic (migration of population in the state 
and emigration from the state), socio-cultural (declining 
social relations and cultural values), spatial-urban (phys-
ical reduction of cities and lack of infrastructure require-
ments of cities) and environmental (stagnation in the 
development of the conservation of nature and natural 
resources, increased pollution of nature). Due to these 
problems faced by small towns in the country and the im-
possibility of their proper functioning and maintenance, it 
is necessary to adopt a concept and implement meas-

ures and guidelines for urban regeneration.
Examples of successful urban regeneration of two Europe-
an border cities - Roubaix in France and Bilbao in Spain, 
and their implemented measures, are the basis for the 
creation of new strategies and measures in the border cit-
ies in R.N.M for their rehabilitation in sustainable centres. 
This paper will analyse, classify and evaluate the meas-
ures implemented in the specific cities. Each measure is 
analysed separately to identify the basic problem-solving 
method and apply it to new strategies and action plans 
for the sustainable urban regeneration of border towns in 
the R.N.M, each with its own specifics and characteristics.

Research methodology and expected results 

The research methodology for this paper consists of a 
case study analysis of the cities under the study. Case 
studies and analyses include cities that have positive and 
successfully implemented urban regeneration measures 
– Bilbao and Roubaix, which through their comparative 
analysis and synthesis will enable the identification of key 
areas of action and cities in which those measures should 
be applied. For a comprehensive overview of the current 
situation in the cities of the R.N.M, a study of primary liter-
ature and planning documentation was undertaken. The 
comparison between the measures implemented by the 
E.U. cities and the cities in Macedonia where they should 
be implemented is made through critical analysis and the 
study of secondary literature. The expected results of the 
research should demonstrate and respond to the oppor-
tunities, ways and scope of successful policies implement-
ed in European cities – Bilbao and Roubaix, for sustainable 
urban regeneration in border towns in the R.N.M.

Successful city practices – A case study of Bilbao and 
Roubaix 

City problems and implemented results – Bilbao and Rou-
baix
The town of Bilbao is a border town in northern Spain, in the 
Basque Country, with a population of 345,821 habitants. 

DIRECTIONS FOR THE URBAN REGENERATION OF BORDER TOWNS IN THE
 REPUBLIC OF NORTH MACEDONIA FOR ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
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The town exists to the Atlantic Ocean in the Bay of Biscay, 
near the border with the Republic of France. Throughout his-
tory, the city has experienced two stages of industrialisation 
- the first being in the second half of the 19th century, char-
acterised by rapid population growth, shipbuilding, railroad 
construction, and metal ore excavation. From 1936 to 1939, 
Spain was in a civil war that caused widespread devastation 
in the city and a significant reduction in resources and popu-
lation. The second phase of industrialisation appeared in the 
mid-20th century, 1950 and is characterised by the rapid mi-
gration of immigrants into the city, the rapid and unplanned 
expansion of the city and suburbs, and the development of 
heavy industry (Moura F. 2018). This industrial development 
lasted until the beginning of the ‘70s. Spain, in the mid-1970s, 
is experiencing a general economic crisis that lasts until 1990. 
The economic crisis has caused general stagnation of the 
city, 14% population displacement, de-industrialisation and 
job closures.
The city of Roubaix is a border industrial city in northeastern 
France on the border with Belgium with a highly developed 
textile and metallurgical industry. The city has a population 
of 96.0772 habitants and is 15 km from the centre of Lille, the 
established regional capital. In the second half of the 19th 
century, Roubaix experienced an industrial revolution, fol-
lowed by high economic growth and population growth. 
Typical of textile towns, this city also contains a number of 
separate factories surrounded by dense housing and a nar-
row city street network and morphology. World War I and the 
Depression of the 20th century hit French industry so strongly 
that in the seventies of the last century, it began to crumble 
in the face of foreign competition, along with other heavy 
industries in the region. Unlike other French cities, where prob-
lems often arose in the peripheral residential areas, Roubaix 
suffered from the so-called “Inner collapse of the city”. The 
lack of new investments, the closure of factories and the col-
lapse of businesses in the city have made the city of Roubaix 
known as “the worst city in France” (Colomb C, 2006).
The Bilbao regeneration process was complex, multi-faceted 
and involved a wide range of actors and interests. Political 
leaders at the city, suburban, and regional levels understood 
the importance of structural changes in the state that were 
ongoing in the early 1980s (Rodriguez et al., 2001). This rec-
ognition and the urgency of the emergency in Bilbao and 
surrounding areas have sparked debates on the best strate-
gies and actions to initiate the city’s recovery. The interaction 
of political actors at all levels of government and the mutu-
al political consensus on the need for action has led to the 
emergence of a strong regeneration strategy and numerous 
strategic plans (Plöger Ј, 2008).

Table 1. Areas of Action and Measures for Urban Regener-
ation of Bilbao and Roubaix 
Areas of action Implemented 

measures

Bilbao Roubaix

Infrastructure 
and mobility

Reconstruction of the 
entire air and water 
transport system, con-
struction of the metro, 
investments in public 
city traffic (buses, trams 
and alternative traffic)

Introducing a new 
public transport sys-
tem in the city and 
intercity

Urban and
Environmental 
Recovery

Installation of a new 
water sanitation sys-
tem, soil remediation 
and de-zoning, green-
field site offerings, ur-
ban interventions, con-
struction of new public 
and residential build-
ings

Creating safe and 
attractive public 
spaces, building and 
improving housing, 
creating strategies for 
environmental pro-
tection

Investments 
and economic 
development

Establishment of eco-
nomic agencies for fi-
nancing regeneration 
projects, construction 
of technology parks, EU 
financial assistance

Recognising and in-
vesting in business 
potentials, increased 
state investment in 
public and commer-
cial buildings, rebuild-
ing the local econo-
my, opening up new 
industries, branding 
the city into a shop-
ping destination

Culture and 
promotion

Conducted cultural re-
generation of the city, 
attracting top foreign 
architects to work in 
the city, investment in 
the construction of cul-
tural facilities and insti-
tutions and internation-
al promotions

Opening cultural insti-
tutions, creating rich 
cultural programs in 
the city and their pro-
motion

Social programs Investments in build-
ing neighbourhoods 
for vulnerable citizens, 
staff training, employ-
ment assistance

Employment and 
training of young 
staff, inter-municipal 
co-operation
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Due to the numerous problems faced by the city over a 
relatively long period of time, it was crucial to take urban 
regeneration measures as quickly as possible. In 1994, the 
City Council and the Mayor devised a strategy and pro-
jects that prioritised the downtown area of the city that 
offers great opportunities and advantages for easy re-
generation. It is important to note that the overall urban 
regeneration had to be seen from a regional point of view 
and importance so that the City of Rubo was associated 
with the surrounding municipalities and cities in the con-
duct of regeneration projects. 
The strategy covered five areas of action (tab. 1), focus-
ing mainly on boosting the economy and increasing pop-
ulation and visitors.

Achievement results from the implemented regeneration 
measures in Bilbao and Roubaix

Two agencies have been set up to implement the ur-
ban regeneration measures of Bilbao: “Agencia Bil-
bao-Metropoli 30” and “Sociedad Bilbao Ría 2000”, which 
integrate, coordinate and undertake activities in the fields 
of urban planning, transport and environment and cover 
central and regional areas. Administration. The achieved 
results can be classified into several areas (Tab. 2). 

Figure 1-2. Urban Regeneration Of “Ametzola Area” In Bilbao, From An Industrial Zone To Residential Zone
Source: (Moura Filipe, 2018) Plans (Plöger Ј,2008). 
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Table 2. Results achieved from Bilbao and Roubaix’s urban re-
generation measures

Areas of 
action

Achieved results

Bilbao Roubaix

Economic re-
structuring

Rebuilding the
city’s 
economy

There is a shift in 
employment from 
industry to the ser-
vice sector and a 
massive increase in 
total employment 
from 267,000 to 
380,000 jobs over 10 
years. Extensive use 
of early retirement 
programs for older 
industrial workers 
and job creation 
programs by improv-
ing the skills for return 
migration of locally 
capable people.

Opening of a telecom-
munication centre. The 
entire city centre was de-
clared a tax-free zone in 
1997 with five years of tax 
exemptions for compa-
nies in which at least one-
third of all new employees 
come from a local area—
encouraging specialised 
textile businesses—devel-
opment of the city centre 
into a retail destination for 
attracting outside visitors.

P o p u l a t i o n 
development

Economic restruc-
turing and provision 
of adequate trans-
port infrastructure, 
public services and 
good urban plan-
ning have led to in-
creased population 
growth in suburban 
areas and places.

Between 2007 and 2014, 4 
500 new homes were built, 
with 38% of social housing 
programme, 32% of new 
private housing supply 
and 30% of intermediate 
housing supply, reduction 
in rents and housing pric-
es, and increased popula-
tion growth in urban areas.

Urban renewal Regeneration is based on a financial mod-
el for improving land value by changing the purpose of 
ex-industrial sites. Including all relevant levels of govern-
ment that have provided initial funding and E.U. support. 
Upgrading and expanding public transport infrastructure 
Reconstruction of public city spaces, streets and apart-
ment buildings. Increased security in the city. Increasing 
green spaces in the city. Improving housing stock: Re-
building housing in Roubaix is aimed at: continuing to 
upgrade social housing funds with central government 
funding, supporting the renewal of private housing stock 
and encouraging new housing in the private sector „Gug-
genheim effect“/development of culture in the city. The 
construction of the Guggenheim Museum has caused 
an increase in the number of tourists in the city and has 
made the city an important cultural centre Converting 
old industrial buildings into cultural centres to enhance 
the city’s image.

Figure 3. Converting Old Industrial Building Into A Cultural Centre 
In Roubaix (Colomb Claire, 2006)              

 

    Figure 4.  Reconstruction Of Public City Spaces  In 
Roubaix                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
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Overview of cities in the Republic of North Macedonia

Cities in R.N.M. face a number of problems and challeng-
es. The most drastic changes in this period are the small 
border towns in the country, where there is a decline in 
population, economic disruption, population migration, 
urban stagnation, etc. 
With the new political and economic systems in North 
Macedonia in the post-transition period, many cities 
have experienced these changes. There is economic mi-
gration of the population in two directions: to Skopje and 
the cities of European countries.

City problems of Kriva Palanka and Dojran

Kriva Palanka - The municipality of Kriva Palanka is lo-
cated in the northeast part of the Republic of North 
Macedonia near the border with the Republic of Bul-
garia. According to SWOT Analysis for Kriva Palanka, 
the weaknesses are: unfinished planning documents, 
lack of construction land, obsolete urban plans, low 
public awareness, unfinished property rights, municipal 
staff outflow, weak financial power of the population, 
underdeveloped service sector, poor communication 
Infrastructure etc. 
A characteristic problem is the emigration of young 
working-age people who go directly to the overseas 
debate. Decreased birth rates are also evident in the 
city and the countryside. The main reason every citizen 
points out is the lack of work and a low standard of liv-
ing.
Dojran - The second characteristic example is the mu-
nicipality of Dojran, which is quite different in terms of 
geographical location and climate characteristics from 
Kriva Palanka, but with the same problems from eco-
nomic and social aspects. The municipality of Dojran is 
located in the southern part of the Republic of Northern 
Macedonia, on the Macedonian - Greek border. 
The municipality is located on the shores of Lake Dojran, 
through which the municipality on the east side borders 
the Republic of Greece. Due to the environmental ca-
tastrophe of Lake Dojran in the 1990s, there was a sig-
nificant reduction in economic activities in the area of 
the municipality, which resulted in an eviction process. 
Now the problem in terms of the environment and the 
amount of water in the lake is resolved, but urban stag-
nation and the decline of the municipality and the city 
are significant weaknesses in all areas of the city’s op-
eration. 

Weaknesses also exist in the area of the population’s so-
cial status through: decrease in the number of students, 
poor technical equipment of public institutions, lack of 
social institutions, malfunctioning of basic cultural and 
educational facilities. The increase in tourism at the lo-
cal level is uncoordinated with the other activities of the 
municipality and other neighbouring municipalities.

Defining areas in which measures will be implemented

From the analysis of the implemented measures and 
the results obtained by districts in the cities of Bilbao and 
Roubaix,  the key elements are identified that will be 
applied in the urban regeneration strategy and action 
plans of the cities of Kriva Palanka (Fig. 5) and Dojran 
(Fig. 6).
Economic restructuring:
1. New light industries based on former industrial local 

capacities;
2. Workplace training and employment programs for 

the local population;
3. Tax exemption to local businesses to encourage 

small businesses;
4. Central government financing and public-private 

partnerships and economic and financial programs 
of EU funds.

Urban regeneration:
1. Planning in the field of urban planning through 

models of financial increases in the value of land by 
changing land use. Planning and construction of at-
tractive and safe public spaces;                                                                                                

2. Protecting the environment and increasing urban 
greenery;  

3. Expansion and construction of new public transport 
infrastructure that will enable efficient and inexpen-
sive urban, intercity and local public transport;   

4. Construction of new flats with favourable financial 
conditions for purchase and support in the renova-
tion of private buildings.  

Development of cultural activity and tourism:
1. Providing opportunities and support from the cen-

tral and local government for new cultural and cre-
ative activities at the local level and the growth of 
local cultural centres that enable the growth of ser-
vice activities and new employment, especially for 
young people.  

2. Planning new tourist destinations in the local and 
regional area related to cultural activity and local 
natural resources.  
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Conclusion – expected outcomes 

The main factors for the implementation and realisation of 
urban regeneration measures are:
1. Specified time limit; 
2. Establishment of expert implementing bodies to co-

ordinate central and local government activities and 
support from E.U. institutions and funds;

3. All measures in the three areas of action should be 
carried out parallel and concentrated because the 
measures are interconnected. With an integrated im-
plementation approach, the objective of urban re-
generation will achieve the new economic and social 
growth of cities individually and regionally.

With the adoption of strategies and action plans contain-
ing the essential elements of the measures and their im-
plementation, the expected results will be (Tab.3).

                Figure 5. Kriva Palanka   

   Figure 6. Dojran
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Table 3.  Expected outcomes from Kriva Palanka and Dojran’s 
urban regeneration measures

Areas of action Expected outcomes 
Kriva Palanka Dojran

Economic 
restructuring

Urban regenera-
tion with the aim at 
transforming the city 
into a transbound-
ary transit center in 
the Northeast with a 
developed rail and 
road infrastructure.

Urban regeneration 
with the aim at trans-
forming the city into 
a tourist hub of the 
Southeast. Support 
for the establishment 
of small businesses 
in tourism and rec-
reational activities 
through tax exemp-
tion measures that will 
enable employment 
of the young popula-
tion and return of dis-
placed working peo-
ple. 

Urban 
regeneration

The change of land 
use should enable 
the construction 
of new terminals, 
which will enable 
the development 
of service activities 
and new employ-
ments.

Planning and con-
struction through fa-
vorable conditions 
and on small residen-
tial units and the for-
mation of weekend 
settlements. 

Development of cultural activity and tourism

The new cultural events should be aimed at promoting 
cultural activities between R.N.M, Serbia and Bulgaria, 
with a joint new tourism offer. The border crossing with 
Greece and proximity to Bulgaria should enable joint tour-
ism co-operation as a common destination and hold a 
joint cultural event with different events attracting an in-
creasing number of visitors. 
The cities that were the subject of analysis in this paper, 
due to their successfully implemented urban regeneration 
measures - Bilbao and Roubaix, in size and geographical 
features do not match the cities in R.N.M. - Kriva Palanka 
and Dojran. However, their successfully applied method-
ology served as a model for the new concept of regener-
ation of the cities in R.N.M. 

Implementing these measures will provide the basis for the 
formation of new micro-euro areas in which Kriva Palanka 
and Dojran will become sustainable centres. 

Note

1 Извор: http://www.ine.es/ 
2 Извор:https://www.insee.fr/en/statitiques?debut=0& 
theme=1; 
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Introduction
 
Cities are facing new challenges every day, as more and 
more people are abandoning small towns and the coun-
tryside, migrating toward large and more developed ar-
eas. Urban development has been more on authoritarian 
policies and zoning, a process resulting in more negative 
effects such as the disruption of spatial scale and loss of 
landmarks, social problems, the imbalance between the 
city and the countryside, ect.  Cities are now trying to meet 
the needs without compromising the ability of the future 
generation to meet their own needs. So they are con-
cerned about getting sustainable development based on 
the economic, social and environmental. It sounds vital 
to have more balanced development, re-establishing the 
urban relation between the history of the past and the fu-
ture needs. They have to react to demographic changes 
while creating a viable transport network responding to 
the spatial, economic and social needs as they need to 
offer a better future in a globalisation world. On the other 
hand, there is the presence of cultural heritage in these 
urban settings, which defines the unique characteristics of 
the old town, the monuments, and the city’s cultural land-
scape, not to be lost at all. Development should not be 
understood just in terms of economic growth but also as 
means to achieve a more satisfactory intellectual, emo-
tional, moral and spiritual existence (ICOMOS, 2005).
This issue of urban heritage preservation, present in Europe 
for centuries, is displayed with a number of regional var-
iations, affected not only by urbanisation processes but 
also by wars and political developments. There is a global 
challenge in getting the needed urbanisation processes 
without impacting the culture and heritage of the city. 
(Pereira Roders and Van Oers, 2012). 
Nowadays, world heritage is being threatened by both 
aggressive development, effects of globalisation towards 
standardisation and westernisation and management 
deficiencies, bringing various forms of instability to human 
societies. (ICOMOS, 2005; Turner et al., 2011).  There is an 
interesting point of view in relating build cultural heritage 
to creating places or spaces with identity while minimis-

ing the effects of urbanisation where cities or places look 
alike. According to Swensen, the protection of the cultural 
heritage has the potential to be a platform for develop-
ing the place-specific character of urban regions”, while 
urban planning has more a global perspective rather. the 
protection of the uniqueness of the specific towns, their 
fabric and the historical landscape is a second-hand pur-
pose (Swensen, 2012:387).
Cultural heritage protection has a significant role in re-es-
tablishing cultural identity and diversity as key reference 
points while it is being used as a touristic attraction, a 
great contributor for the economic development of the 
communities, and city branding (ICOMOS, 2005).

The cultural heritage and urban development area in the 
city of Korça

Korça is the largest city in the southeast of Albania, with 
a significant history between the 15th and 20th centu-
ries. During the 18th and 19th centuries, the city has be-
come an important cultural and economic centre in the 
Balkans. At the beginning of the 19 century, the city was 
made of 3 neighbourhoods, the Varosh neighbourhood 
where the Christian community lived, the Kasaba neigh-
bourhood, the neighbourhood of the Muslim community 
and the Bazaar. The rivers of Morava divided the Varosh, 
built on the castle’s traces, from the Kasaba, and the Ba-
zaar was divided into two parts too. Each part of the city 
had its uniqueness due to its distinctive religious and social 
characteristics (Thomo, 2012).
During the second half of the XIX century and the begin-
ning of the XX century, the city stretched to the north. The 
“Republika” Boulevard is a typical example of the devel-
opment of this period, characterised by the development 
of urban villas. In 1920, public buildings were built during 
the Albanian government’s vitalisation and the influence 
of the Italian invasion.  After the Second World War, the 
city was developed in half circular form in north, west and 
south while a ring defines the boundary between the city 
and the agricultural lands. The city’s area was doubled 
to include the industrial zone in the suburbs and the res-

THE INTEGRAL MANAGEMENT OF URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROCESS AND CULTURAL 
HERITAGE PROTECTION IN THE CITY OF KORÇA
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idential zones in the north and south of the city (Thomo, 
2012).  During the communist regime, the development 
of residential buildings in the city’s suburbs and the reuse 
of the private courtyards in extending the existing houses 
since the families were growing.
The collapse of the communist regime in 1990 and the 
changes from the centralised economy to free trade led to 
huge stress over the city’s urban development and cultural 
heritage. The developments of this period are somehow 
chaotic, although the compactness of the city structure.
Today the city has a well-established urban and architec-
tural physiognomy. The city’s structure shows the traces 
of the political and economic development of different 
periods, sometimes being successful improvements; other 
times restrictions coming from the periods when these de-
velopments take place. In terms of urban structure, Korça 
is a compact city with a well-defined urban and functional 
structure (Thomo, 2012).   
At the beginning of the XXI century, the future develop-
ment was based on creating a Multifunctional city centre, 
getting the dynamic by using the real potential of the so-
ciety revealing its real character and identity. At this time, 
Korça was transformed into an economically depressed 
town, as the main economic sources of the city, such as 
rural and industrial production and trade, were not flour-
ishing, continuing with the poor physical conditions of the 
city public spaces and a considerable migration of the 
young people towards the capital city or abroad.  The 
municipality of the city hastened to deal with this urban 
decline.  According to a motion initiated by the Council 
of Europe toward the municipality of Korça in 2010, all the 
urban architecture was at risk from insensitive restoration 
and inappropriate development. The parliamentary as-
sembly called upon the government of Albania and the 
municipal authorities of Korça to protect the city’s urban 
architecture. The municipality, noticing this alerted situa-
tion, launched the international completion for the master 
plan of the city centre. The city was in a duality between 
the rich past and the present global needs to transform the 
city into a modern urban environment. The new develop-
ment had to highlight the identity of the city while devel-
oping new potentials. They wanted to build a city with high 
quality of life for the inhabitants and make it attractive. The 
city’s heritage could be used as a framework to create 
new poles of attraction, stimulate regional development, 
and restore the activities in a competitive international 
context.  The vision for the development of Korça was to 
transform it in the city of Charm. Korça is the most impor-
tant socio-economic centre in the southeast of Albania, 

with great potentials in cultural heritage and education. It 
had to deal with developing by highlighting Korça’s iden-
tity. More questions were raised about the real potentials 
of the city and the new or old directions of its future de-
velopment. The city needed to become a tourist attrac-
tion by preserving and restoring the cultural heritage and 
branding the environmental potentials while developing a 
sustainable place for the people living there.
The master plan competition won by BOLLES +WILLSON 
WAS THE right move launched by the municipality. The 
main purpose was the “return to the city’ revitalise the 
city centre, and restore the activities in a competitive in-
ternational context. (UNEP, 2004). The documents of the 
master plan prescribe a framework for the future devel-
opment of the entire central zone of the city of Korça, in-
tending to integrate new interventions within the inherited 
framework.  The aim was to create stenographic urbanism, 
protecting the real historical values of the city, restoring 
them as a background where the new modern functions 
of the city take place. So the master plan re-established 
the approach of space towards the monuments while giv-
ing shape to the city’s future, defining its ambitions, spatial 
qualities, atmospheres without losing the uniqueness and 
character of the city (BOLLES +WILLSON, 2010).  

The historical zone of the city, the studies for protecting the 
monuments

There have been different studies for evaluating and then 
protecting the cultural heritage of the city of Korça. The 
first one dates to 1973, where the city’s historical centre 
included three assembles: Mouse Areas and a protected 
Zone and 14 houses classified as cultural monuments of the 
first category for their architectonic values.  More detailed 
studies have been carried out, leading to the second zo-
nation of the year 1984. This study enlarges the city’s His-
torical Centre into four areas: 2 mouse zones, the Bazaar 
and the Old Varosh and two protected zones, while the 
number of the buildings named as cultural monuments 
has reached 23 (Thomo, 2012).  Other studies have been 
carried out through the years, mostly based on the area 
the first two studies have evaluated. 
In the actual plan for Cultural Heritage protection, Ac-
cording to The Decision Nr. 207, dated 15.3.2017, for the 
announcement of the historical centre of the city of Ko-
rça, the protected area has increased. The historical cen-
tre of Korça is an urban space with distinctive architectural 
values that documents the city’s historical development. 
The historical centre includes the Old Bazaar of Korça, the 
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city on the “Republica” Boulevard and some traditional 
nucleus in the third neighbourhood. Around the Historical 
centre, there is couture defining the protected zone. The 
area with archaeological potential is in the zone of the 
former fortress. In the document of strategic development 
of the city of Korça, for the year 2030, the city aims to 
have a sustainable development based on cultural her-
itage protection and environmental potentials. The stra-
tegic plan claims to promote tourism as a good source 
of economic development of the city by protecting and 
promoting the cultural heritage and creating touristic itin-
eraries while revitalising the city.

The Old Bazaar Of Korça  a new pole for the city

The Old Bazaar of Korça, located southwest of the city, 
near its centre, is a separate architectural ensemble in the 
city’s urban structure and part of its historic centre.  Korça 
is an urban centre widely known for its trade profile.  Trade 
has historically been the main source of the city’s eco-
nomic development,  mostly based on its geographical 
position. The Bazaar thus becomes the natural connection 
of the centre of the city with the suburbs and the region. 
The Korça’s Old Bazaar reached its peak during the sec-
ond half of the XIX century and early XX. The buildings that 

Figure 1. Map of the city of KorÇa attached to the Decision Nr. 207, dated 15.3.2017, showing the boundaries of the protected zone of 
the city, the boundaries for the Historical Centre and the Archaeological Zone. 
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have remained to this day belong to this period during 
which it was fully reconstructed according to advanced 
urban and architectural criteria. (Thomo, 2012)  Today 
only a portion of the reconstructed Bazaar was preserved. 
For its full extent and initial appearance, we can judge 
based on old photographs and based on documentation 
and oral data (IMKK, 2014).
In the urban structure of the city, the Bazaar created an 
ensemble of its own. It extended southwest of the city, on 
both sides of the Korça and Morava rivers. The two sec-
tions of the Bazaar were connected by wooden bridges, 
the main road coming from the city and crossing the riv-
er over an arched stone bridge over which shops were 
erected. The Bazaar itself was divided into two parts: the 
central part and a second part. The main composition-
al units of the Korça Bazaar were trading squares, shop 
buildings and inns. 

Figure 2. Old picture of the internal roads of the Bazaar – Source: 
IMKK 2014

Figure 3. Aquarelle Painting of the Old Bazaar ensemble – Source: IMKK 2014
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An important urban element was the clock tower, erect-
ed on the outskirts of the main nucleus, near the Large 
Mosque, today the Mosque of Iliaz Bej Mirahori. The 
squares were the compositional centre of the Bazaar and, 
historically its origin, the buildings for production and ser-
vice began to erect. (IMKK, 2014).The ensemble is locat-
ed in the perfect urban setting where trade makes it easy 
for the visitor to get in, walk down the main street, reach 
the central square and then continue the adventure on 
the narrow streets. Finally, after describing all the shops, 
inns, and workshops, you can go back to the main arter-
ies.  The Korça Bazaar was declared Cultural Monument 
of First Category for prominent architectural and artistic 
values. Inside it, The Monastery INN and The Elbasan INN 

were declared Cultural Monument of First Category.
The interventions for the renovation of The Old Bazaar of 
Korça had started in 2011, when the municipality, in col-
laboration with the European Union and the Institute of 
Cultural Monuments, did a good job in renovating the 
area’s infrastructure.  The action involves the renovation 
of the cobbled streets and squares, the renovation of the 
lighting, sewer system and water supply. The action has 
the intention to get an image closer to the historical im-
age of the Bazaar and to have a more efficient use of its 
actual functions (IMKK, 2014).
The Bazaar was in a very poor situation before the revital-
isation process took place, although the function of this 
area has continually been trading. The restoration process 
aimed to regain the lost historical values of the monument. 
They wanted to redevelop the shops for handicrafts, a tra-
dition of more than hounded years in this region, to restore 
the buildings of the inns and promote them while making 
this area a new attraction pole for the city. 
The revitalisation project had to deal with many problems, 
from the restoration of façades to interventions in the 
roofs, gutters, chimneys, windows and doors. Almost every 
detail of the buildings was transformed using traditional 
techniques. The façades were painted while the lighting 
of the area was redesigned. At this point of the work, the 
area was closed entirely. The municipality decided to de-
fine the use of the commercial areas of these buildings. It 
was set regulation in order to restore the existing functions 
to this newly redesigned space. 
The biggest challenge for urban heritage is continuity and 
compatibility since the historic settings need to change 
in form and function to adapt to the city’s new demand 
(Bandarin et al., 2010; Bandarin and Van Oers, 2012). 
According to the VKM 426 the year 2007, since the ensem-
ble is Cultural Monument of First Category, the interven-
tions on the building should be the only restoration. 
The main types of interventions, at the constructor level, 
were static and visual improvement of buildings, main-
taining their balanced structure and use. This intervention 
is carried out according to the techniques, modalities, 
and guidelines performed by architectural restorations. 
In this kind of restoration, it is important to respect the 
typological, constructive and functional qualities of the 
ensemble/work, avoiding those transformations that al-
ienate the characters.  In the interventions for the inter-
nal functional renovation of the buildings was essential to 
respect the typological and constructive equilibrium and 
quality of buildings, preventing those interventions that al-
ienate and distort the characters. The process had to deal 

Figure 4. Photos of the central Plaza the Bazaar before and after 
the revitalisation process – Source: Municipality Achieve
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with analysing each object, defining precisely the scale 
actual of degradation, causes of it and the mode of in-
tervention according to the definition of the Restoration 
card.  Rescuing and recovering from the collapse of all 
those objects heading for total degradation was another 
challenge (IMKK, 2014). 
The complete or partial architectural restoration was eval-
uated on each object according to the current state in 
order to strengthen the stability of buildings and preserve 
the architectural and historical values of the Bazaar. Ac-
cording to the restoration card, complete or partial con-
servative restoration of the façades of all buildings be-
longing to the Historic City Centre was accomplished. 
They were refurbishing elements of exterior facade finishes 
while preserving their originality as much as possible. The 
process proceeded with demolishing various metallic ele-
ments in the façades (such as tents) that have not been 
part of the monument incorrectly added by the owners 
by reducing the value of the object (IMKK, 2014). The aim 
was to revitalise the shopping area and its extensive in-
volvement in city life while preserving the original shop-
ping functions such as production, service, trading, and 
accommodation, thus promoting the historical values of 
this ensemble.

Conclusions

The Central Government of Albania has its merits in this 
revitalisation process. In 2013, the urban development of 
the cities became a priority of the Albanian government. 
The Albanian General National Plan, depending on the 
current and proposed status of urban centres and in order 
to ensure the development of the territory in accordance 
with GNP Vision “Shqiperia 2018”, proposes consolidating, 
reinforcing and regenerating cooperative and empow-
ering interventions for the urban centres. The overall aim 
of this initiative was to integrate Albania into the region 
in terms of competitiveness and brand the country as a 
tourist destination.
The project for the rehabilitation of the Old Bazaar of 
the city, with funds from the Albanian government, was 
a great success not only for the city. The Old Bazaar of 
Korça is one of the oldest ensembles in the southwest of 
the city, composed of shops, inns, and shopping squares 
(IMKK, 2014). The Old Bazaar Ensemble, being part of the 
historical heritage of Albania, unique in its kind, became 
an attractive point not only for Korça inhabitants, but it 
attracts even tourists’ from the regions. The Bazaar square 
is now used even as a public space for cultural events, 

concerts, and feasts. The municipality had the purpose of 
redeveloping this area mostly as a tourist attraction while 
promoting its historical values and using them as a unique 
background for the present needs of the inhabitants. The 
municipality gave a list of possible functions the commer-
cial spaces could adapt, such as shops for manufacture, 
trading local products and souvenirs, cafés, and restau-
rants. This space should help promote the city’s cultural 
potential while offering relaxing moments inside the build-
ings or in the public spaces. 
With the help of different founds and partners, the munic-
ipality accorded funds to the owners to give life to these 
buildings. The process of redefining the functions of the 
commercial spaces resulted in big discussions and resist-
ance from the owners of the buildings. However, the re-
sults we see today in that area are very inspiring. Today, 

Figure 5.  Photos of the Old Bazaar before and after the revitali-
sation process – Source: Municipality Achieve
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the Old Bazaar of the city is a tourist attraction, a place 
with shops, cafés, and restaurants, while the central plaza 
of the Bazaar serves as a place for many events, concerts, 
and shows every season. The narrow streets of the ensem-
ble are being used to gather the youth while bands play 
music, a traditional form of entertainment well known for 
decades in this city. The Inn’s inside this ensemble is being 
used as a hotel and as a place for events, promoting the 
area’s unique characteristics.
The economic feedback of this process is considerable 
since many more businesses are interested in renting ar-
eas inside the old Bazaar, while the renting prices have 
doubled or tripled compared to the ones before the revi-
talisation process of the ensemble. Many tourists are visit-
ing the city and love to spend time inside the Bazaar. 
“Protecting while branding the city!” could be the slogan 
used for this whole process of urban regeneration and cul-
tural heritage protection that occurred in the Old Bazaar 
of Korça.
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Development and state of protection of the industrial her-
itage on the territory of Belgrade
 
The development of Belgrade’s industry, with all the con-
tradictions and problems, as well as the ups and downs 
it encountered during the 19th and first half of the 20th 
century, namely, going through turbulent historical and 
social processes, economic development and emanci-
pation, cultural progress and modernisation, went hand in 
hand with the expansion of the city, its spatial and urban 
development.
At the end of the 19th century, thanks to the recognition 
of the independence of the Kingdom of Serbia and the 
beginning of modern economic and industrial develop-
ment, Belgrade as a capital stepped into modern Euro-
pean civilisation, which was especially pronounced at 
the beginning of the 19th century and after the First World 
War. Due to technical requirements and the need to con-
nect with river freight traffic, these complexes were built 
near rivers in the area of the Sava and Danube banks, 
forming the first industrial zone of the city.
The industrial heritage on the territory of Belgrade is very 
heterogeneous in relation to the represented types: man-
ufacturing workshops, factories, mills, warehouses, power 
plants, irrigation systems, etc. The greatest value of com-
plexes is their construction fund both from the cultural-his-
torical and architectural-urban point of view, which also 
presents the material evidence of the economic progress 
of Belgrade.
However, despite the great diversity of this type of archi-
tectural heritage, the status of the cultural monument has 
only: First Shareholder Mill, Observatory at Zvezdara, and 
“Milan Vapa” Paper Factory, while the following have the 
status of a cultural monument of great value: Main Rail-
way Station in Belgrade, Telephone exchange building in 
Kosovska Street, “Pantelić” Foundry in Zemun and Mete-
orological Station. Accordingly, in addition to the excep-
tional diversity and cultural significance, the analysis of the 
current state of Belgrade’s industrial heritage shows that 
many buildings and complexes were destroyed or ruined 
and that their plants were irreversibly lost as evidence of 

the technical culture of a specific period. This is a conse-
quence of the fact that the city is expanding intensive-
ly and that new residential and business zones are being 
built in industrial heritage areas. For that reason, today’s 
investors and city authorities have no interest in preserving 
them.

Teaching process in the field of study, protection and revi-
talisation of architectural heritage at the Faculty of Archi-
tecture in Belgrade

Within the educational system at the Faculty of Archi-
tecture of the University of Belgrade, there is a successful 
and long-term development of the curriculum in the field 
of study, protection, and revitalisation of architectural 
heritage, both in compulsory and elective subjects. The 
curriculum is in line with the ICOMOS recommendations 
adopted for education and training in the conservation 
of monuments, ensembles and sites in Colombo in 1993. In 
the education and training system in conservation, these 
recommendations understand that it is paramount to pass 
on all the necessary knowledge to those who directly or 
indirectly influence cultural heritage. Therefore, basic rec-
ommendations have been incorporated in various ways 
into the education and training system in conservatory 
practices in certain European countries and at the Faculty 
of Architecture in Belgrade.
Since 1990, the teaching process at the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture, in architectural heritage studies, has encom-
passed work on projects of the revitalisation of protect-
ed cultural and historical spatial ensembles to educate 
students to work in the very demanding field of contem-
porary architectural design in protected areas. With the 
adoption of the Bologna declaration in 2005, the condi-
tions were met for the Faculty of Architecture to create a 
teaching curriculum in the form of three degrees of stud-
ies: basic academic studies of architecture lasting three 
years, i.e. integrated academic studies lasting five years, 
master academic studies of architecture lasting two years 
and academic doctor studies of architecture and urban 
planning lasting three years.

MODERN POSSIBILITIES FOR PROTECTION, REVITALIZATION AND PRESENTATION OF 
INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE IN THE CASE STUDY OF “BAJLONI” BREWERY IN BELGRADE
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The subject of research, protection and revitalisation of ar-
chitectural heritage is studied in one semester at the third 
year of basic, i.e. integrated academic studies of archi-
tecture. Students are introduced to the architectural her-
itage in Serbia, by researching the development of pre-
historic, ancient, medieval, post-medieval and vernacular 
architecture, in the lectures of the courses Architectural 
Heritage in Serbia and Protection and Revitalization of 
Architectural Heritage. In addition to the development 
of architecture in Serbia, the lectures explore contem-
porary international charters and recommendations and 
basic principles and methods of protecting architectural 
heritage. By connecting these two topics, it is possible to 
understand their mutual interconnection, which empha-
sises the importance of background knowledge on the 
general historical course of development of architecture 
and settlements in the world and in designing and real-
ising contemporary approaches to protection and pres-
entation of architectural heritage. The most considerable 
change brought by the Bologna reform was introduced 
to master academic studies of architecture, which en-
abled students through various topics to expand their 
knowledge on theoretical questions related to the history 
of architecture and art and current theoretical questions 
in the field of contemporary conservation. 
The teaching process has been conceived in such a 
manner that a rather summarised subject of research, 
protection, and revitalisation of architectural heritage, 
introduced on basic academic studies, could further be 
expanded and upgraded by means of elective courses in 
which specific topics related to research, evaluation, pro-
tection, and revitalisation of archaeological sites, medie-
val fortified towns, the architecture of 19th and 20th cen-
tury in Serbia, as well as industrial heritage are addressed. 
Available elective courses dealing with this matter are 
organised for smaller student groups of 30-35, and they 
are: History and Theory 1 – Visual Culture in Architectural 
Theory and Practice, History and Theory 2 – Contemporary 
Principles of Preservation of Architectural Heritage, History 
and Theory 3 – Ancient Heritage in the Region and elec-
tive course 2 – Medieval Fortified Towns in Serbia.
 
Methodology of work in the elective course history and 
theory 1 – Visual culture in architectural theory and prac-
tice

During the school year 2018/2019, in the fall semester, a 
course titled History and Theory 1 – Visual Culture in the 
Architectural Theory and Practice, headed by Assistant 

Professor Marko Nikolić and teaching assistant Ena Takač, 
was realised in the course of the first year of master studies 
of architecture, i.e. in the fourth year of integrated aca-
demic studies of architecture at the Faculty of Architec-
ture of the University of Belgrade. 
This school year topic was related to the study of industrial 
heritage in the territory of Belgrade through the study of 
the “Bajloni” Brewery and the possibilities of its protection, 
revitalisation and presentation. During the one-semes-
ter course, which consists of lectures and assignments, 
students were able to familiarise themselves with a con-
temporary methodological approach of research and 
evaluation of industrial heritage both in the world and in 
Belgrade itself, as well as with the problems and methods 
of definition of potential and possibilities of regeneration 
of industrial heritage in accordance with contemporary 
needs. 
Students began their course work by field, literature and 
online sources research to familiarise themselves with the 
particularities of significant examples of industrial herit-
age in the world and Belgrade. After exploring the site, 
students analysed cultural, historical, urban, architectural 
and technical values of the area of the “Bajloni” brewery 
and its surroundings and previous approaches to protec-
tion and presentation of this complex. Students were in-
troduced to the process of evaluating industrial facilities 
in the lectures. After collecting data, they could evaluate 
the complex on the “Bajloni” Brewery in Belgrade. Fol-
lowing the collection of basic data on the complex’s his-
torical, urban, and architectural development, students 
presented the research results, particularly accentuating 
evaluation and emphasising its values, which are to be 
included in the future proposals for the reconstruction and 
revitalisation of this significant complex.

Analysis of cultural-historical values of “Bajloni” brewery 
and its surroundings

An industrialist Filip Đorđević built a brewery around 1850, 
on the corner of present-day Belgrade’s Skadarska and 
Cetinjska streets, which citizens dubbed “Mala” or “Filip’s” 
Brewery. He managed the brewing business on his own 
until 1871 when he invested Pivara as his shareholding 
stake into the newly formed “First Serbian Brewery Joint 
Stock Company”. The business was not doing well, and 
because of ever bigger and more frequent problems, the 
“Mala” brewery was bought from Joint Stock Company 
in 1883 by an industrialist Jovan Brabec. Judging from the 
previous work of this Brewery, he realised that it had to be 
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modernised. 
He introduced the steam engine into the production, 
which gave Belgrade its second steam-powered Brewery, 
after the Weifert brewery. During this time, he built several 
new facilities and additionally modernised the production 
process. However, due to a string of adverse results, he 
had to sell the Brewery to the Bajloni family. They incorpo-
rated the Brewery into their company “Ignjat Bajloni and 
Sons”, and they officially began beer production in 1888.
Being in the hands of the Bajloni family, the brewery com-
plex underwent significant changes in exterior architec-
ture and interior construction of facilities. 

The buildings built before the renovation of the Brewery in 
1921 are generally lower, made of fire-baked bricks and 
concrete pillars with a relatively small span of bearing el-
ements. On the other hand, the rhythmic composition of 
the facade of the street front was formed by pilaster and 
frieze of blind arcades. 
The facilities built after 1921 are one-story buildings de-
signed for certain functions of the factory’s production 
process, whose large spans were bridged by a system of 
reinforced concrete columns and ribbed ceilings. Unlike 
the facilities built before 1921, exterior architecture did not 
have decorative elements.
By decision of the Cultural Heritage Preservation Institute 
of Belgrade, no. 322/2 of 28 August 1967, the “Bajloni”
A group of experts from the Cultural Heritage Preserva-
tion Institute of Belgrade consisting of Željko Škalamera 
and Gordana Gordić prepared a report on the Brewery in 
1971. It evaluated its facilities with the final conclusion that 
the Brewery should be preserved as a brewing museum. 
The museum’s foundation had not been carried out as this 
industrial complex was sold in 2006 since, at that moment, 
it has been increasingly ruined. Nowadays, this industrial 
complex, despite the poor preservation of architecture 
and the lack of original equipment for beer production, 
has been partially revitalised by adequate amenities such 
as gallery or catering facilities. However, what current 
amenities lack is presenting visitors to this complex the 
original purpose of the Brewery that would utilise the exist-
ing facilities.

Possibilities of protection, revitalisation and presentation 
of “Bajloni” brewery – students’ achieved results

Based on the conducted analyses of the “Bajloni” Brewery, 
students concluded that their solutions should be worked 
out according to current needs representing the historical 
development and production process of this complex. 

Figure 1. Steam-powered brewery “Ignjat Bajloni and Sons” (up), 
Chronology of complex construction (down)       – buildings built 
by the end of the 19th century;       - cellars built by the end of 
the 19th century;      - buildings built from 1900 to 1921;     - build-
ings built after reconstruction from 1921 to 1940. Source: Nenad 
Lukić, “Parna pivara Ignjat Bajloni i sinovi 1888-1946“, Nasledje, 
no. XVI (2015), p.127 and p. 133) Brewery was put under legal 
protection as a spatial, cultural and historic ensemble “Skadar-
lija”, with particular historical, memorial and ambience values.

Figure 3. Proposal of the revitalization of an old warehouse –cur-
rent state (left), a proposal of revitalization (right). Source: stu-
dents Vera Agoli, Milena Arsić, Marija Andrić, Slađana Aničić i 

Sofija Bjegović.
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By forming this approach, the students emphasised the 
importance of presenting tangible and intangible values, 
thereby contributing to the preservation of the authentic-
ity and integrity of the complex. 
With careful consideration of new activities, students 
aimed at keeping the primary cultural-educational char-
acter of the complex by reactivating the complex with 
new artistic and educational functions, thus making it 
more attractive to visitors.
The starting point in the proposal of the revitalisation of the 
former Brewery refers to the transformation of its facilities 
with maximum preservation of original spatial organisa-
tion, structures, architectural shaping, as well as intangible 
values of this industrial complex. 
Therefore, the main goal of this proposal was to find a bal-
ance between the old and the new in order to preserve 
the authenticity of the “Bajloni” Brewery. Entrance into the 
complex is envisaged as a semi-open viewpoint, offering 
an opportunity to see the whole complex of the Brewery 
and form an exhibition space. The concept design pro-
poses the organisation of the inner, central, open space, 
surrounded by existing catering facilities, which would 
form an open, multi-purpose space of different features, 
built by prefabricated elements, which, depending on the 
needs, could include the following facilities: a market, a 

seating area, a space for temporary exhibitions and other 
cultural events such as: concerts and film projections in 
the open. A modular system would define the area, and 
the basic element would be a beer crate – a box for stor-
ing beer. 
According to the students ‘ proposal, the revitalisation of 
this industrial complex also includes the creation of an ex-
hibition and educational space within the old warehouse. 
The introduction of educational function in the form of 
various workshops and lectures related to beer brewing 
and the complete history of this place enables the rein-
terpretation of one-time appearance of beer workshop, 
plant and machines.
Students also saw the potential for revitalisation of this 
complex in the old warehouse facility. Their design envis-
aged the development of the exhibition and educational 
facilities, which would enlighten users about the historical 
development of this building and the beer production 
process. 
By placing a glass curtain wall on the main facade of the 
building, the students have closed this space and facilitat-
ed its uninterrupted use. With a contemporary renovation, 
this facility is meant to function as a museum and a centre 
for culture and education promotion. In addition to the 
revitalisation of the old warehouse, this group of students 

Figure 3. Revitalization of the central inner yard – intervention 
position within the complex (up left), current state (up right), a 
proposal of revitalization (down). Source: students Vera Agoli, 

Milena Arsić, Marija Andrić, Slađana Aničić i Sofija Bjegović.

Figure 4. Proposal of organization of inner yard plateau  - current 
state (up left), a proposal of revitalization (up right and down). 
Source: students Jelena Pavlica, Miloš, Pavlović and Jovan Al-

eksić.
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also included the solution to the inner open space of the 
complex in their proposal. After adding new amenities 
to various spaces and facilities, the students concluded 
that the space in front of the warehouse should be organ-
ised as a multi-purpose plateau. Therefore, the plateau 
pavement and all pedestrian paths within the complex 
are conceived as interactive surface, which guides the 
user to other amenities within the complex, all the while 
informing them about the historical development of the 
industrial complex itself.

Conclusions

In line with recommendations on education in the field of 
protection of architectural heritage, it can be deduced 
that the reform of studies at the Faculty of Architecture of 
the University of Belgrade follows a general direction and 
scope existing in other European countries. 
Although the Bologna reform, on the one hand, signifi-
cantly shortened the lessons attended by all students on 
courses related to the historical development of architec-
ture and arts on basic and integrated academic studies 
of architecture, on the other hand, this reform facilitated 
the improvement of lessons with specific topics which had 
not been previously explored in the teaching process, 
within elective courses on master and integrated aca-
demic studies of architecture. 
Through their work on specific topics related to research, 
evaluation, protection, and revitalisation of architectural 
heritage, the newly created elective courses enabled stu-
dents to develop their knowledge in solving contempo-
rary problems in the protection and revitalisation of histor-
ical sites and ambience’s. 
The work on the course History and Theory 1 - Visual Cul-
ture in Architectural Theory and Practice introduced stu-
dents to contemporary principles of protection, revitalisa-
tion and presentation of industrial heritage in the world. 
It facilitated the application of the acquired knowledge 
to the specific example of industrial heritage in Belgrade. 
Accordingly, students’ concept designs filled the “Bajloni” 
Brewery complex with brand new amenities to improve 
the historical, cultural and technological values which the 
Brewery has. 
Therefore, a dynamic concept of continual authentici-
ty enrichment of historical place was thus supported by 
changes and layers brought about by history, with the 
necessary adherence to the guidelines of international 
charters and recommendations.
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Introduction

Modernization means the process of adapting something 
to modern needs or habits (Oxford Languages). However, 
the results of that process also become obsolete over time 
because needs and habits change, and buildings fall into 
decay. In the case of some buildings, as their construction 
and functional value are declining, the cultural value is 
growing. By recognizing and acknowledging the cultur-
al values of such buildings, they become cultural monu-
ments. It often happens that the process of rehabilitation 
of such buildings, and especially complexes, becomes 
difficult because of the changes that have taken place in 
the past in the name of progress and modernization. 
In this paper, rehabilitation refers to a series of repairs and 
interventions on existing buildings that bring them closer 
to the modern usage requirements while preserving their 
original characteristics and adequate repurposing. This is 
precisely the case with a historically and culturally valu-
able but neglected industrial complex, “Sugar Factory”, 
designated as a cultural monument, recognized from the 
aspect of brownfield regeneration as excellent potential 
for developing a new city unit of high ecological, cultural 
and aesthetic values. 

Case study – Sugar factory in Čukarica

The Sugar Factory in Radnička Street 3 and 3a in Čukarica 
is the first industrial, architectural complex in Belgrade to 
be designated as a cultural property (Decision, “Official 
Gazette of the City of Belgrade”, No.23 / 84). It is one of 
very few preserved factory complexes from the end of 
the 19th century in Belgrade, important for understand-
ing and monitoring the urban development of Belgrade 
since its construction conditioned the establishment of 
Čukarica as workers’ housing. Also, the Sugar Factory is an 
integral part of the cultural and historical unit of Topčider, 
which has been identified as a cultural asset of exception-
al importance for the Republic of Serbia due to its special 
natural, aesthetic, cultural and historical values. It is locat-
ed in its northern part, on the bank of the Sava River, more 

precisely the Sava estuary (Zimovnik), in the immediate 
vicinity of Belgrade Fair, Hippodrome, Ada Mall, a large 
recreational zone with unique natural values - Ada Cigan-
lija and Ada Bridge, connecting this part of Belgrade with 
New Belgrade.

History

The Sugar Factory is the first industrial facility of its kind in 
Belgrade. Since its founding in 1898 until today, it has had 
several developmental stages, each accompanied by 
property transformation and works on the reconstruction 
and modernization of the factory. It was founded by the 
main shareholders of a large sugar factory in Regensburg: 
Alfred Hake, Julius Goldsmith and Max Weinshenko, who 
in 1900 erected the first facilities in the complex: a ma-
chine hall, a drying section, clerks and workers’ apart-
ments and a head office building. The first reconstruction 
and modernization of the factory were carried out under 
their management. The factory was owned by foreign 
capital until May 1920, when it was sequestered by a de-
cree on the property of enemy subjects and temporarily 
placed under the management of the Ministry of Justice, 
Division for the Management of Hostile Property. In 1925 it 
became part of the state property and remained state-
owned until the Second World War. Once again, during 
the state management of the factory, major reconstruc-
tion and modernization of the factory took place in 1930-
1931. The main departments of the reconstructed factory 
were: beet processing department, refinery, boiler section 
and power plant. 
A new noodle drying section was also built. In response 
to increased molasses production, a new factory for the 
production of ethyl alcohol and yeast was built within the 
complex. In the period 1939-1940, a boiler section with tur-
bine and generator, laboratories, workshops, and finished 
goods warehouses were built within the complex. Due to 
the damage during the Second World War, a new recon-
struction and modernization of the factory followed after 
the liberation. Production at sugar factories and ethyl al-
cohol and yeast production took place at the same time 

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES OF REHABILITATION OF ABANDONED 
INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE SITES IN THE CONTEXT OF FORMER MODERNIZATIONS
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until 1983, after which sugar production was transferred 
to Padinska Skela. The plants at the subject location were 
abandoned, and the equipment was transferred to a 
new factory or sold out. The ethyl alcohol and yeast pro-
duction plants continued to operate; in 1984, they were 
put under the management of the newly formed compa-
ny (Dimitrijević-Marković, Sretenović, 2008).

Existing state: physical structure and ownership

Numerous reconstruction works resulted in the mixed 
building structure in the complex, both in terms of archi-
tectural values and their function. The oldest and most ar-
chitecturally valuable buildings date from the foundation 
of the factory. The machine hall makes the spatial focal 
point of the complex with its immense size and high chim-
ney. The drying room, with simultaneously built technical 
material warehouse, have also been preserved, as well as 
clerks’ and workers’ flats and the administrative quarters 
building – which is now a restaurant. These were built simi-
lar to industrial, architectural structures in the 19th century 
in northern and central Europe (use of brick in material-
ization, simplicity in facade design, reduced decorative 
elements, etc.). 
Nowadays, it is primarily a neglected and devastated 
area, which does not represent a whole, either function-
ally or proprietary. The part that once belonged to AD 
Vrenje, including the part of the machine hall, is also phys-
ically separated from the rest of the complex by a wire 
fence. Residential buildings for former workers and clerks, 
now with privatized apartments that in the meantime 
changed owners, are spatially but not functionally part of 
the complex. Common to almost all non-residential build-
ings is the lack of maintenance and deterioration, aban-
donment or endangerment due to inadequate purpos-
es, with the exception of the theatre, with long standing 
problems about ownership status, formed in one part of 
the machine hall. In addition to various types of damage, 
traces of partial, non-professional interventions are visible 
in almost all buildings. Several buildings that have been re-
cently constructed for various purposes, from housing to a 
gas pump, additionally spoil the space (Dimitrijević-Mark-
ović, Sretenović, 2008) (Fig.1).

Rehabilitation opportunities and problems

Despite its relatively poor condition, the complex has 
mostly preserved its ambience. All the facilities, regardless 
of their condition and individual values, participate in its 

formation and testify to the establishment of the factory. 
These points to the necessity of planning the actions and 
preserving the complex with all its buildings. This is support-
ed by all relevant institutions involved in the planning pro-
cess, the Republic Institute for the Protection of Cultural 
Monuments, the Urban Planning Institute of Belgrade and 
the Belgrade City Assembly.

Figure 1. Current state of the Sugar Factory. Source: Dimitrijević 
Marković, Pucar.
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Figure 2.  Sugar factory – Purpose plan area. Source: DRP no. 98/16.

Plan basis for interventions in space

The plan creates conditions for good urban design but 
also successful rehabilitation of space and facilities. In the 
Detailed Regulation Plan for the spatial cultural and his-
torical unit Topčider - Phase II, Unit 1, (Official Gazette of 
the City of Belgrade, No. 98/16)/DRP), the factory space is 
defined as a  construction complex, with eighteen build-
ing lots for other purposes, of which seventeen building 
lots were formed around the existing evaluated buildings. 
In contrast, one is intended for the construction of a new 
facility, and one public lot covering the remaining space 
intended for open and green spaces in the function of the 
facilities in the complex. The DRP permits fencing of the 
whole complex, except for the building plots within the 
complex, their parcelling or re-parcelling, and changing 
the boundaries of the building complex (Fig. 2).

The complex, including all the buildings, is classified into 
several categories, and possible interventions are defined 
respectively. The complex is classified as category I, which 
requires strict protection measures to preserve the urban 
and architectural authenticity of the space, i.e. the envi-
ronment. Hence, it has to be treated as a single whole. 
The facilities within the complex, directly related to the 
factory’s construction and development phase, are clas-
sified as Category II and III facilities. They are planned to 
be retained and re-purposed, restored, rehabilitated and 
revitalized solely within the existing size and dimensions. 

All the remaining buildings in the complex (one historic 
building that has lost its value due to many transformations 
and newer buildings that significantly devastate space) 
are planned for removal. 
According to the DRP, the retained buildings will be re-pur-
posed as facilities with cultural and cultural education fa-
cilities: museum exhibitions, galleries, theatres, cinemas, 
libraries, art and educational workshops, etc. 
On a smaller scale (up to 20% of each building), the in-
troduction of commercial contents is allowed, such as 
catering facilities, bookstores, souvenir and promotional 
material shops, etc. 
In addition to the contents and purposes of the complex, 
within the clearly defined lines of buildings, the construc-
tion of a new building is allowed, with P+2 height and an 
area of up to 2400 m2.

The negative effects of past changes on the current reha-
bilitation of the complex according to the DRP

The plan gains its final sense only through realization. It re-
quires considerable financial resources and a clear goal, 
i.e. political will. In the case of this complex, besides the 
funds for the renovation and re-purposing of evaluat-
ed buildings and adequate landscaping, it is necessary 
to provide financial resources. Olso to find ways to solve 
problems related to the ownership structure in this area, 
which appeared as a consequence of changes made to 
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improve and modernize the factory and production pro-
cess. Apartments in purpose-built residential buildings for 
workers and clerks were privatized in the 1990s, thus ena-
bling a change of ownership.
The construction of a new factory for the production of 
spirits and yeast within the complex was logical and de-
sirable for the production process and the overall perfor-
mance improvement. However, it enabled the division 
and transformation of the ownership structure in the newly 
created social circumstances. 
In order to be renewed and to acquire new cultural con-
tent defined by the plan, it is necessary to reconnect it to 
the whole functionally. Renovating and re-purposing all of 
the evaluated facilities of both factories and a large num-
ber of privatized apartments in residential buildings and 
remove facilities that devastate the space. Addressing 
this problem burdens the operational aspect additionally. 
It financially increases the enormous costs of rehabilitating 
brownfield sites and facilities and complexes, so the ques-
tion arises whether the plan still came too late. 
It could have been avoided with timely consideration, 
given that the Sugar Factory was established as a cultur-
al monument in 1984 when the plants for the production 
of spirits and yeast were placed under the management 
of the newly formed company. The privatization of apart-
ments began a few years later. Although the value of the 
complex was recognized, there was no clear definition of 
protection measures, i.e. a clear vision of the future of this 
complex. If it existed, there would be an opportunity to 
maintain the integrity of the complex and prevent the ac-
tions that led to ownership transformations, which today 
represent an aggravating circumstance for the rehabilita-
tion of the complex.
However, the fate of the plans is uncertain. The plan in 
question is supported by the Draft Amendments to the 
General Regulation Plan - City of Belgrade (UNITS I – XIX) 
/ GRP, phase I. On the other hand, the second phase of 
GRP is planned to be realized later to align with the fu-
ture General Urban Plan of Belgrade 2041, whose devel-
opment is in progress and should be adopted by the end 
of 2021. Time will tell how much GUP BG 2041, as a stra-
tegic urban plan, will leave the existing DRP unchanged, 
including the DRP for the spatial and cultural-historical unit 
Topčider, phase II, unit 1. 
Following the adoption of the above mentioned DRP, 
Belgrade Land Development Agency, in cooperation 
with the Association of Architects of Serbia, launched an 
open, poll-based, single staged competition for an ur-
ban-architectural solution of the broader area of the Hip-

podrome, which included the space of the Sugar Factory. 
Participants were required to offer architectural solutions 
for constructing a new facility and the landscaping of the 
complex. Architectural solutions for the revitalization and 
reconstruction of evaluated buildings were not the subject 
of the competition, but merely the submission of proposals 
for their contents that would agree with the purpose and 
contents of the open public space whose design was the 
subject of the open competition. This competition was used 
to promote the location in Radnička Street (former Jugo-
petrol) as a location in preparation for ceding to investors, 
favoured it as the most commercial. However, one of the 
goals of the competition was a comprehensive view of all 
three complexes (Sugar factory, Hippodrome and Jugo-
petrol). Also, the recently built pedestrian walkway across 
Radnička Street, which connects location with Ada Cigan-
lija, deviates by shape and position from the first-prize win-
ning competition solution, favouring the shopping centre 
in relation to the protected complex (gradnja.rs), (Fig.3).

Figure 3. Newly built walkway in front of one of the valued build-
ings of Sugar factory. Source: Dimitrijević Marković, Pucar.
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Figure 4. Visible deterioration of valued buildings (2007-2021). Source:
 Dimitrijević Marković, Pucar.



272

The authorities of the City of Belgrade still intend to acquire 
ownership rights over the complex of the Sugar Factory 
and enable the conversion of this space into a cultural 
centre. The city government also announced the takeo-
ver of the management of the K.P.G.T. Theatre, which is 
located in the part of the machine hall. The status of ten-
ants in residential buildings remains undefined.
There is an announcement by the main city planner that 
the tenants will move out of the complex, but not before 
2023 after new residential buildings are built for them.
What will happen remains to be seen? The fact that the 
condition of most facilities is such that any delay leads to 
further decay. (Fig. 4) 
Buildings of more modest dimensions and architectural 
values in the complex are particularly sensitive, and their 
restoration, unless they completely collapse in the mean-
time, could be called into question. The situation supports 
this thesis with many brownfield sites in Belgrade where 
existing complexes are being cleared to allow space for 
new construction, with the possible retention of one build-
ing, but only if the space enjoys some form of protection.

Conclusion

The basic prerequisites for successfully rehabilitating aban-
doned architecturally and historically valuable industrial 
complexes are their timely identification and designation 
as cultural property, with clearly defined values.  Further-
more, measures of protection of those values, respected 
by urban planners and incorporated into the urban plan, 
which, as a rule, should be devised and adopted before 
potential investors get interested in the complex. Anoth-
er prerequisite is clearly expressed political will to support 
and carry out the planned rehabilitation and a strong, re-
sponsible and conscious community to encourage and 
control it. Researchers have analysed the typology and 
morphological development of industrial heritage and 
the potentials and opportunities for sustainable regen-
eration (Nepravishta, 2015) and urban strategies for the 
transformation and reuse of post-industrial areas (Ozturk, 
Cahantimur, Beceren Ozturk, 2013). By analysing the trans-
formations and their consequences, some lessons can be 
learned for future modernizations.
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38
Edlira Çaushi, Enkeleida Goga Beqiraj

Historical background of Lunxheri region and monas-
tery of St. Mary of Spile

The Church of St. Mary of Spile is located in a magical 
landscape, not far from the village of Saraqinishtë, in 
the Lunxheria region (Fig. 1). It was included in the na-
tional list of immovable culture heritage since January 
1963, holding the status Cultural Monument of 1st Cate-
gory. The church is the only remaining building from the 
monastery complex with a domed cross-in-square plan 
composition (Thomo, 2005). The Monastery of Spille was 
administered by the patriarch of Constantinople, and 
moreover, enjoyed the status of a stavropoic monas-
tery (Barra, 1966). At the foot of the rock of which the 
monastery is built, there is a cave partially enclosed, 
creating so, a more intimate interior of a so-called St. 
Nicholas Chapel (Giakoumis, 2003). The monastery of 
Spile was believed to have been an important healing 
centre. According to different sources, the monastery 
also could provide medical assistance to communities. 
Written sources also highlight the rich library that the 
monastery once had, which was then lost (Giakoumis, 
2002).

The only surviving structure of the complex is the church. 
It is constituted by the naos, narthex, and the open porch 
with columns on the southern side. The naos has a domed 
cross-in-square plan composition, with internal dimensions 
7,40x6,20 (Thomo, 2005). 
By studying the architectural elements, the church may 
have been built before 1623 by the same masters who 
also constructed the St. Nikolas church in Saraqinishtë - 
Lunxeria (Giakoumis, 1994). Probably, we are dealing with 
a group of masters who acted in the region during 1620-
1630 (Giakoumis, 2013).
According to the inscription above the western door, the 
naos was painted by Mihal (which must be the Mihal from 
Linotopi) in 1634 (Popa, 1998). This mural painting is con-
sidered the last work sui generis, signed by Mihal Linotopi, 
in Albanian territory (Giakoumis, 2003). Only 25 years later, 
the wall of the narthex was also painted. 
According to the inscription on the eastern wall, it was 
completed in 1658-59 (Popa, 1998). No one was men-
tioned as the author of the artwork, but lastly, it was attrib-
uted to Joan Scutari and his workshop (Houliaras, 2017). 

Materials and methods

A variety of methods can be used to investigate ancient 
pigments and mural paintings; the most suitable methods 
for each study are chosen depending on the type and 
amount of sample available (Gil-Torrano et al., 2019; Ba-
hadori et al., 2012). Because of the limited amount of sam-
ples from mural painting, a portable XRF, as a non-invasive 
method, was used in situ to obtain preliminary information 
on the pigments and select the micro samples of the mu-
ral paintings. Laboratory analytical techniques such as 
stereo-microscopy, polarised optic microscope, sieving 
analyse (granulometry) were conducted to characterise 
the stratigraphy of paintings, the composition of prepara-
tory layers and investigate the probable raw materials 
used for pigments and mortars. The study methods were 
determined consulting with published papers by different 
authors (Hadril et al., 2003; Schmidt et al., 2016; Gil-Torrano 
et al., 2019 etc.).

SUSTAINABLE REVITALIZATION OF THE HISTORICAL BUILDING 
THROUGH PRESERVATION OF THE AUTHENTICITY 

 Figure 1. St. Mary of Spile Mmonastery. 
Source: Photo E. Çaushi.
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The study of the mural paintings was carried out through 
several techniques, including in situ techniques such as 
T-XRF, Micro x-ray fluorescence (μXRF). The textural features 
of samples were studied by stereomicroscopic observa-
tion on the surface and in cross-section using a Nikon SMZ 
745T Stereomicroscope. The cross-section of the painting 
(stratigraphy) was studied with a stereomicroscope and 
Polarized Optical Microscopy using a Leitz Laborlux 11 Pol 
S, which allowed to determine the number and sequence 
of layers, their thickness, as well as the composition of pig-
ments and mortars (Gil-Torrano et al., 2019).
Sieve analysis was conducted for determining the particle 
size distribution of sand used for preparatory layers and 
binder/aggregate ratio assessment, defining their recipe 
meanwhile.

Aspects of artistic techniques performed on the Naos and 
Narthex wall paintings 

A mural painting in fresco technique requires some specific 
conditions and high technical skills. The master had to work 
on the still-moist plaster to accomplish his work. The wall sur-
face needs to be divided into rectangular or even irregular 
surfaces, each of which must be painted in one day. Accord-
ing to Dionysius of Fourna, the plastering process has to be 
done on the soaked wall the day before (Da Fourna’, 1971). 
The division of the working days for the Byzantine paintings 
was based on the subject. They could be multi-character 
scenes, total saint figures or half-figure medallions and/or or-
naments.
In the case of the naos of Spile, we were able to ascertain 
the plaster level in different areas quickly and consequently 
determine the starting and ending place of a working day 
termed as giornate or pontate (Botticielli, 2005), (Rinaldi, 
2011), (Fig. 2).
Those working days do not include large surfaces on the 
naos walls. The scenes are also of small dimensions. Pontates 
are presented as singular working days in the realisation of 
medallions. They are extended horizontally across the walls 
of the naos. At the same time, the lower register representing 
the standing saint figures has only a single joint which means 
that the work was accomplished in only two days.   In the 
case of narthex painting, it does not appear easy to iden-
tify the division of painted surfaces (giornate). It could be 
distinguished only in the lower register, separated from the 
upper one and apparently constituted in a particular work-
ing day. Technically speaking, it is extremely difficult to paint 
such a large surface within a day, considering the specific 
requirements of the fresco technique. In this case, our reflec-

tion leads: first, the author must have had the assistance of 
several adjutants to organise a significant part of the work; 
second, the wall may also have been divided into giornate, 
but the technical mastery of the author (s) makes the joins 
indistinguishable; third, each narthex wall may have been 
painted in a single day, and this reinforces, in a way, the first 
argument. It can also justify the lower register’s bad state of 
conservation, which means that it was painted over almost 
a dry plaster. 
As written above, while the plaster was still humid, every 
technical step had to be carried out in a short time. Thus, the 
next intervention was to establish the orientation points to 
help the artist better organise the daily surface (Da Fourna’, 
1971). In the post byzantine painting technique, the orienta-
tion points on the layered plaster were performed through 
the preparatory drawing (Da Fourna’, 1971). 
In this case, Mihal from Linotopi has used ochre colour for 
sketching the portraits and the red colour for the dresses (Fig. 
3). The preparatory drawing is applied with a brush (Da Four-
na’, 1971) and is rather a kind of an indicative sketch for the 
realisation subsequent of the features. As mentioned above, 
the realisation of mural painting in the fresco technique re-
quires good technical skill, and Mihal from Linotopi was up 
to the mark. As far as the narthex wall painting is concerned, 
the preparatory drawings are also executed with bordeaux 
and ochre colours. The transparency of the overlapping 
paint layer allows identifying the so-called pentimento. 
It is the case when the painter has drawn a picture and then 
moved it to another position. It can be easily noticed in the 
lower register saints’ halos on the western wall of the narthex. 

Figure 2. “Giornate” detected on the naos wall paintings at St. 
Mary of Spile church. Source: Photo E. Çaushi.
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The scratching technique, also used for organising the sur-
face before the painting process, is carried out with sharp 
tools. It is mostly used in defining quadratic decorations of 
the garments as well as the folds or draperies (Fig. 4).
 Through the tiny holes found in the middle of the portrait’s 
figures, we could realise the use of, compass for the real-
isation of the halos. The initial filling colour on the portraits 
performed by Mihal is terra verde (green earth), a colour 
that could be defined between brown and green and 
which serves as the base for the shadows. Scutari’s atelier 
applies the same at narthex years later. In some cases, we 
found the ochre colour used as initial fillers for the portraits 
in naos and narthex. The strongest colour accents in the 
shade are highlighted in a dark brown. The light areas in 
the portraits, such as the cheeks, the central parts of the 
front, the chin, the nose, as well as other light decorations, 
were made last. 
In the narthex painting, the sections in light are presented 
with a hue that is influenced by the base, where the first 
is the most predominant between the green and brown. 
Other portrait details, such as the tip of the nose, the chin, 
and the upper part of the eyebrows, are touched by a 
lighter, partly white colour. The characteristic of Scutari’s 
portraits is the soft and gradual passage from dark to light 
tones, masterly but without any pretence for a particular 
artistic treatment (Fig. 5).

Figure 4. Prepatory scratching. Wall painting of the naos of St. 
Mary of Spile church. Source: Photo E. Çaushi.

Figure 3. Prepatory drowing. Wall painting of the naos of St. Mary 
of Spile church. Source: Photo E. Çaushi.

 Figure 5. Portraits of the northern wall at narthex of St. Mary of 
Spile church. Source: Photo E. Çaushi.
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Based on the different techniques of execution, the in-
scriptions applied in the murals of both naos and narthex 
could be divided into three different groups.
a) The inscription next to the figures of the saints, showing 
the name and other info, b) the inscriptions in the dedi-
catory scrolls c) the inscriptions with the date and name 
placed by the end of the work signed by the author (Fig. 
6). We find essential the necessity to document some rela-
tively recent repairs applied over the original fresco in the 
northern and western wall of the narthex. They probably 
might be done simultaneously with the reparation of the 
cupola in which is screeched over the new plaster (Be-
ruke, 1920).

Raw materials used for making of preparation layers and 
pigments

Samples were collected from naos and narthex scenes. 
The plaster (Fig. 7a, b, c, d) used as base-layer for the mural 
paintings consist of a mixture of non-hydraulic lime binder 
and sand aggregate, with or without fillers and pigments. 
Usually, its thickness ranges between 1-1.5 cm.
Stereomicroscopic and optical microscopic observations 
indicate a homogenous texture of the mixture aggre-
gate-binder, where the aggregate contains angular to poor 
rounded grains (Fig. 8 a, b, c). Aggregate is bimodal and 
polymictic. Cavities are linear and two-dimensional.
Aggregate presents natural sand composed mainly of lithics 
such as chert, limestone, sandstone with carbonate cement, 
crushed ceramic and bio-additives are also detected. 

Figure 6. The inscriptions with the date and the name placed at 
the western wall of the Narthex. Source: Photo E. Çaushi.

Figure 7- a), b), c) d).  Macroscopic view of collected plasters. 
Source: Photo E. Beqiraj.

Figure 8- a), b), c). Stereomicroscopic view different angular 
and poor rounded grains a) cherts b) ceramic c) bio additives.  

Source: Photo E. Beqiraj. 
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Usually, chert and ceramic grains were used to improve 
the pozzolanic properties of plaster. It is worth noting that, 
in the past, crushed brick mixed with lime had been used 
to produce mortars whenever pozzolanic materials were 
not available, and a mortar with hydraulic properties (i.e. 
a mortar that could set and harden underwater) was 
required (Ioannou et al., 2009) according to the granu-
lometric analyses and optical microscopy, aggregate /
binder ratio ranges from 1:7 to 1:9.  
Three layers represent the stratigraphy: the coarse one 
described above, which is the support layer (arriccio); the 
second ground layer is composed of gypsum and anhy-
drite and the third one represents the pigments.
Based on the optical examination, earth pigments were 
identified. They are represented by red earth, yellow sien-
na and umber and may be originated from oxide-hydrox-
ide of Fe, Mn.  

Conclusions 

Based on applied artistic techniques, the Mural Painting of 
both Naos and narthex of the Spile church are executed 
on wet plaster, thus in fresco technique. This is determined 
by the division of working days, the presence of the pre-
paratory drawing, and the preparatory screeching, as 
well as from the materials employed. The pigments used 
in the naos seem authentic, while in the narthex, a part of 
the 17 Century, some other modern pigments were ap-
plied at the lower register with the function of a reparation 
probably in the first half of the 20th century. Sandy aggre-
gate is mainly composed of chert, limestone, sandstone 
with carbonate cement and subordinate crushed ceram-
ic and bio-additives. Three layers are distinguished: the 
coarse/support layer, the ground (gypsum and anhydrite) 
layer, and pigments. The aggregate /binder ratio ranges 
from 1:7 to 1:9. Red earth, yellow sienna and umber orig-
inated from oxide-hydroxide of Fe, Mn were identified. In 
the end, we could observe a similarity between the two 
workshops in the artistic techniques of execution as well as 
in the materials employed. Moreover, this confirms once 
again the Scutari workshop as a successor of the Linotopi 
one.
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39 CONSERVATION AND REUSE OF CULTURAL HERITAGE IN GLOBAL SOCIETY.
 THE CASE STUDY OF PLACES OF CULT IN THE CITY OF ZADAR IN CROATIA 

Adriana Trematerra

Introduction

“Even the most knowledgeable Christian may not remem-
ber the words of the homilies he heard as a child, but he 
will certainly have fixed in his memory the paintings and 
candles, and the details of the churches in which he spent 
so many hours of his childhood, youth and adulthood”.

      Richter

From a citation by the well-known German bishop Richter 
(2002, p. 11), we can see the importance of religious ar-
chitecture in multi-ethnic contexts as it has the primary ob-
jective of forming and shaping generations of new com-
munity members and inhabitants of places (Longhi, 2008) 
and the territories themselves.  Starting from the places 
of cult, over the centuries, the layout of cities has devel-
oped, consisting of squares and roads to symbolise and 
reinforce the importance of religious power. Starting from 
these premises, this contribution, realized thanks to the fi-
nancing “Valere2019” of the University of Campania “Luigi 
Vanvitelli”, proposes the documentation and knowledge 
of the religious architectures of the ancient city of Zadar 
(fig. 1) and their new function. In particular, the research 
has foreseen different operational phases: firstly, a histori-
cal-critical analysis of the city of Zadar in order to identify 
the cultural context of the area of investigation; the sec-
ond phase of the research allowed the identification and 
classification of the various places of worship present at 
the territorial scale in order to recognise their architectural 
typology; subsequently, a geometric survey was carried 
out in order to identify the configuration and current state 
of conservation of two case studies taken as a model for 
the present investigation by means of the survey for resto-
ration and the elaboration of material and degradation 
images; The last phase of the research aims to devise a 
concept of interventions to revitalise the urban context 
through the insertion of services and attractions consistent 
with the new function of the sacred spaces, which have 
lost their original liturgical use to meet the new needs of 
contemporary society.

Historical-critical analysis

The history of the ancient city of Zadar dates back 3000 
years, as confirmed by numerous archaeological finds 
that testify to the presence of humans since the Palaeo-
lithic era.   
The first inhabitants of the present town were the Liburni-
ans, an ancient Illyrian tribe, who decided to build the an-
cient town of Zadar in the 9th century BC. At that time, it 
was called Iadera, becoming first a municipality and then 
a Roman colony. During this period the city became a real 
urban centre with streets, squares, a forum and a temple, 
the remains of which are still preserved today near the 
Archdiocese. After the fall of the Western Roman Empire 
at the beginning of the 7th century AD, Zadar became 
the capital of Byzantine Dalmatia and later a Duchy. At 
that time Christianity spread significantly, influencing the 
arts and architecture. One example is the Church of St Do-
natus, the symbol of the place, whose construction dates 
to this historical period. Byzantine rule lasted until the 10th 
century when the city was dominated by the Croats. 

Figure 1. Religious architecture in the ancient city of Zadar. Pho-
tographic documentation.
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During this century, many Romanesque churches were 
built, including the Church of St Mary and the Benedic-
tine monastery (Cattalinich, 1835).  During the Renais-
sance there was an invasion by the Venetians and the 
Turks, which resulted in the transformation of the city into 
a fortress. For several centuries Zadar was one of the most 
important cities of the Venetian Republic, to which it was 
annexed until 1797 following its fall (Duran, 1921).  After a 
brief Napoleonic rule, it was conquered by the Austrians 
until the early 20th century when it became the capital 
of the Kingdom of Dalmatia. After World War I, the city 
became an Italian exclave, and during World War II it was 
severely affected by air raids. It was only with the peace 
of 1947 that it was officially annexed to Yugoslavia, and 
following the dissolution of that republic in 1991, it became 
part of Croatia as the capital of the Zadar region (Fig. 2) 
and the country’s university and archbishopric (Gambaro, 
2010).

Documentation and survey of the current configuration 
and state of conservation

Following the analysis of the historical context of the ancient city 
of Zadar, the analysis included an initial documentation of the 
places of cult. This phase of the research allowed a preliminary 
analysis at the territorial scale of the fourteen places of cult in the 
city of Zadar. In particular, it was possible to identify planimetri-
cally the position of each place of cult and to differentiate them 
on the basis of architectural typology (Fig. 3). 

The places of cult include ten churches, a monastery and a con-
vent, a cathedral, and a chapel. Subsequently, the research was 
carried out mainly on the central core of the ancient city of Za-
dar, consisting of the predominance of the Church of St Donatus, 
and the adjacent Church of St Mary (fig. 4). In order to analyse its 
configuration and current state of conservation, it was necessary 
to carry out several survey campaigns in July 2021. At this stage, 
the survey was considered as a tool for critical observation and 
investigation, which, combined with the graphic processing of 
the acquired data, allowed the interpretation of reality, acting as 
a fundamental cognitive basis (Carocci, Circo 2015, pp. 134-142) 
for documentation and valorisation. The method of knowledge 
allowed for the acquisition of a series of information, ranging from 
material to conservation, regarding the tangible aspect of the 
artefacts analysed. The choice of the most appropriate survey 
technique required the analysis of different factors, such as the 
purpose of the research, the available budget, the morpholog-
ical characteristics and accessibility of the site, and the level of 
detail to be obtained (Remondino, 2011). In this context, the 
image-based survey procedure carried out by means of digital 
cameras proved to be the most suitable both for the need of a 
quick and economic measurement and for the possibility offered 
by the latter to obtain detailed digital models of the tangible as-
pect of the analysed artefacts (D’Aprile, Piscitelli 2020). 

Figure 2. Planimetric identification of places of cult in the city of 
Zadar and architectural typology.

Figure 3. Planimetric identification of places of cult in the city of 
Zadar and architectural typology.
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Figure 4. Planimetric survey of the Church of Saint Donatus and the Church of Santa Maria.

Figure 5. Processing of point clouds and orthomosaics from photogrammetric survey.
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The photographic documentation obtained allowed the sub-
sequent phase of image alignment, carried out using common 
three-dimensional modelling software. The method made it pos-
sible to obtain a series of point clouds (Fig. 5), as an intermediate 
representation between the real and the virtual (Manfredini & 
Remondino, 2010: pp. 163-193).  From the latter, several two-di-
mensional drawings were subsequently extrapolated, consisting 
of orthomosaics, used as a support for the elaboration of the ge-
ometric drawing and the material and degradation survey.  
The material analysis, first of all, allowed the knowledge of the 
constructive complexity of the architectures analysed, allow-
ing, at the same time, to highlight peculiarities that could not be 
found through an exclusively geometric survey.  

Knowledge of materials and construction techniques, as we 
know, is a fundamental prerequisite for any restoration work on 
the historic heritage (Fiengo, 2003: 9-12). Subsequently, the sur-
vey of degradation pathologies was carried out following the 
Recommendations and graphic conventions of the Normal 1/88 
Lexicon and the Uni 11182/2006 Standard in order to identify the 
surfaces affected by manifestations of degradation and the 
state of conservation of a historic structure (Picone, 2004).  
The first architecture analysed is the Church of St. Donatus, part 
of a complex of religious buildings constituting the Archdiocese 
of Zadar. It is a building belonging to the Byzantine and Carolin-
gian architecture built in the Middle Ages between the 8th and 
9th centuries, with a circular shape and two levels. 

Figure 6. The Church of Saint Donatus Material ad degradation survey.
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Due to its monumental shape and size, it is considered the most 
important pre-Romanesque architecture in the city. The mate-
rial analysis carried out shows the high historical value of the 
structure as it is made of natural ancient materials such as lo-
cal stone. From a conservation point of view, the structure does 
not present major problems and worrying forms of degradation, 
the latter consisting mainly of dripping, damp patches and the 
presence of vegetation due to an inadequate rainwater dis-
posal system (Fig. 6).  

From a functional point of view, the church no longer has a re-
ligious use but is currently used as a concert venue thanks to 
the acoustics provided by the internal structural configuration. 
Other architecture analysed is the Church of Santa Maria, the 
most important building of an ancient Benedictine Monastery 
built in 1091 in Romanesque style. 
Despite numerous restorations and reconstructions, much of its 
original structure has been preserved. 

Figure 7. The Church of Santa Maria. Material and degradation survey.
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In the first decade of the 16th century, the church was enlarged, 
and the main and southern facades were rebuilt in Venetian 
Renaissance style. The interior was decorated in the Baroque 
style between 1742 and 1744 but was partially destroyed during 
World War II. They were subsequently restored following major 
conservation operations in 1970. As in the case of the previous 
architecture analysed, the Church of St Mary is also of high ar-
chitectural and material value and in an excellent state of pres-
ervation (Fig. 7). 
The most common forms of decay are dripping, staining and the 
presence of vegetation from rainwater. The church is currently 
used as a museum, housing gold and silver objects, paintings, 
relics and ancient crosses dating back more than a thousand 
years.

A restoration hypothesis for the revitalisation of the histori-
cal centre of the city of Zadar

The last phase of the research involved the design of a 
restoration and reuse hypothesis aimed at revitalising the 
historical centre of the city of Zadar and, in particular, 
the square that divides and at the same time connects 
the two religious architectures analysed. The studies con-
ducted have shown that both the Church of St Donatus 
and the Church of St Mary do not present any problems 
of deterioration that would require restoration, and at the 
same time, religious celebrations are no longer held in ei-
ther structure. 

On the contrary, both structures are currently used as cul-
tural venues for classical music concerts and for the exhi-
bition of relics and sacred objects. For these reasons, the 
research aims to revitalise the square that divides both 
churches, in order to insert spaces of aggregation and at-
tractiveness both for tourism and for the inhabitants of the 
place. The theme of reuse, whether linked to individual 
architectural artefacts or to urban contexts, has spread 
widely throughout history. Since the time of Vitruvius, in the 
second half of the first century BC, the concept of util-
itas was considered of fundamental importance for the 
existence of any building or its context (Gros, 1997). The 
importance of this theme was then intensified in the 1980s 
when some scholars began to talk about memory (Settis, 
1984) and the reuse of the ancient (De Lachenal, 1995).  
The objective to be pursued for the historical artefacts 
and their urban context, therefore, wants to be that of 
devising new intervention strategies aimed at a sustain-
able use able to create balanced relationships between 
territory and architecture and between conservation and 
innovation (Petrucci, 2016). As a result of these consider-
ations, the project proposal foresees the revitalization of 
the square through the insertion of paths and ramps for 
wheelchair users, pedestrian paths and bicycle paths. In 
addition, the intervention also proposes the creation of 
some areas of aggregation, through the insertion of seats 
and ponds (Fig. 8).

Figure 8.  Hypothesis of reuse and re-functionalisation of the square.
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Conclusions

The proposed research aims to demonstrate how the dis-
cipline of restoration applied to religious structures and 
to the urban context, with the aim of reuse and revital-
isation, represents an important path to pursue in order 
to enrich communities from both a spiritual and a cultur-
al point of view, in the context of contemporary socie-
ty. This method of intervention allows, on the one hand, 
the preservation of ancient memory and, on the other, 
its transmission to future generations. The rational reuse 
of the religious heritage and its urban context, compat-
ible with the historical-architectural value of the places, 
can be used as an enhancement to conservation and 
enhancement activities, at the same time stimulating 
knowledge of forgotten and often inadequately valued 
places.
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40 MINOR SQUARES IN THE HISTORIC CENTRE OF FLORENCE: TOWARD A POSSIBLE 
MODEL OF URBAN RESILIENCE 

Cinzia Palumbo 

Introduction

“Minor squares in the historic centre of Florence” docu-
ments a research project which was initiated on the oc-
casion of the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018 
and developed within the context of the three-year cycle 
(2018/2020) “City_Heritage and Project”, promoted by 
CISDU-International Centre for Urban Design Studies and 
the UD- Urban Design Laboratory of DIDA-Department of 
Architecture of the University of Florence in collaboration 
with the UNESCO Office of the Municipality of Florence. It 
represents the first thematic meeting of this cycle, inaugu-
rated in Florence in May 2018, with an international con-
vention-exhibition-round table discussion on the topic of 
architectural-urban-landscape heritage to be explored 
in a contemporary key, through the project in its various 
possible alternative forms.
The reflection is articulated around a desirable culture of 
the project to be developed in a framework of shared op-
erations that requires strategies and implementation tools 
that are both important and necessary for addressing 
the challenges presented by contemporary society with 
awareness. 

Reflections that have been accelerated by the pandem-
ic and which, beginning from the concurrence between 
the safeguarding and valorisation of Heritage as a cultural 
legacy, reaffirms its importance as a sustainable resource 
for strengthening the sense of belonging and identity val-
ues to be shared in a common space that is not exclu-
sively local, so as to contribute to the well-being of the 
community and the quality of life in different ecosystems, 
both tangible and intangible.
In this sense, it is important to stress, in order to face the 
new challenges that make the city, the community, and 
the environment converges in the same process that is 
relevant at both the global and local scales, the impor-
tant role of the project as a driving force which leads to 
a vision that becomes operational and choral, as well as 
the role of the architect as the coordinator of a transverse 
multidisciplinary approach. 

Figure 1.  Florence, Historic Centre UNESCO Heritage Area, 1982
Figure 2. Concept of the system of “Minor Squares in the 

Historic Centre of Florence” (sketch by Antonio Capestro).
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From the perspective of these new spatial, social and 
productive geographies, in fact, the management of the 
process for “making the city and human settlements in-
clusive, safe, long-lasting and sustainable”, as goal num-
ber 11 of the 2030 Agenda reminds us, is fundamental be-
cause it underlines the nature of the city as a complex, 
dynamic and organic system1, as a palimpsest on which 
all have the right-obligation to intervene, and as such it 
requires:

• An ethical attitude regarding transformations; 
• Shared actions;
• Transformation of cultural heritage into a resource for 

development.
It is to this context of reflection that the theme of the Minor 
squares belongs. 

Figure 3. Portrait of some minor Squares in the Historic Centre of Florence (photo by Antonio Capestro).
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Figure 4. Mapping of 49 minor squares: 1:200 scale models of the current state (Authors: students of the Laboratory of Architectural De-
sign I of the School of Architecture - University of Florence; prof.: Antonio Capestro; tutors: Luciana Bizzini, Gabriele Salimbeni, Valentina 

Sulis.
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Why “Minor squares in the historic centre of Florence”?

Despite the fact that it is a World Heritage Site and 
an example of excellence, ingenuity and creativity, 
Florence has risked breaking the harmony of this rela-
tionship and losing its capacity as a resilient commu-
nity. Hence the theme of the research is to be made 
operational through the project and best practices. 
More specifically, the initiative addresses the issue con-
cerning the series of squares located within the histori-
cal fabric of Florence, which have turned into residual 
spaces despite the value inherent in their position. Due 

to a series of phenomena, repeatedly emphasised by 
UNESCO (gentrification, unsustainable mobility, ne-
glect and abandonment), these “minor squares” are 
generally excluded from the major tourist, cultural and 
commercial circuits, also because they are improperly 
used for functions that are incompatible with the life 
and wishes of their inhabitants, whether residents, city 
users or tourists. As a result, they are transformed from 
spaces for social interaction into marginal, underuti-
lised and degraded places.
‘Minor’ in terms of their current condition and not as 
an indication of their role, these urban environments, 
often undervalued and yet with great potential, could 

Figure 5. Concept for the installation “Minor Squares in the Historic Centre of Florence” (Project: Antonio Capestro and Cinzia Palumbo; 
render: Ludovico Capestro)
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represent an alternative for re-establishing a better 
quality of life and become the goals of ‘journeys’ in 
search of dynamic and unusual urban itineraries. 
Although being small or apparently secondary reali-
ties, if reinterpreted within a serial system as nodes of 
an urban spatial skeleton that regenerates a social 
structure, these squares could, in fact, renew a collab-
orative pact between places and people in the area 
included in the UNESCO historic centre. Minor squares 
draw attention to this alternative vision for beginning 
once again to generate energy for Florence. 
As a serial system of remarkable places with different 
but complementary connotations, it could represent a 
different way of reinterpreting the city’s structure. This 
would help to reverse current perspectives which gen-
erate criticalities and to find, instead, a new relational, 
spatial and semantic harmony between the city of the 

monuments and the social fabric, as has always been 
the case throughout history, exploring new urban nar-
ratives also through a personalised experience, so as 
to allow both individuals and the community to iden-
tify with the city as a field of identity-strengthening ac-
tions and not as a crystallised backdrop.
In order to recover this sense of places, re-construct-
ed also through the aesthetic, civic and emotional 
dimensions of experience, it is important to reactivate 
the habit and pleasure of living the structure of the 
city as an overall vital system which includes monu-
ments, public spaces, pathways, residences and ser-
vices, but also stories, memories and unexpected ex-
periences. 
In view of this, what can be done to make Florence 
accessible and for experiencing the city differently, 
especially now in the post-Covid rethinking phase?

Figure 6. Installation, Work in progress
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Figure 7. La Biennale di Architettura, Venezia 2021 | Italian Pavilion | Resilient Communities | Italian Best Practice Section. Installation 
“Minor squares in the historic centre of Florence” (realization of the installation: LAA-Architecture and Auto-construction Laboratory with 

the support of the LMA- Models for Architecture Laboratory, Department of Architecture, University of Florence).

In the case of the Historical Center of Florence, also 
due to the urgency of critical elements already pres-
ent in the pre-Covid era, this virtuous process for mak-
ing the city attractive, sustainable and accessible to 
all has already begun, both with the “Action Plan of 
the Management Plan” and through the “Regulation 
on Collaboration Between Citizens and the Adminis-
tration concerning the Care, Shared Management 
and Regeneration of Urban Commons”. 
Both these tools have been preparing the ground for 
a methodically structured cross-fertilisation of ideas 
aimed at providing solutions through general and de-
tailed projects, which will also help restore the alliance 
between the city and its inhabitants.

 
Florence World Heritage: project actions and best practices

The theme “Minor squares in the historic centre of Flor-
ence”, the main subject of the International Conference 
above-mentioned whose proceedings were recently pub-
lished2, continues with the dissemination activities: in 2020, 
the project was included in the Management Plan “Flor-
ence World Heritage and Relationships with UNESCO”, of 
the Municipality of Florence3; in 2021 the exhibition “How will 
we live together?,” curated by Hashim Sarkis, was present-
ed at 2021 Architecture Biennial in Venice in the context of 
the Pavilion Italy | Resilient Communities, curated by Ales-
sandro Melis, in the section “Italian best practice” (Venice 
22 May-21 November).
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Specifically, ‘Minor Squares’ has been included in the 
UNESCO Management Plan4 for the Municipality of Flor-
ence as an experimental model for urban regeneration, 
as well as for determining new possible vocations and po-
tentials and for activating a virtuous process through the 
Architecture and City project, where different profession-
al competences, governance and civic awareness and 
participation can come together and interact actively 
and dynamically. 
The goal is to develop a serial partnership system connect-
ing the said squares. Although being places of secondary 
relationships, these squares are present throughout the 
urban fabric in a widespread and capillary manner, and 
therefore have a significant relational value through their 
connection to the existing monuments. Considering that 
the knowledge of these places, remarkable yet unex-
plored, represents the first phase of this initiative, the aim 
of this project is twofold: 
• The first is linked to a strategy for managing tourism 

flow so as to establish a variety of relations and usages 
between major and minor squares, aimed at the con-
struction of dynamic and renewed urban itineraries. 
‘Voyages in search of’, within a serial system which 
has the squares as reference hubs for all citizens (res-
idents, city users, students, tourists, merchants, crafts-
men, etc.);

• The second is connected to the role that can be 
played by local citizens (residents, managers of com-
mercial, artisan and cultural activities). To work on 
minor squares means to regenerate a whole system 
of small places where residents and owners of small 
businesses in the historic city of Florence who risks be-
ing expelled from it can be once again involved in 
leading roles as part of an “active stronghold” for an 
“active tutelage” of the heritage. 

In the operative terms, the project sheet included in the 
Management Plan of the Municipality of Florence propos-
es the development of five interrelated actions:
1. The establishment of a Steering Committee composed 

of entities, institutions, associations (also temporary), 
through agreement protocols and/or conventions;

2. The creation of maps in the form of an implementable 
atlas aimed at the knowledge of the squares through 
a Guide and the selection of sample areas for project 
interventions and temporary events;

3. The selection of areas to undergo project interventions 
in accordance to priorities/vocations and to the ade-
quate underlying rationale for these projects (conven-
tions, participated projects, competitions); 

4. Permanent and ephemeral interventions, also through 
self-construction mechanisms; Management based 
on common assets regulations;  

5. Monitoring, communication and dissemination of 
good practices.

In tune with the 2021 Architecture Biennale “How will we 
live together?,” the minor squares theme in the historic 
centre of Florence was selected to participate in the sec-
tion “Italian best practice” of the Pavilion Italy | Resilient 
Communities. The need for a new “spatial agreement” 
(Hashin Sarkis) and the importance of the role of architec-
ture and of the architect as ‘builder of ideas’ (Alessandro 
Melis) for significantly contributing to the betterment of en-
vironmental and social well-being, corresponds, in fact, to 
a change of perspective concerning the system of minor 
squares that are addressing the theme of urban resilience, 
both operatively and in terms of vision, by working on the 
idea of the city-system which safeguards a heritage of liv-
ing memory and the promise of a future of identity and 
belonging where all can live “generously together”.
In the installation, 49 scale models narrate some squares 
of the historic centre of Florence, proposing an inversion 
of the gaze and new experiences in the city.
The installation takes up this concept of Florence urban 
organism as a genetic code made up of many elements, 
each with its own distinctive character but belonging to 
the same family, which can be identified as part of a se-
rial system based on constants, images, relationships, po-
sitions and, in general, themes both present or yet to be 
activated. The installation is conceived as a single body 
made up of various identities that together represent the 
current state of the squares, which, with their morphology, 
are already the starting point for the design process.
The installation, 25 metres square and suspended 3 me-
tres above-ground, provocatively invites us to reassess 
new urban balances and perceptions. The 49 models, in 
colour black and decorated on top with the “gold of the 
squares”, symbolically refer to the potential that each re-
sidual space has from the perspective of a model of resil-
ience involving both the community and the city.
The city has always shown this fantastic dimension of ‘ad-
aptability’, understood as the capacity to have a vision 
and a project when undergoing transformations. Pulsat-
ing, with both impetus and rigour, it has always laid the 
conditions for being a little bit like “Dido” and a little bit 
like “Ulysses”.
“Dido”, which, in her desire to define a territorial scope, 
paved the way for intelligent use of resources; “Ulysses” 
because our natural tendency to explore will never allow 



294

us to stop looking beyond. From this perspective, the “Mi-
nor Squares” project wishes to represent a process in pro-
gress of urban resilience, both in terms of vision and in an 
operative sense. By working on an idea of the city as a 
system, as a living organism, it is aimed at recovering not 
only monuments but also the urban fabric, so as to allow 
us to discover every step, as well as to establish itself as an 
active stronghold of hospitality and inclusiveness.

Note

1 UNESCO, 2013, New life for historic cities: The historic ur-
ban landscape approach explained. Introduces the Rec-
ommendation on the Historic
Urban Landscape.
2 Capestro, A. (Ed.). (2019), “Piazze minori nel centro 
storico di Firenze” Proceedings of the international confer-
ence - Florence, 19-26 May 2018.
Firenze: DIDApress. https://issuu.com/dida-unifi/docs/pi-
azze_minori_nel_centro_storico_di_firenze___anto
3 Firenze Patrimonio Mondiale (2020). “Piazze minori nel 
centro storico di Firenze”. Accessed May 30, 2021.
http://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/1820-2/
4 Municipality of Florence – Department of Urban Planning 
and UNESCO Office; UD- Urban Design Laboratory of the 
Department of Architecture of the University of Florence; 
C.I.S.D.U.- International Centre for Urban Design Studies; 
OAF-Ordine degli Architetti di Firenze; Fondazione Cassa
di Risparmio di Firenze.
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Introduction1 

In the last fifty years, urban transformations have occurred in 
many countries of the Mediterranean area and in different 
areas of the world with different connotations where distri-
bution is not organically governed. These urban changes 
have taken place at a discontinuous rhythm, and accel-
erations and sudden slowdowns have to be interpreted as 
outcomes of global conjunctures in local areas.
A critical observation of the results of these accelerations 
in urban transformation shows how the forces of urban 
change are always poorly distributed: a few planning ac-
tivities with clarity of purpose and good design cannot 
compensate for the large number of widespread settle-
ment transformations motivated exclusively by the accu-
mulation of economic resources “freed” from particular cir-
cumstances that have developed in the various micro and 
macroeconomic contexts. These widespread changes to 
settlement patterns are mostly seen in malfunctioning and 
obsolete products, be they buildings, the arrangement of 
public spaces, urban design quality, infrastructures, and 
so on. Instead, a new season of reuse and the real func-
tionalisation of transformed spaces can only be envisaged 
within the public actor’s capacity to implement a series of 
widespread and minute practices, following the example 
of some tactical urbanism practices, now also driven by a 
growing sensitivity to the urban environment increased by 
the pandemic crisis. 
A new vision of public space must move away from the 
traditional concept of public endowment linked to purely 
quantitative elements (the presence of which involves po-
tential use calculations and does not consider their actual 
effectiveness in raising the quality of the public space) and 
from “political representativeness” functional to more or 
less effective representations of power. 
Urban planning, understood as a vast field of practices 
could play an important role in this sense. This particular 
theme is investigated in light of studies and observations 
of some Mediterranean contexts (Italy, Albania, Morocco), 
proposing a disciplinary framework to place some wide-
spread approaches and practices to be fined-tuned local-
ly. 

The different speeds and rhythms of urban transformation

In the last fifty years, in many countries of the Mediterra-
nean area, settlement transformations have occurred es-
sentially without an organic government strategy. These 
urban transformations have taken place at discontinuous 
rhythms, with sudden accelerations and slowdowns, and 
as a result, they have been interpreted as local conjunc-
tural outcomes of global movements and tensions (Talia, 
2018). In this context, no physical signs of the transforma-
tion define a picture that can be considered final in Italy 
or in other parts of the Mediterranean (Munarin and Velo, 
2016). 
In truth, the representations that emerge mainly define 
a poorly constructed environment, where the advent of 
modernity which defined the need for a radical reinter-
pretation (at various scales) of an often ultra-millennial 
territorial evolution, did not reflect a series of past projects 
consistent with a clear framework; on a more serious note, 
this coherent framework of reference cannot be found in 
Mediterranean areas where the manifestation of the ad-
vent of modernity in productive and social organisation is 
more recent (Pace 2002). 
Critical observation of the results of this acceleration 
clearly shows how transformation drivers have always 
been badly distributed. Some planning episodes with 
clarity of purpose and good planning cannot in any way 
compensate for the problems brought about by the poor 
construction of widespread settlement transformations, 
motivated exclusively by the accumulation of economic 
resources freed from particular local circumstances or by 
the prevalent transfer of family resources into construction 
activities, which have mostly resulted in malfunctions and 
obsolete building products. Among the countries of the 
Mediterranean area, however, it is appropriate to distin-
guish between those, such as Italy, where the complete 
advent of modernity (Berman 1982) can be placed further 
back in time (around the middle of the twentieth century) 
and those like Albania or Morocco, where, for different 
reasons, continuity with respect to slow transformation has 
occurred more recently. 

WIDESPREAD REGENERATION OF URBAN SPACES WITH DIFFERENT DEGREES OF 
TRANSFORMATION
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As has been noted, in Italy, the “great transformation” an-
nounced as the outcome of modernity (Turri, 1998) is still 
dramatically incomplete: starting after the second world 
war and continuing with alternating rhythms until at least 
the first decade of the 21st century (Lanzani 2003, 2011; 
Lanzani and Pasqui, 2011) it seems to have crystallised in 
the unfinished forms of what has elsewhere been referred 
to as the “interrupted construction site” (Carta and Lucch-
esi, 2017). Among other things, sensitivity and attention to 
some minimal qualities of public spaces, the relationship 
between both public and private internal and external 
spaces, collective buildings and households, the organi-
sation of urban public mobility, and the quality of public 
space are all factors that assumed considerable impor-
tance during the pandemic, putting the debate about 
the city back on the agenda (Honey-Roses J., Anguelovski 
I., Bohigas J., et al., 2021).  

The Italian case as an element of comparison

Within the disciplinary debate, especially in Italy, many 
studies describe and interpret the “interrupted construc-
tion site” of modernity as the direction of the transformation 
that has been undertaken but is as yet incomplete, whose 
presuppositions themselves have changed over time. This 
image seems to be effective when it comes to focusing 
on the need for completion and repair the “non-function-
ing” elements of the city and territories, which are now in 
a state of impasse compared to the very fast dynamism of 
urban transformation over the past sixty years: this impasse 
may bring about a clearer reconsideration of the transfor-
mation possibilities. 
In this context, a critical evaluation of the Italian experi-
ence (Carta and Gisotti, 2021) can provide particularly 
fertile material for places in the Mediterranean area that, 
after a few decades, are now experiencing a rapid rate 
of change. The focus should be on a few elements: the 
diagnosis of the malfunction of cities, which we set as a 
premise, can be broken down into different issues. In the 
first place, the difficult relationship between the growing 
complexity of the demographic and social composition 
and the type of built residential stock is destined to rapid-
ly become obsolete, making it increasingly difficult over-
time to solve the problem of access to housing. Secondly, 
it is unresolved environmental problems, essentially linked 
to the treatment of natural environments, almost always 
linked to the aesthetic (landscape) and ecological qual-
ities of a territory with a long historical duration, as men-
tioned above.

This observation shows how in Italy, at least in the most 
intense phase of the national transformation that has oc-
curred over the last seventy years, inconclusive tactics 
have been adopted, resulting in the unsatisfactory distri-
bution of transformation forces in the territories. Expedi-
tionary methods have often been adopted, concentrat-
ing the transformations in some valuable territories, even 
in search of high land rent, often assuming a parasitic 
attitude towards existing infrastructures and urban cen-
tres (as occurred with the suburbs of many urban areas 
which became denser, or in other ways with unopposed 
construction in prestigious coastal and hill contexts, or ex-
cessive construction in the countryside which was never 
justified by an increase in agricultural production capac-

Figure 1. Street in the centre of Tirana, Albania. Source: Massimo 
Carta, 2018.

Figure 2. The rapid transformation of the historic centre of 
Gjirokaster, Albania. Source: Massimo Carta, 2018.
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ity). Thirdly, the delay in assimilating even an elementary 
idea of the sustainability (environmental, economic and 
social) of settlement transformations, as well as the delay 
in recognising the urgency of working on a model that 
considers the pursuit of safety and resilience in cities as 
a fundamental disciplinary requirement that cannot be 
considered a mere engineering response to performance 
problems. Finally, we should not overlook the fact that the 
three aspects mentioned constitute, as a whole, a colos-
sal problem of urban social justice (Secchi, 2013), also set 
to be influential, both nationally and globally, in the defini-
tion of political and institutional arrangements for the near 
future, especially with the adjustment to urban transfor-
mation priorities brought about by the debate triggered 
by the coronavirus pandemic (Florida R., Glaser E., Mohd 
Sharif M., et al., 2020).
Yet, as mentioned above, the incompleteness of this “con-
struction site” represents a clear opportunity for the Italian 
context since it allows us to imagine effective adjustment 
actions: i.e., actions that do not require the whole urban 
“machine” to be replaced but rather that pragmatically 
adjust some of its gears, allowing them to work better to-
gether, perhaps even resorting to targeted actions from 
a tactical urbanism perspective (Hillson, 2018). This may 
be a broader and more interesting field: the thesis sup-
ported in this paper emphasises the contribution that the 
evaluation of the urban transformation results in Italy can 
make to contexts (like Morocco and Albania)2 currently 
at a peak in terms of transformation. Therefore, the field is 
relevant, and it should also be recognised with respect to 
the foundations of urban planning: it is a question of im-
agining some frameworks within which to hypothesise the 
widespread tactics of minute transformation

Different speeds: defining the nature and distribution of 
settlement misalignments

The issues outlined in the first part of this paper are particu-
larly relevant in contexts where a delay in the structuring 
and construction of some parts of the settlement can be 
noted. This delay is configured as the possibility of recon-
sidering the transformation paradigms beyond any nostal-
gic temptation, i.e., considering contexts that are almost 
totally abandoned or marginal (Arminio, 2013). 
This “delay”, which can occur in different ways, can be 
defined along the lines of a sort of unattained maturity 
of the settlement structures: incompleteness, inadequacy, 
ineffectiveness. At least since the Second World War, in 
the regions of Western Europe and the northern shore of 

the Mediterranean, an economy variously mitigated by 
social policies has certainly established itself, but strong 
private capital initiatives, the preponderant role of trans-
formations linked to the individual histories of social groups 
or classes (Ginsborg, 2014), and the consolidation of an 
economy in which household savings and investments 
by credit institutions are directed towards policies that 
encourage and promote private ownership of housing 
as well as real estate investments and land rent (Salzano, 
2007) have also emerged.
The adoption of consequent specific settlement mod-
els, albeit with strong national variations, has indelibly 
marked an already highly historically structured territory 
with common traits: the enormous growth of urban areas 
around historically consolidated hubs such as urban cen-
tres, the metropolisation of entire regions (Cardoso and 
Evert, 2020; Gregotti, 2011), great growth in the endow-
ment of infrastructure to transport goods and people, the 
increase in second and third homes, and big investment 
by the public sector in road traffic, in a general even if 
not uniformly widespread urban laissez-faire. This was an 
expression of the economic forces in the field, barely 
contained but not guided by subordinate planning. Re-
ferred to as “the boom” in Italy, or “Les Trente Glorieus-
es” in France, this period determined the specialisation of 
the rural territory in an intensive and industrial sense, with 
a progressive and dramatic decrease in the number of 
employees in the primary sector. This path underwent a 
phase of rapid industrialisation and witnessed a prevailing 
tertiary economy, even an advanced one, and an almost 
homogeneous slowdown in settlement growth compared 
to previous periods. In other areas of the Mediterranean, 
although different in many respects, the dynamics of the 
transformation of territories and cities have instead been 
slower and more specific until recently (UN-Habitat, 2016), 
due to histories, economies and political regimes where 
they determined a different transformation direction and 
where specific conditions caused the “delay” mentioned 
above.

The controversial acceleration of development in Albania

Albania can be taken as an example of unprecedent-
ed urbanisation with respect to the “rhythms” and char-
acteristics of the growth of Western Europe3 : it is a con-
text affected by the dynamics of globalisation, with their 
transformative effect, in a particularly delicate phase of 
opening up and democratisation. We will briefly discuss 
two very different urban contexts, Tirana and Gjirokaster. 
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Planned in detail from the second post-war period, within 
the sphere of influence of a real socialist regime, progres-
sively isolating itself even within the so-called “Soviet bloc”, 
Albania has seen its capital Tirana gradually growing, with 
this growth slowed down by the regime (Aliaj, 2003; Dino, 
Griffiths and Kayvan Karimi, 2016). 
Tirana is a hyper-planned capital: with the fall of the so-
cialist regime and the explosion of private enterprise from 
the 1990s onwards, the dynamics already observed in the 
West were reproduced in this city but in an extremely short 
time, with an incursion of “modernity” through the impet-
uous affirmation of informal economies. The outcome of 
this rapid transformation reflects the “success” of a settle-
ment model that has seen the role of the urban dimension 
grow faster than in Western Europe. 
In Tirana, the explosion of private initiatives by small, me-
dium and large investors is clearly perceptible, and the 
settlement disorder that has arisen in the city is astonish-
ing (Dino et al., 2016). On the other hand, the creation of 
infrastructures, services, plants and equipment suffered a 
sharp slowdown, and only recently have these elements 
started to appear in the capital started thanks to an ad-
vanced strategic plan (called Tirana 2030). This situation 
of rapid growth in the capital is balanced by some dy-
namics of the abandonment of small or medium urban 
centres in the mountains and rural hinterland, a situation 
that appears to have ample room for action compared 
to similar contexts in Western Europe. Some villages of the 
Albanian hinterland have relatively recently suffered sig-
nificant abandonment by the resident population, and 
there are cases such as that of Gjirokastra (Dipasquale L., 
Carta M., Galassi S., Merlo A., Verdiani G., 2020) where the 

building heritage is of exceptional quality, consisting of ur-
ban structures and building fabrics recognised as World 
Heritage Sites by UNESCO (Giannone and Lamacchia, 
2019). Gjirokastra has clearly undergone rapid building 
and urban growth, evident in the lower part of the val-
ley. The development of the town, with a historic centre 
of exceptional value largely unused and not transformed, 
with average conservation quality, can therefore also be 
pushed in opposite directions (Mezini and Pojani, 2015). 
If the goal is to achieve urban transformation and to pre-
serve the very nature of the local society that gave rise to 
its creation and conservation (with all the problems that 
this entails), the transformation is more likely to provide the 
architecture and urban form with different meanings and 
perspectives as a location for mass tourism. This use and 
tourist pressure, in the absence of careful management, 
had already begun to transform the centre according to 
the globalising dynamics recorded in many similar centres 
around the world (D’Eramo, 2017). 
How can the problems that have already arisen in West-
ern Europe be avoided, also given the significant and 
growing weight of tourist presences, which risk changing 
the ancient centre of Gjirokastra in a globalising sense? 
It must be recognised that tourist presences also have a 
positive side as they provide the resources and energy for 
redevelopment and reinterpretation projects (Carta and 
Maulella, 2017). How resilient is tourism specialisation, and 
to what extent can it withstand urban crises? The pan-
demic has taught us that cities with a tourist economy are 
fragile and need to rethink their economic model (Carta 
M., Tarsi E., 2020).

A European horizon for a North African country: the push 
for transformation in Morocco

Our disciplinary attention has recently turned to Morocco4: 
the country has experienced a long phase of foreign domi-
nation and control, which formally concluded with the end 
of the French protectorate in 1952. The Moroccan state 
has undertaken a demanding reform of the society and 
the economy, which inevitably results in some choices re-
garding territorial transformation in a context of strong de-
mographic growth common to the entire African continent 
(Carta and Gisotti, 2017). The increase in urbanisation is sol-
id and constant and is accompanied, as always, by the 
radical transformation of rural areas in a nation that is still 
one of the main producers and processors of agricultural 
products on the continent. The paradigm followed seems 
to retrace paths already outlined in the northern Medi-

Figure 3. Rapid urbanization in Morocco: Fez. Source: Massimo 
Carta, 2017. 
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terranean contest, with the economy and society shifting 
towards a more urban and industrial dimension. However, 
with a logic of paying attention to widespread and minute 
transformations, it is necessary to focus on specific aspects, 
both in terms of new creations (for example, a vast program 
of building “villes nouvelles” is underway), and spontane-
ous and informal transformations (the Villes sans Bidonville 
program has failed to eliminate this phenomenon), and 
the transformation dynamics in many historical centres (the 
medinas) of exceptional quality. In the framework of mac-
ro-transformations, programmed on the basis of a strong 
homologating and globalising drive, attention to the care 
for some aspects of widespread quality seems to be lost: 
(i) the general construction quality of traditional buildings, 
which thanks to materials, techniques, knowledge of the 
locations and regulatory aspects, has for centuries guaran-
teed energy performances and very high formal and dis-
tributive quality; (ii) attention to the relationship with the site 
and the soil characteristics, especially in the transition from 
urban to rural and in relation to aspects such as hydraulic 
safety and landscape quality; (iii) a positive characterisa-
tion of public space in both democratic and formal quality 
terms, (iv) attention to the deep-rooted characteristics of 
shared mobility, which tend to be replaced by individual 
private mobility with the extensive use of the car. These are 
just a few points, which, however, perhaps indicate how 
studies on globalisation processes in many contexts can of-
fer very useful insights for increasing the effectiveness of the 
transformations.

Conclusions: raise the quality of the urban areas. Towards 
small and widespread actions

The problem, as described, implies the constant need to be 
aware that there are questions to which it is difficult to give 
structured and solid answers that are valid for all contexts but 
that nonetheless need to be asked. How can widespread 
urban transformations, with their extreme dimensional vari-
ety, be organically adapted? What is the most specific and 
pertinent contribution that can be made to the problem of 
restoring an operational image of the existing settlement? 
How can farsighted, resilient and inclusive actions regarding 
the variety of future directions, applying coherently to the 
individual components that define the nature of cities and 
territories, be devised? What weight and relevance should 
be given to the ‘clues’ found in unsystematic observation 
and sampling – an attitude with which many observe the 
territory (Petti, 2007)? What are the minimum functional, so-
cial, economic and landscape ‘performances’ that need 

to be achieved in a settlement framework defined in this 
way, and how can they be evaluated? 
Again, how can the pandemic experience and reflection 
on it help us to understand the useful signals and require-
ments to improve our development of cities? These ques-
tions can only be answered by raising the public actor’s 
ability to implement a series of widespread and minute 
practices, mostly aimed at remedying premature building 
obsolescence, urban inefficiency and growing social in-
justice with a view to achieving a series of common goals. 
It is necessary to start from a new vision of public space: 
far from the traditional conception of public endowment 
linked to purely quantitative elements (whose presence re-
sponds to potential use calculations and does not consider 
their actual effectiveness in raising the quality of the public 
space); abandoning transformations based on an affirma-
tion of political power, as in the past, or economic, as oc-
curs now in the downtown areas of many European cities.
This is perhaps the key to being able to direct disciplinary 
efforts in these directions, also in view of the many wide-
spread needs that emerged with the corona-virus pandem-
ic: (i) effective legislative action, supported by systematic 
studies of individual territorial situations; (ii) the adoption of 
specific guidelines fine-tuned for the proper consideration 
of compositional grammars and the construction quality of 
artefacts and public spaces; (iii) the reuse and redevelop-
ment of the many spaces that were built too quickly, at dif-
ferent scales, seeking to retrofit many urban elements cre-
ated at short notice, in contexts with few constraints and/or 
references and in situations where the passage of time must 
be used to constantly raise the widespread quality, start-
ing with the minute elements of the architecture, furnishings 
and floorscape.

Notes

1 This article was written by the two authors who set up the 
whole text and jointly wrote sections 1 and 7. In particular, 
sections 2 and 3 were written by Fabio Lucchesi, sections 4, 
5 and 6 were written by Massimo Carta.
2 Ours is not a random choice: the University of Florence has 
established collaborations with universities in these respec-
tive countries that provide common degree courses.
3 Cfr. Area n°174, January / February 2021
4 In 2016 the University of Florence and the Université Eu-
ro-Méditerranéenne de Fès signed an agreement on teach-
ing and research collaboration at the Ecole Euro-Médi-
terranéenne d’Architecture, de Design et d’Urbanisme 
(EEMADU) in Fès, Morocco. 
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Introduction

Thermal Comfort is defined as the “condition of mind 
that expresses satisfaction with the thermal environment” 
(ASHRAE, 2005). The variables influencing thermal comfort 
are   Urban Texture (surface materials, green areas, vege-
tation, water and shadings), Urban Morphology (ratio be-
tween the height of building façade and the width of the 
street), Climate Conditions (air temperature, air humidity, 
wind speed and sea breeze, solar radiation, rainfall and 
vapour pressure), Pedestrian Movements (spatial move-
ments), Urban Heat Islands (temperature differences of ur
ban environments and the surrounding rural areas, which i
is primarily a nocturnal phenomenon) (Johansson, 2006). 
Why does the Surface Temperature of Urban Texture mat-
ter? It matters because it influences directly the actors 
that use urban spaces, the human being. This research 
focuses on a human being by studying how comfortable 
the built environment is nowadays.
Recently, waterfronts in Albania have been redesigned, 
changing their morphology and urban texture. So far, no 
thermal analysis has been considered during the design 
process. This article discusses the surface temperature 
of urban texture in the Vlora waterfront, focusing on the 
promenade as a case study.
Pedestrians and cyclists use the promenade, but its use 
during the year depends mostly on weather conditions 
rather than activities provided. The research mainly focus-
es on analysing the surface temperature measured from 
the infrared energy emitted by urban textures during a hot 
day in Summer. This research aims to show how much in-
fluence has the use of urban texture in outdoor thermal 
comfort. Figure 1 shows the schematic depiction of sur-
face heat islands in public spaces alongside the sea, as it 
is in the coastal promenade of Vlora. The sketch is devel-
oped based on the concept “the layering to the atmos-
phere near to the surface” (Oke, 1978). 
In the case of the Vlora promenade, the study is focused 
on microscale limited from 10-2 m to 103 m, narrowing the 
research to urban canopy layer (UCL) and concentrate 
only on surface urban heat islands (SUHI). 

In the urban area, materials surface (pavement), vege-
tation directly contributes to an urban heat island, where 
an urban area is significantly warmer than surrounding 
suburban and rural areas due to absorbing, retaining and 
producing more heat in the built environment than the 
natural landscape (Oke, 1982,).

Historical background of Vlora promenade

The waterfront of Vlora has changed dramatically in the 
last 30 years due to rapid urbanisation. The historical back-
ground is briefly focused on 5 phases of the urban devel-
opment of the Vlore city, which is closely related to the 
historical timeline. At the beginning (1912-1916), the city 
of Vlore was established close to the hills and far from the 
sea as an “intern urban centre” (Nepravishta and Cue-
dari, 2016). During the kingdom rule, from 1932-1933, The 
Albanian Central Office of Housing and Urbanization de-
veloped the regulatory plan of Vlora, planning the main 
road “Vittorio Emanuele III” as a connection between 
the city centre and the port, which today is called “Ismail 
Qemali Boulevard”. 

SURFACE TEMPERATURE OF URBAN TEXTURE IN VLORA PROMENADE

Figure 1. Schematic depiction of surface heat islands present in 
a coastal promenade. Source: Author.
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The second Italian occupation (1939-1943) marks one of 
the most productive periods in urbanisation for the city of 
Vlore (Vokshi, 2016). During 1941-1942 Geraldo Bosio and 
Ferdinando Poggi drew the regulatory plan of Vlore (Vok-
shi, 2014), extending the city to the seafront (Nepravishta 
and Cuedari, 2016). In Figure 2 is shown a photo of the 3D 
sketch of the town of Vlore. We can see the first concept 
of the Vlore waterfront, which foresaw a wide road for ve-
hicles alongside the sea, the main port in the south, and 
some small peers by the coast, which connect the city 
with the southern part of the country.
After the Second World War, the projects of Bosio, as all 
other plans of the fascism era, were defined as obsolete. 
Still, in the case of Vlora, some parts of the regulatory plan 
were re-proposed in silence (Vokshi, 2016). The proposed 
regulatory plan was later (1973-1977) modified during the 
communism period, named as Regulatory Plan of the 
Center and “Lagja Nr.1” (Fig. 3), where the seafront was 
reached from the west to south connecting the city cen-
tre by the main boulevard as a sharply cut as a line to the 
fields (Marco Massa and Team, 2015). This marks the first 
concept of the coastal promenade with greenery and 
parks. During the transition period, in the ‘90, the water-
front of Vlore, as in other cities of Albania, was mainly in-
formally developed, increasing the informal constructions 
without obeying the regulations in force (Nepravishta, et. 
al., 2014). 
The waterfront of Vlora was in the focus of the municipality 
for more than ten years. In 2004, Territorial Regulation Coun-
cil of the Republic of Albania  (KRRTRSH - Këshilli i Rregul-
limit të Territorit të Republikës së Shqipërisë) approved the 
master plan of the centre and Vlore waterfront, widening 
the street “Skelë - Uji i Ftohtë” (today highway SH8) to 38 
meters, proposing the promenade by the coastline filling 
the seaside (Nepravishta and Cuedari, 2016). 
The municipality of Vlora in 2011 proposed the new pro-
ject of the promenade, but only one part of it was imple-
mented in 2012 due to a limited budget. 

However, the promenade of Vlora came into the focus of 
the Ministry of Urban Development and Tourism  in Novem-
ber 2013 by organising a one-stage international compe-
tition. The competition area, named the Waterfront Prom-
enade, was a 5 km long coastal band that territorially lies 
from the ‘Soda Woods’ (west) to the Tunnel (south) and 
bends at the Port Area it reaches the central city area.
The objective was to generate visionary and original ur-
ban design concepts that aspire to transform an entire 
waterfront pedestrian experience (Atelier Albania, 2015). 
The winning proposal for the Vlore waterfront competition 
was Xaveer de Geyter Architects (XDGA), and the best lo-
cal team was MetroPOLIS Studio. They collaborated with 
the Italian Engineering Studio (IRD) to finalise the southern 
part in spring 2017. In the photos, we can see the current 
situation of the Vlora waterfront before the intervention 
(Fig. 4) and after (Fig. 5). 

Figure 2.  G. Bosio, regulatory plan of Vlore, the perspective of 
the city, 1941. Source: AQTN.

Figure 3. Vlore Regulatory Plan City Center and “Lagja Nr. 1”, 
1977, Source: AQTN.

Figure 4. Vlora Waterfront, October 2013 Before the Competition, Source: Author.
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The existing situation had different identities divided from 
the port in the middle; the western part is traditionally 
called the “old beach”, and the southern part is called 
the “new beach”. The winning project consisted of four 
phases: 
1. Promenade and trees; 
2. Waterfront and points of interest; 
3. Proposed new links (water & land); 
4. Programs. 
By constructing a white concrete board-walk alongside 
the promenade, reducing the width of the road, provid-
ing more guidance and order in the layout, different ac-
tivities led to increased pedestrians, so the seaside was 
accessed- easily to the citizens and visitors. Also, planting 
local species “Pinus Pinea” creates a structure that en-
hances the spatial quality of the waterfront with minimal 
effort. The existing trees of “Soda Woods” are extending 
along the entire coastline. The waterfront intervenes as a 
connection between the sea and the city (XDGA, 2019). 
This research is focused only on the first phase, at the 
promenade and the trees, which was implemented in 
October 2017. The methods used for measuring thermal 
comfort are field studies and computer simulations. 
A few authors have studied the impact of urban texture 
and geometry of public spaces in air temperature on a 
hot day in summer with a Mediterranean climate. Arens 
and Bosselmann in 1989 have studied the wind, sun and 
temperature in outdoor spaces downtown San Francisco, 
predicting the thermal comfort of people (Arens and Bos-
selmann, 1989). Similar studies are done by Oke since 1987 
using wind tunnel tests and field measurements (Oke et al., 
1978), followed later by Ali-Toudert and Mayer (Ali-Toudert 
and Mayer, 2005) Arniefied (Arnfield, 2003), (Nikopoulou 
et al., 2001).
This research is experimental and analytic using field 
measurements. In the beginning, weather data from the 
local station such as air temperature (Tair), relative air hu-
midity (H), wind speed (Vwind), wind direction, dew point, 
visibility, cloud cover, wet bulb, precipitation, gusts, UV in-

dex and visibility are obtained alongside the promenade. 
Some other measurements using a digital thermometer 
are taken in 22 locations of the promenade, such as Air 
Temperature down in the ground per the surface of each 
material (Tdo) and Air Temperature at human eye level 
1.7 m (Tup) and Humidity. After that, the average temper-
ature in the ground and the one at human eye level are 
calculated, which directly affect the human being. 
Then, the material’s surface’s emitted temperature is 
measured per each material using thermal camera type 
FLIR Therma CAM B360. After that, each finding is eval-
uated in terms of urban thermal comfort. All the meas-
urements are taken on 10th August 2018 at local times 
08:00, 12:00, 04:00 and 20:00. It is important to mention 
that almost there is no shade in the promenade, and all 
the Aleppo Pine trees are recently planted, so they do 
not have a big enough crown for creating the appropri-
ate shade. During the summer in Vlora, the average tem-
perature is 29˚C -31˚C, but it increases up to 40˚C, and 
humidity varies 40-80 % in July and August. This is why the 
field measurements are taken on a hot summer day, as 
we can easily see the UHI effect, which is mainly observed 
during summer (Arnfield, 2003), especially in the late after-
noon as a nocturnal phenomenon (Oke, 1997).

Current urban texture

The promenade is divided into five parts based on the con-
cept of XDGA. The study analysis first phase promenade 
and trees (part 4), dividing it into two parts: 4a, where it is 
located the city square and part 4b where it is located the 
sidewalk 3 km (5-7 meters wide) and the green park (wild-
ness varies). Both parts are next to each other and are 
frequently used by human beings (mainly pedestrians and 
cyclists). The urban texture used in the promenade varies 
from soft to hard materials. The rugged materials used in 
paving are granite tiles in concrete, concrete/pebbles, 
white pebbles, concrete tiles, concrete pavement (rigid) 
and red concrete pavement. 

Figure 5. Vlora waterfront, October 2017 winning project implemented. Source: Author.
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Grass occupies a large area compared to the total of 
these two parts. It is essential to mention that the grass is 
maintained very well by usually watering it in some parts, 
but we can see only the soil in some parts. Also, local 
trees Pinus Pinea are used alongside the promenade and 
sometimes in the park with an area of 23,500 m2, giving to 
the promenade its Mediterranean landscape. If we com-
pare the areas of all the materials used in the promenade, 
we can notice that a big part of it is paved with granite 
tiles in concrete, settled in part 4a, where the city square 
is designed for public events an area of 12,500 m2. Figure 
6 shows the urban texture mapping and measurements 
locations of the implemented project.

Data analysis and results

The field study consists initially of site measurements us-
ing thermometer and climate data taken from the local 
station. The surface temperature varies considerably de-
pending on material and colour. Horizontal surfaces are 
warmer than vertical surfaces (AIAA, ASTM, IES, NASA, 
1973). As in the promenade, most of the surface is hori-
zontal. The effect of heat is highly present, specifically at 
the pedestrian level. Figure 7 shows a comparison of Tem-
perature and Humidity between measurements in the site 
using digital thermometer and weather data taken from 
the local station. 
In the morning (08:00), air temperature measured by the 
thermometer in site both Tup and Tdo (pedestrian eye level 
and ground) is 4-6˚C more than Tair (air temperature) meas-
ured by the local station (red line), humidity measured on 
site is 32% less than the one measured by the local station. 

At noon (12:00), the temperature measured on site is 
0-6˚C more than Tair measured by a local station, hu-
midity measured on site is 12% less than the one meas-
ured by the local station. In the afternoon (16:00), the 
temperature measured on site is 1-4˚C less than Tair 
measured by a local station, humidity measured on 
site is 2% less than the one measured by the local sta-
tion. In the evening (20:00), the temperature meas-
ured on-site is 3˚C more than Tair measured by a local 
station, humidity measured on site is 14% less than the 
one measured by the local station.
After that, the field measurements continued with a 
thermal camera (FLIR ThermaCAM B-360) to obtain 
different values of emitted temperature in the surface 
of each material used in the promenade (Table 2 and 
Figure 8). The amount of absorbed solar radiation in 
an urban area depends on the reflectivity of the ur-
ban surfaces and the geometry of the urban canopy 
layer (UCL). 
A pedestrian or cyclist in the promenade is exposed 
to direct, diffused and reflected short-wave radiation 
from the sky and the urban surfaces. The sun emits 
short-wave radiation (UV), the Earth’s atmosphere 
(clouds and the surface) absorb the solar energy, the 
ground heats up and re-emits the energy as long-
wave radiation in the form of infrared rays (NCST, 
2020). 
The Infrared camera detects the infrared energy 
emitted, transmitted or reflected by all materials at 
temperatures above absolute zero (0°Kelvin). It con-
verts the energy factor into a temperature reading or 
thermogram (FLIR, 2018). 

Figure 6. Urban Texture of Vlora Promenade. Source: Author.
Figure 7.  Temperature & humidity comparison graph (site meas-

urement & local station)
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10th Aug 2018

Time 08:00 16:00 20:00
1 concrete/pebbles Dry 29.8 43.9 43.7 34.6
1’ concrete/pebbles 

Wet
28.7 33.9 31

3 granite tiles in con-
crete under sun

30.8 44.6 45 34.7

4 concrete stairs 28.7 47.5 48.1 37.7
5 grass 27.6 42.3 33 26.8
6 Pebbles 29.9 40.3 35.8 27.3
7 concrete/pebbles Dry 30 43.8 41.5 35.1
7’ concrete/pebbles 

Wet
28 35.8  

8 concrete stairs 27.8 48.1 42.1 35.7
9 dry grass area & soil 35 49.7 41.1 28.2
10 pebbles 29.9 39.7 38.7 29.4
11 pebbles 27.8  
13 grass 29.9 36.5 39.3 27.3
14 grass shaded by trees 27.2 35.6  
15 pebbles  area 28.6 40.2 36.4 28
15’’ pebbles area wet 27.1 33.8  
16 concrete/pebbles Dry 

under sun
31.4 43.7 40.8 35

16’ concrete/pebbles Dry 
under shadow

28.8 37 39.2  

17 sand 32.8 37.1  
18 concrete paving tiles 

under sun 
28.7 46 43.8 35.5

19 concrete pavement 
(rigid) under sun 

34.5 43.3 44.2 34.7

19’ concrete pavement 
(rigid) under shadow

29.1 40.6  

20 red concrete 
pavement under sun 

35.2 54.5 50.4 36.2

20’ red concrete pave-
ment under shadow

30  

21 concrete paving tiles 
under sun 

32.7 49.7 48.6 36.1

In the morning at 08:00, the field measurement in the site 
have shown that: Surface temperature of each material is 
1-8˚C more than the air temperature. 
Granite tiles in concrete, red concrete pavement, con-
crete/pebbles and concrete tiles indicates 3-6˚C more 
than the air temperature. Pebbles area indicates 1-2˚C 
more than the air temperature. Maintained grass indicates 
0.6˚C more than the air temperature. Dry grass and soil in-
dicate 8˚C more than the air temperature. Small Shaded 
areas and watered areas indicate almost the same tem-
perature as the air. The surface sea temperature is 22.5˚C.
At noon at 12:00, the field measurement in the site have 
shown that: Surface temperature of each material is 2.4-
22.5˚C more than the air temperature.
Granite tiles in concrete, red concrete pavement, con-
crete/pebbles and concrete tiles indicates 11.3-22.5˚C 
more than the air temperature. Pebbles area indicates 
8˚C more than the air temperature. Maintained grass indi-
cates 2.4˚C more than the air temperature. 

Figure 8. Example of the thermal image using Flir, 10th August 
2018, 16:00

Table 1. Surface Temperature STF, using Flir Thermal Camera
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Dry grass and soil indicate 17.7˚C more than the air tem-
perature. Small Shaded areas and watered areas indi-
cate almost the same temperature as the air. The surface 
sea temperature is 27.7˚C. At 4:00 p.m., the field measure-
ment in the site have shown that: Surface temperature of 
each material is 1.2-18.4˚C more than the air temperature.
 Granite tiles in concrete, red concrete pavement, con-
crete/pebbles and concrete tiles indicates 9.5-18˚C more 
than the air temperature. Pebbles area indicates 3.6 – 
6.7˚C more than the air temperature. Maintained grass in-
dicates 1˚C more than the air temperature. Dry grass and 
soil indicate 9.1˚C more than the air temperature. Small 
Shaded areas and watered areas indicate the almost 
same temperature as the air. The surface sea tempera-
ture is 26.3˚C.
In the morning at 16:00, the field measurement has shown 
that the surface temperature of each material is 5.6-7.2˚C 
more than the air temperature. However, for some mate-
rials is 1-2.6 ˚C less than the air temperature. Granite tiles 
in concrete, red concrete pavement, concrete/pebbles 
and concrete tiles indicates 5.6-72˚C more than the air 
temperature. Pebbles area indicates 1-1.7˚C less than the 
air temperature. Maintained grass indicates 1.7-22˚C less 
than the air temperature. Dry grass and soil indicate 0.8˚C 
less than the air temperature. There is no shade at this 
time. The surface sea temperature is 26.3˚C.

Conclusions

The yellow line indicates the impact of heat emitted from 
the surface temperature of urban textures close to ground 
level. The orange line shows the effects of the materials’ 
surface that emits heat at the pedestrian eye level. Such 
materials as concrete/pebbles, concrete granite tiles, 

concrete paving tiles, concrete pavement (rigid) and 
mainly red concrete pavement increase the surface tem-
perature at ground level and create the Surface Heat Is-
land. Such materials as maintained grass, pebbles, water-
ing surfaces during the day, natural and artificial shades 
reduce the surface temperature, and sometimes (after 8 
p.m.) it is less than the air temperature. Furthermore, they 
do not permit the presence of Surface Heat islands. In this 
case, during the day (10th August 18), Pedestrians feel hot 
when they go for a leisure walk. They do not feel comfort-
able due to the thermal conditions of the promenade.
On 10th August 2018, based on on-site measurements 
with digital thermometer and thermal camera, are high-
lighted: Temperature measured in the site is higher than 
Tair measured by local station due to heat emission of 
urban texture. Humidity in the site is lower than humidity 
measured by the local station. Radiation of surface ma-
terial such as concrete, granite tiles is highly present all 
day. Maintained grass, pebbles, watering surfaces during 
the day; natural and artificial shades reduced surface 
temperature. There are no shadings in the promenade, 
at least when Pine trees are recently planted. Surface Ur-
ban Heat Island (SUHI) is critically presented, mainly at the 
public square at the beginning of the promenade. 
Due to the thermal discomfort, mainly at noon and af-
ternoon during summer, the promenade has become 
a “dead space” (Ranasinghe, 2004) simply because it 
cannot be helpful for pedestrians and cyclists. The ap-
propriate urban textures can mitigate surface urban heat 
islands and can make liveable public spaces, including 
promenades, at any time. The professionals such as urban 
designers, urban planners, architects, engineers and local 
decision-makers should intervene to make cities a healthy 
and liveable place to breathe and enjoy at any time of 
the year. 

Recommendations

1. Increase green areas and maintaining them.
2. Watering the pavements and green areas with recy-

cling water will lower the temperature than their sur-
roundings, even during noontime.

3. The thermal properties of surface materials also great-
ly influence the urban micro-climate (neither too dark 
nor too light).

4. Using permeable or porous paving allows water to 
filter into the ground, keeping the pavement cool at 
night.

5. Shade the area with artificial and natural shadings.

Figure 9. The impact of materials’ surface temperature at urban 
thermal comfort
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43
Caterina Padoa Schioppa 

River, people, identity

The antithesis between antagonism and solidarity, com-
petition and symbiosis, reveals the contradictory charac-
ter not only of the relationship between man and nature 
but also of that within human organisations. Understood as 
a projection, as a design, as a planning exercise in which 
a rational order is imposed on the chaos of nature, the 
city carries the signs of this equivocal harmony. As both 
a physical and metaphysical entity, the city results from a 
process in which material form and meaning, architectur-
al image – or the urbs – and institutional ideology – or the 
civitas – are confused but also contrasted dialectically. 
The first cities, built near hollow spaces modelled and en-
graved by rivers, made use of what, from a geomorpho-
logical point of view, represents the most important op-
portunity for territorial continuity and discontinuity. Indeed, 
rivers ‘naturally’ offer bridges and docks to connect, and 
walls and embankments to separate, symbolically em-
bodying the dualism and synchronism of the elements of 
the cosmos, which, paraphrasing Georg Simmel “can be 
seen as connected, but can be seen as divided as well” 
(Simmel, 2011, p. 12) given that only through their semiot-
ic decryption can they become significant and legible, 
or acquire their own semantic individuality. Around this 
founding ‘anatomical type’ – formed together with the 
other raw materials that compose the surface of the earth 
– human beings have developed the habit of assigning 
a distinctive character to places, transforming them into 
devices for memory and measurement. 
As macroscopic manifestations of a branched geome-
try, ruled by precise physical and mathematical laws, hy-
dro-graphic networks, with their degrees of hierarchisation 
and their bifurcation relationships, made an exceptional 
subject of study for geographers who, while engraving 
their textures on stone, sealed the idea of an analogy be-
tween the cosmos and the human body, between the 
lifeblood from which the vitality and mortality of worldly 
things depend, and the human blood within the arteri-
al system. Like any other human actions defying nature, 
earthworks – designed to stem, channel, divert water 

and secure land exposed to natural calamities – took on 
a meaning that far exceeds the completion of a mere 
constructive purpose. Indeed, intertwined religious, polit-
ical and social elements underlie the colossal efforts that 
turned uncontaminated wild-lands into the agrarian land-
scapes familiar to us. Carlo Cattaneo poetically defined 
them as “immense deposits of labours”(Cattaneo, 1971; 
p. 327), an expression that should be extended to the en-
gineering works carried out with repeated perseverance 
in river landscapes. From a functional point of view, rivers 
hosted the first infrastructures invented by human beings, 
the first navigable waterways, exemplifying the primordial 
idea of reciprocity, exchange and economy.
Before the birth of modern states, the sense of belonging to 
political organisms was often assimilated to the objective 
and lasting confinement determined by geomorphologi-
cal structures, in particular hydro-graphic basins, through 
which the principles of an identity coherence were es-
tablished – the same that, in a romantic vision, sometimes 
led to an idealistic universalism – also in correspondence 
to vast and therefore composite, diversified, multi-ethnic 
and polyglot territories. As the writer and Germanist Clau-
dio Magris has affirmed on several occasions, the case 
of the Austria-Hungarian Empire was indeed exemplary 
within European history. After all, the so-called Danube 
Monarchy was a political and cultural representation 
sanctioned by the solemn and barycentric figure of the 
Danube, “a road that connected Europe and Asia, Ger-
many and Greece, along which poetry and the verb, in 
the time of myth, had risen to bring the sense of being to 
the German West” (Magris,1986; p.14). 
Like many poets, writers, pilgrims and explorers before him, 
Magris follows the current of his river – which, like all rivers, 
carries debris, materials, people, stories and traditions – 
using it as a narrative device to question the problem of 
identity and belonging, in its personal and collective sig-
nificance. After all, the journey to the river source always 
takes on an initiatory character (even more than that in 
the direction of its mouth, which instead conceals the  im-
aginative design of an escape). 

FOR A RADICAL SYMBIOSIS BETWEEN 
CITY AND RIVER
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Similarly to Joseph Conrad’s iconic character Marlow– 
that goes up the Congo river by crossing a territory filled 
with dangers down to the bowels of the earth as well as, 
allegorically, to the darkness of his soul – the journey to 
the prehistory of the landscape is a gateway to the mys-
tery of the origin. Thus, the Danube of Magris, “the river 
along which different peoples meet, intersect and mix 
unlike the Rhine, a mythical guardian of the purity of lin-
eage” (Magris, 1986; p. 28), with its uncertain demarca-
tion – the source is indeed obscure, and its mouth that 
mixes with the Black Sea water is indeterminate – seems 
to explain the fatalistic, paradoxical spirit, stretched be-
tween the real and the imaginary of the many peoples 
who have drawn from its waters, united by a “continental 
and earthy” identity, as well as “elusive, made up of mix-
tures, subtractions and eliminations” (Magris, 1986; p. 227-
228). Magris’s Danube is the place where he encounters 
his most latent cultural roots and unmasks the existential 
condition of post-modern civilisation – and, between the 
lines, that of the present world too – that is indefinable, 
changeable and unstable, as well as open, contaminat-
ed and stratified. 

Therefore, in the construction of urban identity – irrefuta-
bly linked to the circulation of both tangible and intan-
gible assets – the presence of navigable waterways was 
crucial. The industriousness around rivers, justified by eco-
nomic, energetic, as well as ritual and social reasons, has 
created the overflowing congestion typical of “spaces of 
transit” that are also “places of living” (Sennett, 2018, p. 
49). Despite the picturesque representation that the prop-
aganda of bourgeois society contributed to creating, river 
landscapes were only apparently ‘domesticated’ places, 
populated by barges transporting goods and people, by 
porters, laundresses, filibusters, bathers and children rolling 
in the mud. Stormy days announced high tides and possi-
ble disasters in the city too.
At the same time, in urban environments, rivers are ex-
ceptional wildlife and promiscuity reserves, fragments of 
a complex ecology where the biological, energetic and 
aesthetic exchange with the environment is no way artifi-
cial. Out of the ordinary space and time, urban beaches, 
today as yesterday, fulfil a peculiar ludic and ‘compensa-
tory’ function; they belong to the category of free plac-
es – where idleness is granted – which Michel Foucault 

Figure 1. Terrestrial drainage basins are vast geomorphological structures, defining objective and lasting confinements. Source: Wiki-
pedia.
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calls “mythical and real contestations of space”, whose 
purpose is not to hold or to accumulate time, but, on the 
contrary, to suspend, to neutralise, to erase it in order to 
ideally return to «the nakedness and innocence of original 
sin” (Foucault, 2006, p. 22). Indeed, this is the unusual yet 
essential attribute of ‘middle lands’, confined between 
two entities, where temporary overflow is allowed on both 
sides, and which “always have a system of opening and 
closing that isolates them from the surrounding space” 
(Foucault, 2006; p. 23). In functional, spatial and cultur-
al terms, such territorial intervals embody the very unique 
condition in which centrality and marginality, specificity 
and generality are juxtaposed. A condition the modern 
city would restore in roads network, while the globalised 
city, in the worst sense, would allocate to public spaces 
far more informal and impersonal (Augé, 1992).

The case of Rome: new potential alliances between city 
and river

During the nineteenth century, many urban rivers lost 
their hydraulic and infrastructural functionality due to the 
erection of hard embankments – justified by hygienic and 
flood-protection reasons – which abruptly interrupted the 
continuity between urban soil and water. In the stretch 
crossing the centre of Rome, the case of the Tiber was 
paradigmatic of this new functionalist culture. The erec-
tion of the so-called Muraglioni (massive walls) dissolved a 
millennial partnership between the city and the river, for-
ever changing the link with the urban life epicentre. 
The resulting damage was not only sentimental and per-
ceptive but also morphological and material – with the 
demolition of outstanding architectural works such as the 
Porto di Ripetta, the port built in the early 1700s by archi-
tects Alessandro Specchi and Carlo Fontana. The disrup-
tion of the gradual of the orthographic surface and the 
demolition of terraces ‘concealed’ not only the riverbed 
but also the differences between the two banks, depriv-
ing the city of a fundamental element of legibility of the 
geomorphological structure, which had notably condi-
tioned the anthropic settlement, even before the city’s 
foundation. In addition, the river, which had kept the 
‘roughness’ and ‘shape’ of its natural riverbed and pre-
served the riparian vegetation – an essential element for 
speed control and water filtering – was deprived of part of 
its environmental value. 
Finally, on an emotional level, the Muraglioni violated the 
impalpable yet significant bond that had figuratively con-
nected citizens and peasants. 

Figure 2. Joseph Vernet, A Sporting Contest on the Tiber, Rome 
(1750).

Figure 3. Scalo del Pinedo, Rome (1932). Source: http://www.
trastevereapp.com/barcone-ciriola/.

Figure 4.  Engraving by Giovanni Battista Piranesi, View of the 
Porto di Ripetta (1793).
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A bond founded on the common subjection to the river’s 
monotonous rhythms, in whose current both had project-
ed their dreams and most hidden desires for escape, as 
Michelangelo Antonioni has painted with delicate lyricism 
in his Gente del Po (People of the Po Valley).
As a supreme spatial margin and mental and perceptive 
horizon, the Tiber – as well as many rivers crossing European 
cities – had been the most tangible point of reference for 
urban planning, a veritable element of measurement that 
had determined the city’s topographical development. 
Since the earliest Italic civilisations, starting from the river 
banks and in the multiple urban changes of level,  altimet-
ric differences had been considered as great design and 
scenic opportunities rather than obstacles to creative solu-
tions in which to compose mineral gardens, porous land-
scapes, inhabited walls, in other words, pretexts to explore 
the architecture of oblique planes, or spatial connective 
devices capable of capturing and sublimating the dimen-
sion of time while turning movement and endless narration 
into the fulcrum of the architectural event.
Indeed, on a symbolic level, the Muraglioni’s right angle 
inaugurated a design culture that would consolidate dur-
ing the first half of the twentieth century, whose moment 
of culmination as well as epilogue can be considered Le 
Corbusier’s Poème de l’Angle Droit (1955). 
In fact, in 1964, Claude Parent and Paul Virilio (Parent, 
1970) would react to the Corbusierian obsession for the 
crystalline boundaries between tectonics and nature and 
to the stable figure of the right angle, an unequivocal sym-
bol of the logic of separation, with the principle of obliqui-
ty, an anti-rhetorical figure symptomatic of the post-WWII 
culture dominated by relativism and doubt. The obliquity 
appeared as an operational manifesto of the new poetic 
of inclusiveness, relationality and relativity, antithetical to 
the dual and hierarchical method of rational thinking. 

The radical decline of urban rivers, their final loss of iden-
tity and ecological and social functionality, occurred in 
the second half of the twentieth century, when – with the 
parallel modification of production systems and the metro-
politanization of territory – water pollution, the privatisation 
of shores and savage colonisation transformed legendary 
river valleys into liminal spaces, or ‘wastelands’ fatally sep-
arated from their urban bodies. 
With the same timeliness that accompanied the rise of the 
myth of the ‘performative city’ where nature is reduced to 
a “technical infrastructure that makes exhausting life more 
bearable” (Koolhaas, 2001; p. 146), the current processes 
of urban regeneration and environmental remedy – begun 
on a global scale in the 1990s – identified the crucial role of 
such ‘immersions’, as Ludovico Quaroni (1967) defined the 
large voids fraught with symbolic contents. As fixed points 
within the urban environment, such voids may engender 
‘affective memorisation’ processes linked to “elements 
that are not only visual but acoustic, olfactory, tactile, of 
Stimmung, of atmosphere” (Dorfles, 1965; p. 102). Thus, as 
ecological corridors and thanks to their often barycentric 
position, rivers – which are essentially ‘common goods’ 
received as a gift from nature – are again perceived as 
privileged collective spaces where the so-called common 
ground can once again find its roots renew its definition.
Along with art and its persuasive tools for excavation and 
interpretation of common, tangible and intangible roots, 
architecture has steered this semantic reversal in many 
ways. As Olafur Eliasson’s Green River installation shows, 
even low-intensity, ephemeral, low-cost operations such 
as soil works and simple graphic operations that modify 
the relationships between objects and the perception of 
space may sometimes arouse shockingly effects. In many 
cases, the spatial event begins with and sometimes is lim-
ited to extirpation, the thinning of both natural and an-
thropic parasitic components that restore the unadorned 
anatomy of the earth. By operating on the profile that de-
fines the passage from urban soil to the water – through 
a tomographic model of representation that designs the 
topological nature of a space ready to absorb deforma-
tions – architecture rediscovers the aesthetic dimension of 
the intermediate realm made up of uncertain thresholds 
between inside and outside, above and below, matter 
and non-matter – or what in ecology is called ‘ecotone’, 
the transitional environment between two ecosystems. 
In recomposing such profile in plastic terms, in rethinking it 
as an oblique plane resilient to the pressures coming from 
both the underground world of nature and the aerial world 
of architecture, not only space is altered but time. 

Figure 5. Muraglioni during the construction, Rome (1877-1926).
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From this point of view, those shifting strips of land along 
the rivers turn into figures of becoming, spaces of interfer-
ence between past and future, where the very notion of 
ground and underground – as well as the one of ‘palimp-
sest’, omnipresent in the history of stratified cities – loses 
its abstract connotation and becomes a sort of ‘carnal’ 
experience. 
In correspondence with these new urban breaches – 
slight fragments where the secular and global fracture be-
tween places and individuals is potentially repaired – the 
geological and archaeological stratification of the city is 
virtually laid bare. 
Ultimately, a bit like in the artwork Triumphs and Laments 
William Kentridge created on the Tiber’s Muraglioni in 2016 
(Fig. 2b), embankments become meta-historical spaces 
that evoke archaic myths, revive the ancestors’ slowness, 
project us into an anachronistic time that, as Giorgio Ag-
amben (2008) points out, awakens the ability to look at 
the present with unexpected lucidity.

The ultimate goal of these regeneration processes and re-
discovery of the city identity - in Rome as in many other Eu-
ropean cities - is to radically reclaim the soil and river waters, 
with such programmes looking upstream at the entire water 
basin to mitigate and ideally remove the pollution. As is well 
known, pollution was the one factor that interrupted the an-
cient practice of bathing. While waiting for long-term fruitful 
benefits, cities have equipped themselves with entertain-
ment and recreational areas as well as artificial beaches 
where possible - large and small floating pools fed by me-
chanically purified water. Some examples include PLOT’s 
Harbour Baths in Copenhagen (2002), the more recent Aar-
hus Harbor Bath by Bjarke Ingels Group (2018). Only in rare 
cases - such as the Flussbad Berlin in the Spree Canal (2012-
2015) or the Paris Plage in the Bassin de la Villette (2017) 
- is the bathing literally done in the reclaimed waters of the 
city’s canals. The spirit of these places is to celebrate with 
due solemnity the ancestral custom of communal bathing, 
born with the invention of the first urban settlements. 

Figure 6. William Kentridge, Triumphs and Laments, Rome (2016).
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From the Islamic hammam to the Roman baths, from the 
Jewish mikveh to the Scandinavian sauna, all civilisations 
associate the immersion of the body in water – coming 
from a natural spring – with the purification from material 
impurities or sin. 
This symbolic return to the urban river waters – conse-
crated through bodily gestures – could re-establish that 
crucial link between the urbs and the civitas, that is, the 
link between places and their meanings. The river cities 
receive these meanings from history and should be willing 
to pass them on to posterity.
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44
Piero Rovigatti

Pescara, two years or so, of a Pandemic

More than a year has passed since the start of the pan-
demic crisis, at the beginning of March 2020, when the 
whole country, together with the whole world, found itself 
- completely unprepared and inexperienced - to face the 
first generalized lock-down, with the closure of all public 
and collective services and activities, including schools 
and universities. For a city like Pescara, which, together 
with nearby Chieti, gathers a considerable population of 
university students, with a very significant share of non-res-
ident students, this was not a marginal episode. The pres-
ence of the university maintains important economies, 
linked precisely to the presence of students, as well as 
originating different types of induced activities, so much 
so that for a long time, some have already recognized 
the University in Pescara and Chieti as the main economic 
enterprise (M. Ricci, P. Rovigatti, 1996). A calendar year 
of a pandemic is actually equivalent to almost two con-
secutive academic years, or at least so it will certainly 
be remembered by the students and teachers who lived 
through them. The closure of the university, required by the 
rules of the so-called social distancing, was not supported 
by any significant administrative act. On the university’s 
part, every effort has been directed to the organization of 
distance learning and to the impromptu organization of 
university classrooms to carry out lessons in blended form. 
University fees have been increased, as already planned, 
and no measures have been adopted towards first-year 
students, as promoted at the central government level, 
to counter the feared drop in enrolment, which has not 
occurred, at the start of the new academic year 2020-21. 
The local administrations have implemented no concrete 
measures to meet the students’ understandable incon-
veniences, including economic ones. Most off-site stu-
dents also continued to pay the rents of the privately rent-
ed houses, given the persistent limited presence of public 
hospitality facilities in the cities in question. Absent off-site 
students in the cities, the economic inducement linked 
to their presence has almost disappeared, especially in 
terms of consumption of food and services. 

Therefore, the de facto closure of the university and its 
teaching centres was reflected in the closure of almost 
every activity linked to catering and services, including 
private services for students, which have characterized 
for over twenty years that part of the city recognized as 
the university judicial. A closure for many commercial es-
tablishments is destined to become permanent, even with 
the reopening of the university, scheduled for September 
2021. Also, the traffic, which has always been character-
ized, due to high levels of congestion, this area of the city, 
together with a permanently unsolved problem of acces-
sibility and parking, has come to drastically reduce, in the 
desolate and sad months of the first and second lock-
down in Pescara.

University and Pescara city. Relations, economies, oppor-
tunities

Therefore, the pandemic has frozen the university district, 
perhaps even to a greater extent than in other city areas. 
It is also true that this “neighbourhood” had long since lost 
much of its character as a growing area, an inner suburb 
in transition, linked above all to the presence of the univer-
sity and the adjacent Criminal Court.
A university on which many, in past years, we had bet on 
for its ability to prove to be the “engine of urban rede-
velopment”, “a company that produces and distributes 
income on the territory”, or even “strategic investment for 
development and a factor of modernization and rede-
velopment of the settlement and territorial system in the 
broadest sense “1. There is little space available in this pa-
per to try to argue why, and how, all this did not happen. 
Perhaps errors in the overall assessment of structural and 
conjectural factors, but also errors in political, urban and 
administrative strategies, largely explain this situation.
First of all, a nefarious program agreement for the devel-
opment of the University and Judicial Center2, built around 
an objective of public interest that has never been real-
ized - the Strada Parco, the vast linear park on the route of 
the former Adriatic railway link, also designed to support 
“fast and mass” local public transport, and which in fact 

UNIVERSITY AND PESCARA CITY, BEFORE, DURING AND AFTER PANDEMY
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has rewarded substantial interests speculative on vast ar-
eas then undeveloped around the university. Today it isn’t 
difficult to observe how the University in Pescara, well be-
fore the sad days of COVID, is far from being the engine 
of anything, with the exception of the real estate gains 
produced by real estate transactions that are so rapid in 
completion, but modest in formal outcomes and urban 
planning. Well before COVID, the University of Pescara 
began to contract, also with regard to the presence of 
students suffering from a reduction in first-year university 
students, which appears as a national trend due to the 
post-2008 economic and financial crisis, and which affects 
the South to a greater extent than in other parts of the 
country. For this reason, the growth projects for the new 
Pindaro, the complex of spaces for teaching and student 
services that the university has planned since 2001, remain 
unrealized. Also, the reduction of this project, such as the 
Mediateca, developed, at the university’s expense, up to 
the executive project scale, for a cost of approximately 5 
million Euros, remains unfulfilled. In short, what COVID finds 
in Pescara is a university whose latest developments date 
back to almost two previous decades, clearly without ser-
vices, sports or culture. And where the condition of off-site 
university students is right, they use to live in low-quality 
precarious rented houses, which in the summer season 
pass to the seaside market, tells better than any other fac-
tor the still unfortunate outcome of the desired relation-
ship of quite another nature and perspective.

University and Pescara city, after COVID 19. What hap-
pens now?

In the past year, 2020, the year of COVID, in the face of 
substantial immobility of public entities in the field of de-
velopment and redevelopment of the university district - 
and there was also a Master Plan and Sector Plans, which 
they had tried to stir the waters in this sense - the theme 
of the transfer of the university in its entirety to a new ur-
ban location takes on great vivacity on the initiative of the 
new Rector. The choice concerns the Ex Cofa area, an 
abandoned industrial area located near the city’s canal 
port. The operation does not go through for different rea-
sons. In the meantime, the University Centre of Pescara is 
affected by an almost interminable series of ordinary and 
extraordinary maintenance works. 
The University of Pescara has long been a permanent, 
endless construction site for works and interventions that 
try to correct, often without success, initial infrastructural 
and structural deficiencies, none of which are linked to 
strategic choices, which focus on the eye-catching defi-
cit in terms of accessibility and availability of services ded-
icated to students. Within this overall scenario, at the be-
ginning of January, the news of the “creation” of a “new 
University Campus” in the city appears, within an area, the 
former Bartolomeo area, of about two hectares, stopped 
for almost thirty years. 
An area present within the perimeter of the Detailed Plan 
of public initiative laid down by the General Town Plan, 

Figure. 1 Bird’s-eye view of the University of Pescara (satellite im-
age processing from Google earth, accessed April 2021).

Figure 2. Project of the new Polo Pindaro, Studio ABDR, 2001. 
Overall plan with urban planning data
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never implemented, which very appropriately linked the 
structure of all the functions to the relationship with the 
sea and the other public centralities present, then “re-
placed” by the Agreement for the Judicial and University 
Pole, which is already discussed.

On the story of the “New University Campus” project, in 
the former Di Bartolomeo area, between Viale Pindaro 
and via Marconi in Pescara

What starts now, in Pescara, has absolutely nothing to 
do with the multitude of projects, plans and proposals 
that have long been produced within the Department 
of Architecture, in the over 30 years of its activity of third 
mission, at the service of the city that hosts it. It is a clear 
private project, of a speculative nature, which should be 
analysed, evaluated as such; it is in fact a Variant to the 
General Town Plan, with substantial changes regarding 
the intended uses and urban planning parameters al-
ready defined by a specific implementation tool, the Ur-
ban Planning Section PP6, and it is by no means a project 
of public interest, as it is artfully presented by the local 
press and by the endorsement of the Magnificent Rector. 
The operation involves the inclusion of a shopping centre, 
reducing the public spaces, initially planned, with a partial 
reduction of the load, but with a variation in the maximum 
height of the building, which goes from 25 ml to 34 ml.
It is difficult to believe that all this does not constitute a sub-

stantial modification of the urban planning instrument, on 
which the City Council has a binding opinion. It, therefore, 
entails the approval, in time and manner, of an “Urban 
Planning Variation” or a “program agreement”, which, 
however, can only be defined based on a clear public 
interest, which is difficult to recognize in the proposed 
program. However, the basic question remains what all 
this has to do with the heralded promotion of a “university 
campus”, supported by public declarations also by the 
university. In short, what all this has to do with the needs 
of the university and students in the current city (of the 
post-COVID) is something complicated to prove.
The students first opened a glimpse into this affair, who so-
licited its attention, meanwhile within the university com-
munity. Finally, it is discussed in a public seminar entitled 
“Universities and Cities, a study day on the University Pole 
of Pescara, which at least has the merit of raising a mini-
mum of public debate around this incredible story. What 
this story, which is still in progress, teaches, however, is the 
inability to assume and deal with the theme of the rela-
tionship between the university and the city as an urban 
planning problem. And the alleged solution that someone 
thinks to corroborate to the problems of the university risks 
turning out to be, if anything, an aggravation of the prob-
lems, or perhaps only a solution to the economic interests 
of the private operators who suddenly appeared on the 
scene, replacing those who kept this frozen area for dec-
ades, waiting to capitalize on its revenues. 

Figure 3. Extract from the PRG before the 2002 Program Agree-
ment for the University and Judicial Centre; 

Figure 4. University and Judicial Centre; with black lines the pe-
rimeter of the detailed plan of public initiative PP6.
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It is quite the opposite of what is set out in the strategic 
plans that the city has adopted in recent years, even with 
the partial collaboration of our university.Personally I have 
tried to suggest both within the scientific community to 
which I belong, as well as the associations for the defence 
of common rights, very present in the city, the possibility 
of presenting public observations against the adopted 
plan, listing the numerous factors that penalize both the 
university as a structure of public interest and service, and 
the community as a whole: the loss of a strategic area 
for the overall reorganization of an important part of the 
city, and its rebalancing in terms of standards and pub-
lic spaces; urban planning loads that will aggravate an 
already heavily congested urban area; the increase in 
traffic and the irreducibility of the road solutions proposed 
by the Allotment Plan to the development of alternative 
mobility systems proposed by the sector instruments; the 
loss of public space and green areas compared to the 
provisions of the current PRG; the repercussions of this on 
climatic conditions, the permeability of the soils, the hy-
draulic risk that has always characterized this urban area.

Universities and cities in Pescara and Chieti after COVID 
19. What could happen instead?

Many, during the pandemic in progress, have evoked 
gloomy scenarios regarding the condition of Italian uni-
versities in the post-COVID, in particular for those of medi-
um and small size, and located in the South.

The reduction in the number of registrations that followed 
the years of the financial crisis in 2008 seemed destined 
to resume, and perhaps even worsen, after three semes-
ters in DAD, due to the understandable lack of propensity 
of families to invest, in times of crisis, in the life prospects 
of their children. The legacy of fears and inconveniences 
produced by the experience just lived, in reality still in 
progress. Official data relating to the last academic year 
belie these hypotheses. Contrary to expectations, “the 
University is full of students with online lessons: freshmen 
up by 7%”3; and perhaps the most surprising news is that 
“the Centre South is growing”. It is, therefore, interesting 
to compare these happy and unexpected data with the 
situation of the University of Annunzio and, in particular, 
with that of the Polo of Pescara. The resulting picture ac-
tually seems only partially to confirm the positive national 
picture. 
The University of Annunzio has started to grow again 
in terms of enrolment, but not as much as the national 
average. In terms of new enrolments, then, factors that 
are difficult to assess, both of a general and local nature, 
weigh - the preference that new degree courses seem 
to encounter, such as “Digital marketing”, “Speech ther-
apy” and, “Biomedical Engineering”, or Design - or other 
factors, which lead many observers to note a progressive 
“regionalization” of university catchment areas, which un-
expectedly rewards many southern and central-southern 
universities as well. On the other hand, the fact that “fam-
ilies saw enrolling in university as the best way to deal with 
the crisis could also influence this increase”.

Figure 5. Subdivision Plan of the Implementation Plan of private 
initiative and related urbanization works for the redevelopment 

of the former Di Bartolomeo area - District 6.03 of the PRG, 
general plan of the intervention

Figure 6. Project of the new Mediatheque of the University of 
Pescara, Studio ABDR, plan and rendering.
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The basic question - to what extent the pandemic emer-
gency, which is still ongoing, is destined to profoundly 
change the relationships between universities and ur-
ban systems, in the post-pandemic cities that await us, or 
whether this experience is destined to leave no trace in 
the balances, and imbalances, which have long charac-
terized the territorial organization of universities in Italy and 
the relationships between local systems - there is a risk, 
however, of remaining unanswered, until the availability 
of data makes accurate and documented analyses will 
make this possible. 
Perhaps a possible explanation for this condition refers to 
various causes. People tend to enrol in the nearest univer-
sity to protect themselves from the risk of new lock-downs. 
Or, by choosing universities closer to their home of origin, 
the costs of off-site attendance are reduced, and per-
haps the structural deficiencies of complimentary services 
- sport, culture, leisure - characteristic of some southern 
universities, weigh less among them - which can be re-
solved privately. 
If we were satisfied with this kind of explanation, largely 
consoling, we could also conclude that this is okay and 

that there is not much else to do, to hope that both the 
Italian university system as a whole, as well as a case like 
the one dealt with in Pescara, can overcome the pan-
demic crisis with enthusiasm, and resume normality that 
has marked its existence up to now. 
If, on the other hand, one is still convinced of the fact that 
the university is something other than its caricature that 
was broadcast during the long months of the DAD - with 
all the respect of those teachers and students, who have 
committed themselves to at least partial emergency func-
tion - then it is necessary to implement other thoughts, oth-
er actions, other projects - seizing all the opportunities that 
old and new strategic planning and programming tools 
can put in place to give new vigour to the relationship be-
tween university systems and urban systems already com-
promised for some time and further affected by induced 
effects of the pandemic that perhaps we are finally leav-
ing behind. 
In Pescara, there is a lot to do and rebuild, starting from a 
definitely cracked relationship of trust and mutual esteem 
between administrations and communities, to be devel-
oped and reinvigorated through the sharing of visions, 
scenarios, and perspectives of common sense. 

Figure 7. Project for the reconfiguration of the internal open spaces and fences of the Polo Pindaro, project coordination prof. Enzo Calabrese, prof. 
Antonio Basti.
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Looking, in particular, at the condition of non-resident stu-
dents as a strategic indicator of the quality of these rela-
tionships, also putting under observation forms of govern-
ance, projects, current plans to these more or less implicitly 
dedicated, which have occurred in the last twenty-five 
years, is perhaps one of the ways to follow. 
Building a city of proximity, which focuses on the produc-
tion of services, and of new, inclusive public spaces, both 
for temporary citizens and for those who have always 
lived in neighbourhoods that today are crossed and ex-
perienced by young creatives and bearers of new ideas 
and approaches, can become a common objective, a 
testing ground for setting up integrated policies - between 
the State, public, local and university administrations - in 
support of this condition, for example by creating new 
student services integrated with neighbourhood services, 
within policies dedicated to this important urban popula-
tion, also recognizing a particular status of citizenship for 
non-resident students, also through acts of local empow-
erment. Well then to resume from the drawer, and soon, 
the projects that have been ready for some time, such as 
the splendid university media library designed by some of 
the best teachers of our university, illustrated in the images 
to come, good to give substance to the internal arrange-
ments of the current, rundown university campus, as sug-
gested by the project of other valuable resources of our 
university, perhaps with more courage to also deal with 
the public spaces around, the “university sagradi” that it 
seems appropriate to suggest in analogy to the “scholas-
tic sagradi” proposed by Paolo Pileri and his group, for the 
Milanese schools, as suggested in the images of the de-
gree thesis that conclude the iconographic set of this text. 
The prospects of any possible urban regeneration pro-
gram of the city, which contemplates the consideration 
of the still unexpressed opportunities for relations between 
the university and the city also as an opportunity for the 
regeneration of parts of the city that are still substantial-
ly marginal, perhaps within the resources of the EU Next 
Generation Plan, and the newly born National Recovery 
and Resilience Plan (PNRR) could, and should, be framed 
in this direction, in favour of the public interest, looking at 
the university as a common good, and not as an opportu-
nity for private profits.

Note 

1 Cfr.: A.Clementi, Premessa, in M. Ricci, P. Rovigatti, Uni-
versità e città, Fratelli Palombi Editore, Roma, 1996, pag. 7

2P. Rovigatti, L’Università a Chieti e a Pescara, in: N. Mart-
inelli, P. Rovigatti (a cura di), Università, città e territorio nel 
Mezzogiorno, Franco Angeli Editore, Milano, 2005
3.https://www.ilsole24ore.com/art/l-universita-le-lezi-
oni-online-fa-pieno-iscritt i-matricole-del-6percen-
to-corre-sud-ADLK4R3?refresh_ce=1
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INTEGRATED RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME OF ARRËZA VILLAGE

Introduction

The “100 villages” model paves the path and sets the 
standards to serve as a success model in order to expand 
across the country.
The program selected villages endowed with potentials 
that have, despite no particular attention, succeeded in 
attracting tourists, building restaurants and/or hostels, and 
generating their traditional homemade products. There-
fore, the “100 villages” program picks and supports those 
areas that have already displayed items and are willing to 
take steps forward.
The idea is not only to upgrade, improve and not to invest 
everything by the government, but develop a functioning 
model that would show the path towards development 
and expand it elsewhere all over the country.
Arreza still carries its historic treasured, architectonic val-
ues, scenic view and perennial tradition. These values 
should be protected and restored to be returned to the 
community and used to develop cultural tourism.

Arrëza, Dardha, Sinica, Nikolica and Qyteza, part of upper 
Devoll

Upper Devolli is one of the richest areas with forest and 
water resources. A diverse floristic and faunal world is ev-
idenced in it.
The natural environment is the basis on which human soci-
ety was created and developed. The intervention of the 
human factor in the environment has brought about its 
damage. After the 1990s and onwards, the great chang-
es have somewhat diminished their importance due to 
misuse or mismanagement. Upper Devoll villages face 
intense population movements, low economic develop-
ment, significant infrastructural and environmental prob-
lems, etc. This territory still preserves values that are best 
inherited from the nature and cultural development of the 
population. Today, the villages of Upper Devoll are pre-
sented as areas with abundant natural resources and with 
great opportunities for their economic, demographic and 
cultural development.

This study aims to identify natural and human resources as 
the main potentials that will bring rural integration into the 
study area. These resources must be managed appropri-
ately to ensure their continuity in the future. Upper Devolli 
includes five villages’ territorial space: Arrëza, Dardha, Si-
nica, Nikolica and Qyteza. 
Several methods have been used to achieve the purpose 
and objectives of this study, such as descriptive and ana-
lytical depending on the collected materials or their iden-
tification in the field. The methods used in this paper are 
research method, analysis, cartography and field survey. 
The field survey method was used to collect materials and 
identify the study area more closely. This method defines 
the problems that this area faces today, such as erosion, 
mass migration of the population, economic develop-
ment, infrastructural difficulties, etc.
Together with their history, these villages testify quite well 
not only to their early population but also the culture, tra-
ditions, and religious beliefs inherited from the past to the 
present. They have been inhabited since antiquity, and 
this is evidenced by the numerous archaeological finds 
belonging to different historical periods since antiquity 
and the early Middle Ages. Their traces are in the form 
of apartment ruins and have been found by locals. They 
date back about 2500 years ago, maybe even more. Their 
location is quite suitable for living as they have a protec-
tive position from winds or bad weather conditions, as well 
as being close to water sources and sunlight. In addition 
to the ruins of dwellings, other objects that testify to the 
early population are various items, coins, human bones, 
metal ornaments such as bracelets of various shapes and 
sizes, metal spearheads, pieces of ceramic dishes, etc. 
These archaeological objects have been found in one of 
the residential centres of the village of Sinica in the area 
called Selisht.
The arrival of the Slavs in Albania in the first half of the VI 
century AD, around 548 and the Slavic toponyms in Sinica, 
are factors that help and strongly support the early roots 
of the village of Sinica. We find these traces and Slavic 
toponyms in the village of Nikolicë. Documentary records 
say that Nikolica in the Middle Ages had over 6000 inhab-
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itants, had an episcopal centre (Metropolis), was a com-
mercial centre, a centre of crafts revived in economic 
and cultural life. Arrëza is also thought to have had the 
same developments as Nikolica and Sinica in this period. 
There were about 150 houses in Arrëz.
The Ottoman occupation also left its mark where the sur-
rounding villages, to escape the invaders, were forced 
to relocate from their homes and establish a permanent 
settlement in Dardhë. Thus in Dardhë, from 35-40 houses it 
had at the end of the XVII century, reached 400 flats in the 
following years.
This ensured the continuity of the population and devel-
opment of these villages. It is worth mentioning that the 
population has been high from the 1920s until the 1990s 
for several decades, despite different historical or physi-
cal-geographical conditions.
Due to its geographical position, Sinica, together with the 
other four villages, Qyteza, Dardha, Arrëza and Nikolica, 
separated at a special angle from the plain part of the 
province of Devoll, form a separate territorial community. 
From the 1920s until the years 1960-1970, this community 
was administered as a single locality, with Dardha centre, 
which depended on Korca. Then, the new administrative 
division after the 1990s passed into the administration of 
Devoll. With the new administrative division in 2015, the 
villages Sinicë, Nikolicë, Qytezë and Arrëz are an integral 
part of the Commune of Miras and depend on the Munic-
ipality of Bilisht, while the village Dardhë depends on the 
Municipality of Korca.
The villages communicate with each other through the 
road network. The connecting roads of the villages to 
each other are paved with gravel but damaged as a re-
sult of slope processes, falls, slides or small mud streams.
Due to the poor conditions of the road network, the trans-
port of people, goods or information is carried out only by 
special vehicles, which hinders the development of these 
areas.
In the village of Arrëza, the village with the largest popu-
lation of Upper Devoll, in 1992, the registered population 
was 882 inhabitants. This considerable population, unfor-
tunately, has been lost over the years. In 2017 the regis-
tered population was 677 inhabitants. The decline has 
been gradual where initially from 1992 to 2007, about 158 
residents left. In 2010 we had a slight improvement in the 
situation.

The rural landscape

The rural landscape is typically traditional, where the nat-

ural environment prevails and the villages are affected by 
depopulation due to mass migration. The main economic 
branches are basic agriculture, livestock and beekeeping 
with which the vast majority of the population lives. The 
rural landscape of the villages has the features of a di-
verse Mediterranean landscape which is adapted to the 
physical-natural conditions. An important role was played 
by the mountainous relief where as a result, agriculture 
has managed to develop only on those flat land areas lo-
cated along the Devoll River valley, inside the study area. 
Most are in the villages of Nikiolica, Qyteze and Arrëz, 
while in Dardhë and Sinicë, agricultural areas are scarce 
due to not only the difficult mountain relief but also the 
harsh climate. Land plots are small and often insufficient 
for the needs of families.
Biodiversity and its elements are one of the main compo-
nents of creating a rural landscape. The specific natural 
vegetation consists of evergreen vegetation such as pine, 
fir or deciduous plants such as oaks, hazelnuts, and fruit 
trees such as plums, cherries, etc. Here we find a variety of 
medicinal and aromatic plants which are collected and 
used by the local population.
Agricultural crops are also part of the rural landscape. Un-
fortunately, they are found in small quantities due to inad-
equate relief and climatic conditions—mainly cultivated 
basic vegetables such as tomatoes, potatoes, cereals, or-
chards. The rural agricultural landscape is found in villages 
such as Arrëz, Qyteza and Nikolica. We find pastures in 
all villages, and consequently, the livestock landscape is 
more evident with herds of cattle, pastures, livestock stalls, 
haystacks, etc. In addition to them, one of the branches 
of the economy that is quite widespread is beekeeping, 
where beehives are seen in many homes or nature. 

Arrëza: historical, architectural and cultural background

Arrëza is a mountain village, located at 1030 m above 
sea level, on the Devoll River, which emanates from the 
Gramoz Mountain. Arrëza is located in the centre of the 
ethnographic sub-region of Upper Devolli. The village is an 
early settlement with solid culinary traditions of artisanal, 
agricultural and livestock products processing, thus add-
ing to the tourist potential. The stunningly built houses in 
each other’s shelter still retain the tradition, old customs 
or legends, inscribed on carved stone and well-paved 
porch. The main economic activity is agriculture, which 
develops mainly along the Devoll Valley.
According to the materials written by the archives of the 
time, we learn that Arreza is a 600-year-old settlement. The 
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Figure 1. Photo of Arrëza, natyre and laocation.

Figure 2. Old foto of Arrëza, historical background.

village of Arreza was founded by families who, along with 
their livestock, camped inside the mountains to avoid the 
time wars. The village’s name can be explained by the 
word “little nut”, arable land where the first inhabitants 
settled and laid the foundations. Ottoman. This is docu-
mented by Pope Spiro Zengo, based on the confessions of 
his clergyman’s father, Pope Nicholas Zengo: According 
to family tradition, this clergyman, a parishioner of Arreza, 
was a period where she was forced into Islam, not want-
ing to convert to Islam and become a Muslim, he took 
refuge in Pear, where many other families had begun 
gathering around the parish priest. According to records 
written in the History of Dardha, five generations of the 
Zengo tribe have continued to run the Orthodox Church 
from this tribe.
The houses of this mountain village retain the characteris-
tic features of the constructions in the area. The dwellings 
are built of stone extracted from the surrounding area, 
while the roofs are covered with slabs of stone slabs. The 
most characteristic house is the one with two floors, two 
entrances and four rooms. For the extraction of stone 

slabs, there are special places called “madem” located 
in Gollomboçe, Mbalze, Dobiot, etc.
Before the ‘50s, the inhabitants of Arreza left their houses 
unpainted from the outside, while the inside was painted 
with typical clay as well as the floor. The windows were 
made small and closed with crossed rosettes. In the winter 
season, they were given pig lids. The doors of the houses 
were made of pinewood, without special works. In every 
neighbourhood, there is a natural source where residents 
used to drink water. 
The main activity of the villagers is agriculture and live-
stock, as natural and climatic conditions favour the 
breeding of cattle and small animals. The valley of the riv-
er Devoll has very fertile land in which the villagers plant 
agricultural crops such as potatoes, beans, corn, vege-
tables, but also fruit trees such as apples, plums, cherries, 
etc. Agricultural products are mainly for personal con-
sumption, while among the products for sale, we mention 
bee honey, brandy, meat and dairy by-products winter, 
as well as spear weaving of various garments or pieces 
for home decoration. In recent years, the inhabitants of 
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Figure 3. Foto of Arrëza, architecture and urbanism.

Figure 4: Dobergore, annual event

 Figure 5. Arreza agro-turism

Arrza have started cultivating mountain tea, an aromatic 
plant endemic to Gramoz Mountain, benefiting from the 
suitable climatic conditions and altitude.
The village has three grocery stores that also serve as gath-
ering places for residents. The host family hostels that serve 
local and foreign visitors have also started to function in 
recent years. There are about 30 houses which have re-
ception capacities for visitors that with less investment can 
increase them or the quality of services. 
The main problem remains the road infrastructure that 
connects the village with the national roads. There is 4 
km of roads that connect Arreza with Dardha and 9 km 
of roads that connect the village with Miras, and both 

of these axes are unpaved and difficult to cross with low 
cars. As we mentioned above, Arreza is a mountain vil-
lage on the border with Greece. 
The cars only work during the summer months, because 
the winter is harsh and the road becomes impassable. In 
Nikolice, 6 km from Arreza, in 1977, a hydropower plant 
was built, supplied with the water resources of Devoll and 
distributed electricity in 9 villages of this area.
Since 2001, the village of Arreza has organised an annual 
event in Dobergore. This day has taken on the dimension 
of a pagan holiday, where residents from all over Devoll 
and Korça, regardless of religion, gather and celebrate 
together.
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Figure 6. Revitalization strategy
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Dobërgora is the reference point of Arrëz village and its 
inhabitants. This sacred mountain, which does not belong 
to any particular religion, along with the Waqf standing 
at its head, is a well-known pilgrimage site in the area. 
Described as a place of wonders, it is composed of 157 
year old oak and pine trees, and the height from 18 to 
20 meters, constituting a perfect resting place. The name 
of the place can be explained through Slavic languag-
es as “good mountain” (Dobro-Gora), or even in Albani-
an as Do-Bër-Gur, which means “The sacred object must 
be marked or built with stones”. The time of the Bulgarian 
conquest of the area, in the 9th-11th centuries AD, as well 
as the meaning of the name, testify to the antiquity and 
importance of this holy place, which the inhabitants hold 
in their hearts wherever they are.
The area benefits from an ideal mountain climate and 
fertile soil to produce high quality agricultural and live-
stock products. Naturally delicious produce, as well as the 
cooking of Arreza’s housewives, are well-liked by visitors.
Revitalisation strategy
The strategic program topics are:
Improvement of the public infrastructure (Support for road 
infrastructure, revitalisation of public/urban spaces, com-
munity infrastructure, public services, environmental and 
touristic infrastructure, monuments of cultural heritage, 
landscape, implementation of multifunctional community 
centres)
Economic development through diversification of eco-
nomic activities (amelioration of the touristic potential in 
the rural areas, agro-tourism, rural tourism, investments in 
the improvement of commercial services, investments in 
the production of traditional products, and other eco-
nomic services. Support for incubators of traditional local 
products, promotion and marketing of rural areas, trans-
port, fairs)
Development of social and human capital (support for 
the creation of rural networks, local action groups as well 
as civil society in rural areas, vocational training for wom-
en and the youth, support for cultural of the traditions and 
lifestyle

Conclusions

The social, cultural, economic and environmental poten-
tial inherent to Arreza indicates the importance of rural 
communities and points out the necessity for their regen-
eration.
The assessment strategy can be applied by government 
institutions (Ministry of Culture, Ministry of Agriculture and 

Rural Development) to suit the needs of a rural community 
in the broader context of Albanian to manage the entire 
resources better. Regeneration of rural areas needs to be 
an important part of the local and national planning pol-
icies.
The analysis Arreza has to conclude that such rural areas 
offer great potential for development improvement and 
a new opportunity for the country’s overall economy.
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Introduction 

Tirana was founded in 1614 and declared the Albanian 
Temporary Capital on February 11th, 1920, and the Defini-
tive Capital of Albania in 1925. Being between a rich terri-
torial morphology, the Adriatic Sea and Mountain “Dajti” 
have also offered a perfect position in terms of micro-cli-
mate for its inhabitants. 

The city of Tirana has a modest history compared to 
European metropolises. However, it deserves special 
attention not only for its being the Albanian people’s 
capital city but also because it exemplifies one of the 
particular models of urban development in Europe. Ti-
rana is a typical example of a mixed structure between 
the sea and the mountain, between Illyrian, Roman, 
and Byzantine cultural heritage and the Oriental atmos-

FROM VERNACULAR TO HIGH-RISE: TRANSFORMATION OF NEIGHBOURHOOD 
SPACE QUALITIES IN TIRANA

Figure 1.   Map of Tirana; Position of Case Studies.
Source: Author.
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phere; between European elements and those that are 
typically Mediterranean and Balkan; between the most 
authoritarian urban planning discipline of the times and 
the most anarchist chaos of modern times,……..In short, 
Tirana is one of the dynamic cities in Europe and repre-
sents a city of a typical and prolonged transition to the 
present day .
The above paragraph illustrates the dynamics of the city, 
which is still at high levels nowadays (Figure 1), bringing 
continuous transformations, especially in its urban spac-
es having as the main result not only the perceptive 
character but also the city life quality. In the conditions 
of the high demand for construction, ongoing process-
es such as the urban infilling and densification of city 
footprint, the urban space remain the most vulnerable 
element in the city - from its centre to its most remote 
neighbourhoods. 
This particular article comes as necessary in analysing 
different neighbourhoods differing from their urban mor-
phology, mostly due to belonging to different periods in 
terms of their creation. It also analyses the spatial chang-
es and transformations these have undergone through-
out the years for later have a better understanding of 
the space quality.
We need to understand the changes in the lifestyle due 
to different urban morphologies and their modifications 
due to changes and transformations that occurred.  
This study aims to contribute to understanding our living 
environments and how they stand against the global 
approach of the city’s liveability.  The study tends to be 
further developed by generating models and theoreti-
cal approaches to increase such qualities.

Materials and methods

The neighbourhoods as the main pattern in the city are 
the object of study; therefore, the study is concentrated 
in these city units.  The first model represents that of the 
original Ottoman neighbourhood as the first model intro-
duced to the city of Tirana.  The other case studies are five 
different areas, defined by 200 meters, chosen from the 
existing urban fabric. Three of them represent some of the 
oldest modern neighbourhoods dating from the late 50-s, 
and two others represent the new patterns of the latest 
30 years, that of informal developments and that of new 
planned models in the city.  While the three first models 
represent important areas defined by their strong identi-
ty, the second ones are the most representative devel-
opments of the latest years, such as informal settlements 
and nowadays modern complexes.  Through this mosaic, 
it is possible to read the urban fabric and understand all 
the timeliness of space transformation in the city neigh-
bourhoods.  
There has been little database developed and conserved 
during these years; old orthophotos, current maps, and old 
photos are used to frame a main structure and analysis. 
The mapping of different urban layers on the same area is 
being used for reading their urban typo-morphology.  The 
orthophotos and additional materials such as old photos 
and documentaries are being used to interpret the trans-
formation of activities related to such space qualities.  The 
interpretation tends to understand in detail the material-
ity, colours, and chromatics, the space aesthetics, clear-
ness and simplicity, and the presence of the natural envi-
ronment. 

Figure 2a.   Tirana Map drafted by Austrians, 1916. Source: 
Google.

Figure 2b.   E. Lear Drawing, 1848. Source: Google.
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As per the typo-morphology school’s methodology, repre-
sented by Italian, British and French schools, elements such 
as building, plots, and streets are the subjects of study from 
their creation till nowadays in terms of their physical shape 
and form materiality, chromatics.  The French school of 
morphology with Henri Lefevre also considered the social 
life, mostly due to the modern architecture introduced in 
the cities.  This theory could be used to understand bet-
ter the people’s relationship with the space between the 
buildings.  Jan Gehl and other authors also talk about the 
relationship between space and social life in a city.  
We are living in an area where the keywords of develop-
ment are sustainability and liveability; therefore, elements 
such as solar radiation, vegetation, and comfort could 
not be out of the evaluation framework. 
By summarising, the reading of the territory is based on 
three main elements that of (1) Space quality, (2) Envi-
ronmental quality, (3) Functional and social quality, all 
three important in evaluating the quality of life indicator. 
Although many studies have been made on the history 
of Tirana, not too many maps have been digitalised and 
refined for giving a better idea of the city neighbourhood 
anatomy at the formation of its early phases.  Most of the 
database is still described schematically in images and 
through stories.  This is another goal of this paper: to define 
clear methods of study for such an important understand-
ing of the past, the present, and a better projection of the 
future.

Background

From 14th to the 20th Century:  
In its early phases, Tirana has developed its nucleus based 
on family or clan urban islands. The social life of these 
nuclei was developed near the cult objects, where pub-
lic squares, markets, and other social objects were also 
developed at this period (Figure 2a; 2b). The neighbour-
hoods were constructed based on properties. The typi-
cal dwelling was developed on 1-2 floors, with a garden 
and behind walls. While the streets of the neighbourhoods 
were sometimes narrow and sometimes wide, irregular, 
and often blind (cul-de-sac), inside the walls, the gardens 
were developed. The human scale, presence of the natu-
ral environment in the gardens influenced the public are-
as of the neighbourhood of the period.  

From 1912 to 1944: 
This was the period of Regulatory plan implementations 
and the first attempts to structure the city by interventions 

in infrastructure and administration. Individual villas of a 
Western-style were seen for the first time, mainly to the un-
constructed part of the city, but not only.   The old neigh-
bourhoods have remained of the same type, and there-
fore, the social life was developed around public squares, 
markets, and other social objects.

From 1944 to 1990: 
The directive of the first years of this period was the den-
sification, planned residential areas that were seen for 
the first time. Planning in terms of standards were being 
applied, but with a rationalist and repeated architecture. 
For the first time, space was developed around the neigh-
bourhood. As shown in Figure 3, Figure 5, Figure 6, the first 
buildings dated around the ‘50s defined blocks with a 
considerable open space in between.  
 
From 1990 - Today: 
Several urban morphologies were developed in this peri-
od, each bringing its urban form and social life character-
istics. There have been (1) Informal Settlements; (2) Infor-
mal Additions to existing buildings, (3) Formal Settlements 
but based on property; (4) Development of modern 
neighbourhoods, all of them having a powerful impact in 
the city itself. These kinds of morphologies still do continue 
to be developed, although at different ratios. 
Unfortunately, the urban morphologies in the city do get 
transformed in time. The new buildings usually tend to get 
developed within the plot without any specific consider-
ation of the pre-existing, therefore strengthening the ur-
ban form. This explanation is necessary for a better under-
standing of such phenomena and also of the samples. As 
illustrated later, although there has been an attempt to 
bring clear morphological urban forms, it seemed impos-
sible to find such areas in the city except for a few new 
neighbourhoods invested lately.

Results 

Case 1 (Figure 3), it is evident that the oldest buildings re-
sult to be built around 1958 in an area where single villas 
with single plots were present. The tendency for creating 
buildings aligns with the streets, it is evident. The clear 
façades of the rationalist buildings have lost their clarity 
by the additions made and other cheap materials used in 
the informal additions to the buildings. The later buildings 
completed till 1989, 2002, 2010, and 2018 (dates of maps 
updates) have substituted the previous villas with large-
scale buildings in terms of footprint and height. 
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All these processes are accompanied by densification of 
the area, but the lowering of the quantity of space be-
tween buildings now gains only a distributive character 
for people and/or vehicles. The multi-story buildings are 
of different heights.  From a low-rise area with rationalist 
residential blocks, private villas and a sense of a human 
scale, these areas have turned into mixed-ones, mostly 
with buildings at 10-13 stories. In terms of environmental 
qualities, due to the presence of complex materials and 
small distances between buildings, negative effects get 
developed, such as low solar radiation, absence of venti-
lation, high presence of impermeable surfaces as per the 
drainage, and almost no presence of the vegetation. This 
last one is present mainly in the streets but not in the space 
between blocks. All the above mentioned gives a slight 
possibility to the space to gain social importance.
Case 2 (Figure 4): another particular area of the city, is 
taken into consideration. The area is between “Gjin Bue 
Shpata” and “Sami Frashëri” Streets. Till the late ‘90, it is 
known for its low-rise residential buildings organised into 
separate green plots. In the same way, like Case 1, it has 
been transformed through the years. 

Figure 3. Map of Tirana; Case Study 1 – “Abdyll Frashëri” and 
“Ibrahim Rrugova” Street. Source: Author

Figure 4. Map of Tirana; Case Study 2 – “Gjin Bue Shpata” and 
“Sami Frashëri” Street. Source: Author

Differently from that case where there was the substitution 
of villas to high rise buildings, in this case, there is a high 
urban infill process. There is a high amount of construc-
tion implemented in between the buildings.  In the same 
way, all qualitative semi-private spaces between build-
ings have lost their character, turning mostly into distrib-
utive spaces with low environmental and social qualities.  
Related to Case 1, it still preserves a few green pockets in 
its internal space.
Case 3 (Figure 5): the block between “Myslym Shyri” and 
“Sami Frashëri” Streets. It is one of the only areas of the city 
which still preserves some of its original identity. As could 
be observed, there are no interventions in parts of it. It is 
not clear the reason, but we see either the possibility of a 
“bunker” presence or the unclear status of the property. 
However, the space qualities remain partially in terms of 
existence. In terms of its use, the vehicle is its main occu-
pant, bringing a very low social and activity performance.     
Case 4 (Figure 6), an informal area, is being analysed in 
terms of its typo-morphology. These are ex-informal due 
to the ongoing legalisation process, but the term informal 
is used more as an identification due to the unplanning. 
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These areas are self-developed, mostly on a preview ag-
ricultural land. The buildings started to fill the territory, and 
later the streets were created. The individual buildings are 
placed in plots that have direct access to the streets. The 
previous agricultural infrastructure has helped these areas 
on having a linear and hierarchical order of the streets. 
As per other types of spaces, it is evident that the territory 
infill is uniformly, and there is a lack of social space and, 
therefore, social life. In terms of environmental qualities, 
being formed by one family building with a yard contains 
a lot of natural space. 
This is also due to the local tradition of growing in the yards 
productive plants, such as olives, vineyards, lemons, and 
other fruit trees and vegetables. Due to this and also the 
unpaved streets, in terms of several environmental issues, 
these areas perform better than neighbourhoods in the 
centre of the city.
Case 5 (Figure 7) represents a new neighbourhood in the 
city.  It is an initial concept developed by Studio Daniel 
Libeskind, which somehow was transformed during its re-
alisation, but still was able to preserve the main concept.  

Figure 7.  Map of Tirana; Case Study 5 – “Ndre Mjeda” and “Frosi-
na Plaku” Street. Source: Author, Studio Daniel Libeskind

Figure 5.   Map of Tirana; Case Study 3 – “Abdyll Frashëri” and 
“Ibrahim Rrugova” Street. Source: Author

Figure 6. Map of Tirana; Case Study 4 – “Gjin Bue Shpata” and 
“Sami Frashëri” Street. Source: Author
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Although it provides a new pattern in the city and is easily 
identifiable due to the architectural language used, it also 
represents a new type of neighbourhood where pedes-
trian movement predominates.  The buildings are organ-
ising in such a way that they create spaces with privacy 
differences.  There is a public space standing as a spine in 
the middle and semi-public spaces between blocks offer-
ing a more private open space. 
In terms of environmental quality, due to the building’s 
placement and presence of green spaces, the area is 
ventilated and offers a pleasant place to stay.  Not too 
much is being invested in providing social activities, but 
first floor activities somehow fill this void.  This new develop-
ment somehow has brought a new concept in the lifestyle 
of residents, and it is brought as an opposition to the most 
usual development happening in the city – that of the de-
velopment of singular plots.   

Conclusions

Especially with the neighbourhood typology developed 
in the latest years, developing the buildings based on the 
property is prevailing, causing non-usable space in the 
neighbourhoods.  As per our interpretation, this is not due 
to the lack of planning instruments, rather than insufficient 
attention to the space between buildings.  All these de-
velopments influence the quality of space and modify the 
lifestyle of the neighbourhoods, not offering what is neces-
sary for different social groups of people.  
Throughout this material, we’re tried to compare several 
models and start and evaluate them from this perspec-
tive.  Moreover, while in this particular paper, we needed 
to raise the problematics of the space quality in the neigh-
bourhoods, while in other researches spaces at city levels 
are being studied, for being able to evaluate the liveabil-
ity indicator better.  In conclusion, there is too much to do 
from professionals and local authorities towards the most 
vulnerable element in the city – the preservation of the 
qualitative space as it is closely related to the life of the 
inhabitants.  Understandably, the city will be developed, 
densified, nevertheless should not lose the positive effect 
of the negative space.  
Hopefully, this study, together with others in the field, will 
serve as a voice in future planning.
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Introduction

In the European Landscape Convention, the landscape 
is understood as that “part of the territory that is the re-
sult of natural and/or human actions and relationships, a 
place of life for the population and an expression of the 
diversity of the cultural and natural heritage  as well as the 
foundation of their identity  a place of anthropic transfor-
mations1.”
Therefore, with the term “urban landscape”, it is possible 
to identify those territories – recognised and perceived by 
the populations that inhabit them – as places of excel-
lence, places of daily life, degraded places, or places of 
change in the territory by the hand of man. The Europe-
an Convention was created to introduce local, national, 
and international administrations to the provisions, acts 
and policies of landscape protection through safeguard, 
management and planning interventions, pushing all the 
protagonists (with decisional power over the landscape) 
to look towards sustainable development. All this is to im-
prove citizens’ quality of life and strengthen the relation-
ship between the community, territories, and cities. The 
urban landscape, therefore, is intended as a place of 
life,meeting, as a dynamic space natural or anthropic to 
explore, discover or reinterpret.
In this scenario, the relationship between the population 
and the urban landscape is very important as, on the 
one hand, the landscape promotes the consolidation of 
territorial identities, and on the other, it requires a certain 
level of competence, availability, and awareness to take 
responsibility for the actions that affect it (Caramaschi, 
2018).
By acquiring a social conscience, it will be possible to con-
solidate local and regional identities and diversity, recog-
nising an interest in participation in public decisions2.
Some national and international urban realities, taking in-
spiration from the European Convention on Landscape 
guidelines, have applied best urban re-qualification and 
regeneration practices, which have become an example 
of planning worth imitating. In this study, we will talk about 
“Countless Cities” –  the Biennial of the Cities of the 

World – an event/exhibition where urban planning and 
architecture are discussed, and the urban landscape in 
the transformation of different cities around the world are 
analysed in greater depth.
The meetings take place in Favara (Fig. 1), a small town 
in the Sicilian hinterland, in the province of Agrigento, 
which – through collective participation, the support of 
institutions, cultural associations and the sensitivity of the 
local-government – is investing heavily in the theme of ur-
ban regeneration, thereby reacting positively to the eco-
logical and economic crisis that has pervaded our cities.

QUALITY OF LIFE AND SUSTAINABLE URBAN REDEVELOPMENT

Figure 1. Urban setting in the Province of Agrigento and different 
views of the Historic centre of Favara. Source: www. google.it.
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Urban landscapes: Identity and recognition

The form of a place is fundamental in the perception, un-
derstanding, readability and identity recognition of any 
site by its users. Knowledge of a place takes place first of 
all through the senses, through the recognizability of sym-
bols– capable of concretising and transmitting profound 
meanings – and of the distinctive characters that emerge 
in the memory of those who live it, frequent it, and walk 
through it.
In fact, in contemporary urban landscapes, it is possible 
to recognise one’s own identity thanks to the scenic spa-
tiality or the strong expressive charge of urban elements3.
Instead, the interpretative key offered by all those plac-
es that define their identity through the performance of 
activities that attract a large number of users is different 
(Corsini, 2017).
In these situations, identity and recognition are deter-
mined by events, active uses, and stories that follow one 
another with a certain continuity. Many places, in fact, 
are perceived by their communities vividly and coher-
ently since activities are practised there that foresee the 
involvement of the inhabitants. And it is precisely the 
link between social life and the urban landscape that 
leads the community to responsible action in the terri-
tory and to an emotional, intellectual and practical ap-
proach that gradually strengthens the sense of belonging 
(Nogué, 2017). For some scholars, the functionality of a 
place is the parameter capable of generating attraction, 
grafting mechanisms, accumulation, confluence and in-
clusion.
The success of a particular urban landscape would there-
fore depend on its ability to attract different uses in  a 
close-knit  network  of  reciprocal relationships, allowing 
the space to become a reference point for a small com-
pact society. Here, particularly attractive activities and 
functions can intensify the characteristics and mean-
ings of the place, generating the active involvement of 
people, such as to trigger the positive perception of the 
place and a general feeling of pleasantness whilst visiting 
it (Zagari, 2006).
This is what happened in Favara  a peripheral town in 
south-western Sicily, in the province of Agrigento, a few 
kilometres away from the UNESCO heritage site the Valley 
of the Temples  where the functional transformation of a 
small part of the historic urban the landscape has led the 
community to regain possession of a place (abandoned 
for years to its own destiny), thus becoming a driving force 
of contemporary creativity and language.

 Favara: A example of urban regeneration

Favara city is of Arab origin, is rich in history and unique ar-
chitectural heritage and value and has a particularly de-
graded urban fabric, which has undergone a  profound  
transformation  in  the  first decade of the 2000s, follow-
ing an experience of self-managed urban regeneration 
implemented by Farm Cultural Park  which has attracted 
numerous subjects from all over the world: architects, ur-
ban planners, artists, entrepreneurs, cultural operators, or-
dinary citizens sensitive to the protection and safeguard-
ing of the common good5. The area of interest, now partly 
inhabited, called the Cortile Bentivegna, and known to 
the inhabitants as “U curtigliu de setti curtiglia” thanks 
to the seven small courtyards one beside the other  has 
been transformed through a project of urban regenera-
tion, which has radically changed both its appearance 
and identity (Fig. 3). The built environment, made of small 
houses  dammusi and case terrane has been transformed 
in a contemporary key into art galleries and residences 
for artists. The project, which does not take urban plan-
ning rules and norms into account, aims to enhance a his-
torical site and strengthen its position in the tourist circuit 
through contemporary art and design and contemporary 
architecture languages. The idea of the original project 
only involved the recovery of some dilapidated houses. 
Then some residential buildings were subsequently trans-
formed into exhibition halls by identifying a museography 
path that can be used both inside and outside the space. 
The “Farm” area is a social innovation construction site: 
an ambit in which a community of citizens and creative 
collaborate to solve the city’s problems and propose in-
tervention strategies through reuse, recycling, recovery, 
reinterpretation, and revitalisation. A precise example of 
participatory democracy6 that starts from below local ur-
ban governance  through dialogue and consultation of 
the interested parties,as well as integration between civic 
culture, politics and expert knowledge, by way of a col-
laboration between the administration and the communi-
ty, in order to permit a move from the dimension of “de-
ciding” to that of “doing” (Cilona, 2017). Moreover, the 
proximity of the city of Favara with the great material and 
immaterial heritage present in the territory  the Archae-
ological Park of the Valley of the Temples, the Scala dei 
Turchi in Realmonte, the Natural Reserve of Torre Salsa in 
Siculiana and the Ducal Palace of the Tomasi di Lampe-
dusa in Palma di Montechiaro, just to name a few  has re-
activated asocial, cultural, and economic development 
that had seemed to have stopped.
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Figure 2. Farm Cultural Park. Source: www. google.it.
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Figure 3. Farm: overhead views. Source: www. google.it.

 Figure 4. Urban redevelopment actions:
a) The historic centre of Agrigento-Vallicaldi Street
b) The town of Siculiana. Source: www. google.it.
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Finally, it should be remembered that the “Farm” model 
was seen as a point of reference by other cities in the prov-
ince (Fig. 4-5), such as Agrigento (in 2014, the Non So Stare 
Lab Mura and Artificio associations revived a very degrad-
ed neighbourhood in the historical centre called “Vallical-
di”), Siculiana (in 2017, the ALT association with the project 
“Adopt a neighbourhood” has redeveloped Santa Lucia 
street, Umberto I square, Finestre street, Giuseppe Basile 
square, Sant’Antonio district), Grotte (in 2018, the historic 
centre, in the hamlet of San Nicola, has been regenerat-
ed by the intervention of several streets artists who have 
made it a small open-air museum), and many other Mu-
nicipalities are taking action along similar lines. Favara is 

therefore configured as a model to imitate and an impor-
tant example of rebirth and renewal of the territory. In the 
same Favara, on the premises of the “Farm”, it is possible to 
visit the pavilions of the Biennial of the Cities of the World: 
“Countless Cities”. Moreover, this is also the reason why we 
chose to recount the experience of urban regeneration 
and change in the town of Favara. The biennial of the cit-
ies of the world is an event where, through meetings, de-
bates, and the construction of exhibitions, it is possible to 
deepen the theme on the future of urban landscapes with 
the aim of understanding what cities are, how they work 
and what makes us love these places where more than 
half of the world’s population currently live (Cilona, 2019).

 Figure 5. Urban redevelopment actions: Grotte. Source: www.google.it.
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The Biennial of the Cities of the World

The biennial of the cities of the world has arrived at its sec-
ond edition and involves scholars, urban planners7, artists, 
photographers, architects, and creator who utilise differ-
ent approaches and languages to speak visitors about 
various cities of the world by focusing on good practic-
es and innovative ideas that contribute to making them 
special. There were three main themes of the first edition 
of the biennial: Governance and Leadership; Urban Resil-
ience; Woke Youth.
The event/exhibition - open from the 29 of June to the 27 
of October 2019  was held in various pavilions located in 
five locations around the historic centre of Favara: Cortile 
Bentivegna, Palazzo Micciché, Palazzo Cafisi, Quid Vico-
loluna and Opera Pia Barone Mendola. The central pa-
vilion of the Biennale was located within the seven court-
yards of “Farm XL” (Fig. 6a). In the pavilions, it was possible 
to visit exhibitions dedicated to various cities, including 
Beirut (with the evocative installation curated by Jad El 
Khoury), London (with the photographic work “Brutal Lon-
don” edited by Alessia Gammarota), Luxor (with the work 
of the children and kids centre Funtasia developed by the 
Elisa Sednaoui Foundation), Berlin, Birmingham, Detroit, 
Douala, Koniakow, Nairobi and Tel Aviv. The first bienni-
al of cities was an opportunity to reflect on the future of 
our cities and propose possible actions to ensure optimal 
quality of life.
The biennial set-in motion a long-term process involving 
several citizens and public authorities in enhancing their 
neighbourhood and city. The aim is to find tools that can 
facilitate experiments to enhance under-utilised spaces or 
improve the quality of public spaces. Given the success 
of 2019, this year marks the second edition of the biennial, 
open from the 26 of March 2021 to the 12 of January 2022 
- in various pavilions located in five locations around the 
historic centre of Favara (Fig. 6b).
The three main themes of the new edition of Countless 
Cities will be:
1. Housing Diversity, which explores various types of in-

dividual and group living for people with different 
means and in different stages of life.

2. Good Business, which researches all those jobs and 
trades, with a rediscovery of some manual professions, 
that can fuel passion, territoriality, and durability, with 
particular attention to the phenomenon of social en-
trepreneurship committed to finding innovative solu-
tions that respond to social, environmental, econom-
ic, and cultural challenges.

3. Parkifying the future investigates strategies for imple-
menting educational processes about the plant world, 
re-building a new relationship between People and 
Plants, which promotes de-paving portions of the city 
to improve citizens’ quality of life.

Particularly interesting for the theme of sustainability is the 
pavilion called Urban Jungles. It is a participatory project 
that presents a new concept of open spaces and green 
areas in the city of Prato, where nature is an important ele-
ment for safeguarding the health of citizens8. Urban Jungles 
generate high-intensity green areas by introducing trees 
and plants on the façades and roofs of existing buildings. 
The Urban Jungle project in Prato radically improves the 
social and environmental quality of the urban context 
through the combination of Nature-Based Solutions devel-
oped, using innovative and sustainable technologies spe-
cifically designed and applied to façades and green roofs, 
introducing new qualitative spatial housing (Fig. 6c). 
The use of state-of-the-art irrigation and rainwater collec-
tion systems and the selection of native plants - with a high 
capacity for accumulating and storing CO2, removing at-
mospheric pollutants, and attracting pollinating insects - 
are among the key points of the intervention to increase 
comfort inside the buildings and create well-being for the 
community. 
Among the challenges of the project are: an increase in 
permeable green surfaces and the creation of vertical and 
horizontal green surfaces; improving the energy efficiency 
of buildings by isolating them laterally and on roofs, with 
vegetation; the creation of new social spaces by trans-
forming car parks into common green areas; the reduction 
of building exposure to atmospheric and acoustic pollu-
tion; and opportunity to provide new hotspots for Prato’s 
urban biodiversity as well as to generate innovative green 
connection hubs in the city’s ecological corridor system. 
Therefore, it is a good example of sustainable urban regen-
eration to be imitated and implemented in all the cities of 
the future.

Conclusion

Some different factors and elements identify a place and 
make it special: the physical and spatial conditions of the 
context, the activities, the events, the collective and indi-
vidual experiences that take place there. From this point of 
view, it appears evident that actions  on any landscape of 
the contemporary city must put forward a process of anal-
ysis and evaluation of all those forms and contents that 
help urban communities recognise such places. 
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Figure 6.
a)Pavilions map of the first edition Biennale located in the Historic Center of Favara; b) Pavillons map of the second Biennale; 

c) Particular view of the Urban Jungle Project. Source: www.google.it.
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In this scenario, the system of participatory and concerted 
planning strategies must pursue the quality of the environ-
ment as an objective – that is both anthropised and urban 
– and which requires tools and an integrated approach 
among all the actors of the production chain to transform 
the city into a “Competitive city”. The territory and its ur-
ban quality are not negotiable elements, and they belong 
to the community. They are elements of public utility, and 
sustainable urban development policies must necessarily 
move towards qualitative paths. For these reasons, we are 
all called to contribute to the revision of an innovative, 
participatory cultural model for the regeneration of the ur-
ban landscape and its transformation, contributing to the 
promotion of projects that are capable, competitive and 
strategic,by way of processes of integration and compar-
ison as well as the promotion of processes of involvement 
of the entire stakeholder chain in urban transformation. 
The secret lies in seeing the cities with different eyes, in re-
thinking the management of urban centres and suburbs, 
and in investing economic resources in the protection 
and enhancement of the assets that are present (Cilona, 
2017). 
In this study, the experimentation carried out at the Farm, 
and told in the Biennale of Cities in the World, highlights 
how participatory processes are the tool for the success 
of the reuse of abandoned spaces and buildings and, 
at the same time, through the experiences of reuse and 
recycling it is possible to activate creative workshops on 
a local and supra local scale. Unfortunately, in the past, 
the combination of two elements lacked: a widespread 
cultural awareness and economic interest, which – as in 
basic chemistry – sets in motion a process that involves the 
participation of those who are striving for profit above all 
else. If we consider the returns in the middle to long term 
as well as their environmental costs, always left to be paid 
by others, a complete revision of our methods of building, 
living and enjoying our cities would be advantageous: 
avoiding waste and recovering and recycling where pos-
sible (Cilona, 2019).
 
Notes

1 Taken from the “European Landscape Convention”, a 
document adopted by the Committee of Culture and En-
vironment Ministers of the Council of Europe on the 19 of 
July 2000 and officially signed at the Palazzo Vecchio in 
Florence on the 20 of October 2000. To date, 32 Council of 
Europe member states has ratified the Convention and six 
have signed it. Italy has ratified the European Landscape 

Convention with law n.14 of the 9 of January 2006.
2 Taken from Good Landscape Practices, taken from GEL-
SO - Local Management for Environmental Sustainability, 
www.Sinanet.Ispraambiente.it.
3 For example the Eiffel Tower for Paris, the Colosseum for 
Rome, Tower Bridge for London, the concrete Pyramid of 
the modern era for Tirana.
4 Contemporary cultural tourism centres.
5 The urban transformation project of Favara was present-
ed at the 15th and 16th Venice Biennale, arousing interest 
at the national and international levels.
6 The participatory planning model applied in Favara is 
that of Action planning.
7 Among the guests was Charles Landry, one of the world 
experts on the use of creativity and imagination for the 
city’s rebirth.
8 The intervention - divided into three pilot areas and car-
ried out by the Municipality of Prato with European funds 
from UIA Urban Innovative Actions - sees the participation 
of the architect Stefano Boeri.
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Introduction 

The disclosure of the places of the industrial decommis-
sioning as potential valuable areas for the reasons of ur-
ban regeneration is certainly belated. A critical reflection 
on the problems and on the effects it keeps on producing 
on the progress and quality of the urban context began 
to be proposed only around the Seventies. It can be ar-
gued that what affirmed happened contextually with the 
emergence of those economic and social problems that 
caused the crisis of the dominant Fordist model and the 
following introduction of the flexible production. This con-
dition quickly determined the functional and architectural 
obsolescence of the industrial settlements and, therefore, 
their consequent abandonment. These decisive modifi-
cations have had a profound impact on the change of 
the urban and rural landscape1. 
Entire cities or, more generally, variously extended parts 
of the anthropic territory lost what has contributed to de-
fining the continuity of their specific morphology2. It’s all 
about places that the city produced and which, despite 
having extinguished the reasons of their existence, contin-
ue to testify, with their physical presence, the image and 
memory of what the city was. 
Only by looking with care at their value, which has to be 
intended in spatial terms - and not at their actual con-
dition - it would be possible to realize the importance 
that, even nowadays, these marginal realities can have 
in the process of redefinition of the contemporary city. 
Those realities are not places awaiting a mere function-
al re-activation - sufficiently proportioned to restore an 
urban metabolism - but waste of the Western civilization 
history complicated to govern with the traditional urban 
planning tools. Their presence shatters the forma urbis but 
generates planning opportunities, leading to a profound 
revision of the contemporary reasons for urban regenera-
tion. Recognizing the universality that the decommission-
ing problem has taken on in the contemporary debate on 
the culture of the project for the city, the proposal of new 
meanings of intervention is invoked as a state of decisive 
necessity to determine its progress.

Moreover, suppose it can be realistic that contempo-
rary architecture may have identified a new great unify-
ing theme in the interest for the negative spaces, aban-
doned areas, weak settlements, underused artifacts3. In 
that case, it acquires an even more relevant significance 
in the case of Albania, whose anthropic and natural ter-
ritory have undergone drastic changes as a result of the 
considerable industrial development, which took place 
between the mid-twentieth century and its last decade. 
Industrial cities and productive agglomerations isolated in 
the periurban territory, or swallowed up by the city in ex-
tension, still retain the ability to determine the monumen-
tal character of the landscape they belong to.

POST - INDUSTRIAL VISIONS IN THE ALBANIAN TERRITORY

Figure 1. Map of the main Albanian dismantled industrial sites 
and indication of the main connection infrastructures. Source: 

Drawing of the author.
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Considering this specific context - even before aspiring to 
a revision of the points of view of the architectural disci-
pline, without which the political instruments would inevi-
tably lag behind the current changes - it is necessary to 
define an overall vision of the different constitutive char-
acteristics attributable to the Albanian productive areas 
in a state of disuse. Precisely the attempt will be to refer 
them to critical and interpretative categories, based on 
the understanding of the different relationships those are-
as still are able to establish with the urban context or with 
the natural landscape. This must be seen as a preliminary 
act to recognize their different predisposition to a wider 
recovery and conversion strategy.

The industrialization in Albania: from production to herit-
age

The significance of the proposed question can only be 
identified through a reconstruction of the industrialization 
process that has characterized the recent history of the 
Republic of Albania. This process, in fact, despite recog-
nizing its origin only from the mid-twentieth century, ex-
tremely late compared to what happened in the rest of 
Europe, was perhaps even more relevant. Between 1946 
and 1948, a government of Marxist origin was established 
in the Albanian territory and proceed to build up impor-
tant relations of collaboration with the Eastern Communist 
regimes. The country’s economic development – such as 
the consequent industrialization - was in fact strongly influ-
enced by the patronage of the USSR, whose government 
identified the underdeveloped territory as ideal support to 
valorise for exports and imports to the bordering Mediterra-
nean. Through the first two-year plan (1949-1950) and the 
two subsequent five-year plans (1951-1955 and 1956-1960), 
the USSR imposed a process of forced industrialization and 
the application of an Agrarian reform, known as collectiv-
ization, through which new agricultural cooperatives were 
created and subsequently merged to include different vil-
lages, variously extended. The factories and the industri-
al settlements built in this historical period referred to the 
project methodologies of the Russian plants, which still re-
veal a clear Fordist imprint, inherited from the relationships 
established with the American planners (Bucci, 1992). It is 
possible to reconstruct the complexity of their architectur-
al guiding criteria through the consultation of a couple of 
articles hosted on the Architectural Forum of 2019:
• To choose the site by promoting the proximity to the 

sources of raw materials and contiguity to the final ex-
port border;

• To plan the layout of the plants taking care of the con-
nections with the territorial infrastructures (railways, 
roads, canals, power lines);

• To choose the building material according to proper-
ties and convenience;

• To know the production process and to establish ad-
equate lighting and ventilation levels with large win-
dows, shed roofs etc;

• To apply fire prevention systems;
• To define the routes of the technical systems avoiding 

interference with the structure;
• To dimension the buildings according to the needs of 

the production process.
The Soviet aid ceased with the introduction of the third 
five-year plan (1961-1965), right after the communist re-
visionism was denounced, on the occasion of the fourth 
congress of the Albanian Labour Party. Albania sided in 
the anti-revisionist camp together with China, which start-
ed to represent a new powerful partner capable of play-
ing the same former role of the USSR. Although the Chi-
nese investments amounted to about 10% of the Russian 
ones, the fourth five-year plan (1966-1970) determined Al-
bania’s even more impressive development, making it a 
highly industrialized country. Through Chinese investments, 
some of the most impressive industrial complexes of the 
county were built, such as the “Kombinati Metalugjik” in 
Elbasan, the Laç Superphostat, the Fertilizer Complex, the 
Fier Extractive and Refinery Industry and the Berat Textile 
Factory, while the Textile Kombinat of Tirana, the most im-
portant factory of the capital, was extended. Even though 
starting from 1978, Albania decided to introduce a policy 
of isolationism, depriving itself of any external funding, the 
sixth (1976-1980), the seventh (1981-1985), and the eighth 
five-year plan (1986-1990) strengthened the process of 
industrialization.  Nevertheless, from 1990, the fall of the 
communist regime caused the collapse of the economic 
and social equilibrium of the country. The most significant 
part of the industrial sites, nowadays still obsolete, was de-
commissioned and abandoned. According to the studies 
developed by the Albanian Heritage Foundation and an 
elaborated cataloguing operation that took place be-
tween 2010 and 2012, at the moment, Albania has 179 
industrial sites devoid of any active function. In most cas-
es, as demonstrated by the 2007 and 2013 reforms on the 
Albanian Law no. 9048, rigorously related to the Cultural 
Heritage, their architectural value is far to be recognized 
and, consequently, protected. This leads to gradual and 
slow deterioration, with disastrous consequences on the 
quality of the urban and rural landscape. 
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Beyond disposal:  places dismantled as urban resources

The reality of urban regeneration, in a post-post-modern 
condition such as the contemporary one4, is not merely 
the reflection of a contemporary economic, social and 
productive condition - such as the one previously summa-
rized - but derives from a deeper vision of progress that 
stands in contradiction to the durability of a generalist and 
liberal culture, which has subordinated the urban project 
to the idea of physical extension and land consumption. 
The one just mentioned is a model of growth, which could 
be defined as linear, based on the elementary principle 
of use, consumption and waste5. This occurs for a specific 
reason. Facing the absence of a theory of architectural 
recovery and regeneration of the existing - probably the 
most miserable weaknesses of the discipline in its current 
state - architecture reacts by producing even more  archi-
tecture6. In this condition, architects and planners assume 
the role of creators of a heterogeneous proliferation of 
only partially successful experiments.

If it is really possible to aspire to a theory of intervention 
for the recovery of industrial workplaces - as of any place 
discarded by the history of the city - capable of impos-
ing a change of paradigm in favour of a circular devel-
opment model - which interprets opportunities and the 
challenges of the contemporary city in a regenerative 
way - it must subordinate the recovery itself to an op-
eration of re-interpretation of the form and its founding 
characters. 
This might be allowed through architectural choices that, 
keeping alive the memory of the place, are able to iden-
tify renewed meanings and new possible senses for that 
form. Therefore the prefigured objective is accessible 
only if the new architectural project establishes itself, its 
reasons and its perspectives starting from a constitutive 
comparison with the context, assuming the role of pro-
posing its modification based on its most fruitful strengths 
and not envisaging a functional alternative or its sterile 
transformation. 

Figure 2.A photograph of the actual condition of the Kombinati Metalugjik in Elbasan. Source: Photo of Marjola Rukaj.
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As Vittorio Gregotti argued on the pages of Casabella n. 
498/499, the genesis of the modification project coincides 
with the identification of the conditions posed by the con-
text in which the modification is collocated.  The archi-
tectures capable of prefiguring the resilience of what the 
history of the city has allowed existing - but the history of 
man has decided to exclude - are, in fact, those that have 
been able to establish a critical and structured dialogue 
with the context, starting from an attempt to re-evaluate 
the potential of the existing heritage.

Identification of problems: a taxonomy of de-industriali-
zation

The project on the dismantled begins with its thematisa-
tion, and such an operation requires a wide expansion of 
the field of observation. It will allow the construction of a 
taxonomy, judged the instrument capable of revealing 
the most important criticalities and, simultaneously, the 
silent potentialities clouded by the processes of decom-
missioning - strictly connected to the urban and territorial 
condition the dismantled settlement belongs to, as well 

as to its relationship with the urban or natural surround-
ings - which will be able to lead to the selection of ade-
quate architectural choices. Furthermore, this taxonomy 
type will be exploited as the privileged path to introduce 
an important selection process. Not all the waste prod-
ucts of Western civilization will ever be part of a process of 
regeneration and recovery. However, those components 
involved will become the reference points of a post-archi-
tectural landscape.

The industrial city

The first category identified for the construction of the 
taxonomy described above is the industrial city. This is the 
case of large urban agglomerations that arose due to 
the foundation - not centralized but variously dispersed in 
a continuous portion of the territory - of different contig-
uous productive settlements and the consequent prolif-
eration in their closer surroundings, in successive phases, 
of residential workers’ neighbourhoods. What has gener-
ated cases such as that of the centre of Kuçovë, local-
ized in the central part of Albania, has been a process 

Figure 3. The urban context of Kuçovë. In black are identified the different industrial sites. Source: Drawing of the author.
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of gradual industrial colonization, which has led poorly 
populated areas to develop into vast poly-nuclear ag-
glomerations, through the influx of the workforce and 
diversified collateral activities. During the course of their 
expansion, it has been verified that certain industrial set-
tlements abandoned their central location, intending to 
settle in more peripheral areas - adjacent to the water-
ways or the railway network - while the urban and civic 
agglomeration in extension continued to occupy the 
contiguous interstitial spaces. In these cases, the destiny 
of a specific industrial site clearly determines the destiny 
of the surrounding area. 
When its activity ceases, in fact, even the progress of 
the urban surroundings is definitively disrupted. Any in-
tervention or attempt of regeneration that aspires to the 
reconversion and reuse of abandoned artefacts must 
involve the entire urban portion that has been generat-
ed by, in a more complex and organic renovation pro-
gram.

The industrial settlement within the urban fabric

The second recognized category is the product of an 
attempt of large-mesh zoning within the consolidated 
cities. Differently from what a superficial judgment might 
suggest, this type of settlements is not a sort of side ef-
fect of the urbanization processes but are completely 
involved in their logic. The prospect of an infrastructur-
al improvement promoted by public activities allowed, 
in fact, the identification of variously large - but always 
contained and delimited - areas and the consequent 
concentration of industrial activities within them. 
The complexes attributable to this category are in most 
cases mono-functional, ascribable to a single produc-
tion process. Despite the direct relationship with the ur-
ban context, their intrinsic functionality does not allow 
any conditioning with a morphological nature. 
The vast lot that includes the complex is densely occu-
pied by factories, warehouses, massive workshops, high 
cooling towers infrastructures, places that testify to a 
completely independent life of that developing around 
it. In fact, the gradual decommissioning of these indus-
trial plants - far from even being a visual and structur-
al reference point for the city - has a silent effect on its 
physical, social, and economic condition. 
This might be the case of the Textile Kombinat of Tirana, 
where the emptiness that has been occurred appears 
like a cigarette burn: it does not prevent from under-
standing the story that has been reading7. Figure 4 -5. Representation of the Textile Kombinat of Tirana. 

Source: Drawing of the author.
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Especially in the dense agglomerations, with poor pros-
pects of a large-scale redevelopment within the admin-
istrative boundaries, these relics are proposed as ideal 
places for the concentration of new activities, attracted 
by the collapse of real estate value and proximity to the 
city centre.

The industrial settlement within the rural context

Between the end of the Sixties and the beginning of the 
Seventies, the progress of infrastructures has given indus-
trial planning a further different character. The project of 
the production settlements, especially the metallurgical 
complexes, extractive industries, and refineries, was be-
ginning to be conceived in terms of infrastructural acces-
sibility. Therefore, the following identified category refers 
to settlements with a clear suburban character, whose lo-
cation no longer determine a structuring connection with 
the context of the city but is determined by economic 
and commercial circumstances. That kind of settlement 
might be related to the availability of infinitely large and 
easily purchasable areas of the unbuilt rural land and the 
useful proximity to waterways, important national roads, 
or railway lines. 

Furthermore, due to the growing density and congestion 
of the urban context, decentralized locations proved to 
be easier to access, encouraging commercial mobility of 
the higher level. The possibility of being grouped and ex-
panded according to any specific rule has been produc-
ing – for the same complex - the image of the collage, an 
expanse of functionally autonomous lots, differently char-
acterized both in morphological and typological terms. 
The settlements, as a result of this dis-organic expansion, 
are exposed to the risk of being progressively swallowed 
up by the uncontrolled urbanization processes, which is 
why many of these - including the “Kombinati Metalugjik” 
in Elbasan or the “Gogo Nushi” factory in Fier - are invest-
ed with an even more significant role in the regeneration 
process, lead to determine the fate of the suburban are-
as. In some cases, as the ones just described, the encour-
agement towards a possible reconversion project can 
only occur with the presence of a diversification process, 
where, over time, other companies have filled the void 
left by previous activities. The intrinsic relationships that are 
used to connect the scattered fragments ceased to be 
present when the impulse to define a single organic sys-
tem is broken.

Figure 6 -7.  The urban context of Elbasan (on the left) and Fier (on the right). Source: Drawing of the author.
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Conclusions

Over the last few decades, diversified attempts have 
been promoted to address the questions of industrial de-
commissioning in terms of architectural recovery. There-
fore, it will certainly be helpful to describe a critical study 
to understand its effectiveness and relevance fully. How-
ever, it may be even more useful to construct a taxonom-
ic classification, as the one proposed, connected to the 
ever-changing relationship that industrial settlements form 
defines with the landscape. Only by understanding the 
type of problems that the decommissioning has generat-
ed on the city’s development process can it be possible 
to envisage a possible intervention that is part of a more 
comprehensive project of renovation of the forma urbis, 
at the same time, re-activation of a circular metabolism. It 
is, in fact, extremely complicated to counterbalance the 
weight represented by the historical importance of these 
factories, which continue to possess the ability to evoke 
the need for a perpetual renewal, although reduced to a 
degrading condition. Therefore, when the need to recov-
er or put back into circulation their element arises, they 
cannot be considered merely as containers waiting to 
host something new, neutral spaces devoid of any pow-
er in their morphological characteristics, but architectural 
organisms whose specificities must be studied in-depth, to 
aim at new perspectives that might be able to reaffirm 
the related value, in search of what Rogers calls “the dy-
namic balance between memory and invention”8.

Note 

1 Smets, Marcel (1990). “Una tassonomia della deindustrializ-
zazione”. Rassegna, no. 42 (June): 8–13.
2 Secchi, Bernardo (1984). “Un problema urbano: l’occa-
sione dei vuoti”. Casabella, no. 503 (June): 18–32.
3 Gregotti, Vittorio (1984). “Modificazione”. Casabella, no. 
498/499 (Jenuary/Febraury).
4 Dal Fabbro, Armando (a cura di Martinelli Patrizio M.) 
(2012). Porto Marghera. Da prima zona industriale a quar-
tiere urbano della città metropolitana. Venezia: Marsilio. 
5 Amenta, Libera (2019). Beyond Wastescapes. Opportuni-
ties for sustainable urban and territorial regenerations. Delft: 
TU Delft Open.
6 Koolhaas, Rem (2001). “Bigness, ovvero il problema del-
la Grande Dimensione” in Junkspace, scritto da Rem Kool-
haas, 11–24. Macerata: Quodlibet.
7 Smets, Marcel, op. cit.
8 Rogers, Ernesto Nathan (1961). Gli elementi del fenomeno 
architettonico. Milano: Marinotti Editore.
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Introduction 

The Stilaro Valley, and the homonymous river that flows 
through it, is an Italian territory of Ionian Calabria, partly 
included in the Serre Regional Park, containing three his-
torical centres, Pazzano, Bivongi and Stilo. In addition to 
the narration and description of this Mediterranean area, 
the results of a series of studies and initiatives are set out in 
the paper aimed at starting a revitalisation process. 
Reference is made explicitly to the “Stilaro River Contract”, 
promoted by the Metropolitan City of Reggio Calabria, of 
which it is a part, as a voluntary and innovative tool. 
This tool offers the opportunity to activate enhancement 
processes and a shared systemic vision of a river area 
characterised by the extraordinary concentration and 
stratification of a rich historical, naturalistic, landscape, 
anthropological and cultural heritage. Within it are pres-
ent: the settlements of a Byzantine cult, including the fa-
mous Cattolica of Stilo; the Bourbon ironworks (among the 
oldest industrial settlements in Europe), whose presence is 
still alive today in the “Ecomuseum of the ironworks and 
foundries of Calabria” and the monumental Marmarico 
waterfalls, with its systems of dams, mills and power sta-
tions and the vineyards from which a fine DOC wine is pro-
duced. All features give it a distinctive identity. With this 
contribution, we intend to propose and describe a multi-
scale approach which, starting from the overall strategic 
territorial vision defined by the River Contract (aimed at 
making the most of the potential of the territory), goes as 
far as detailed investigations of design applied to resilient 
travel systems and sustainable use of the landscape. 
The territory of the Stilaro Valley thus becomes an ex-
emplary case study that allows verification of initiatives 
already in progress and, at the same time, proposes ap-
proaches, operating methods and innovative attitudes 
to identify methodological assumptions that can be rep-
licated and transferred under similar conditions to other 
Mediterranean territories. 

Background

According to the report presented during the United Nations 
Climate Change summit in Bonn (AA.VV, 2018), a city, due 
to the now recognised inability to process its growth, has 
become the place of maximum contemporary concentra-
tion of widespread vulnerabilities and significant exposure 
to risks of natural origin or derived from human activities. The 
report also learns that more than 50% of the world popula-
tion lives in urbanised areas. Although this condition has al-
ready assumed the dimension of emergency, it is expected 
that by 2050 that number will grow further, reaching 70%. 
Today these issues, together with other global emergencies 
(fight against poverty and hunger; education and gender 
equality; the widespread availability of water, food and en-
ergy), are universally perceived as absolute priorities and 
expressed through the 17 SDGs, Sustainable Development 
Goals defined by the United Nations Organisation in Agen-
da 2030 (UN, 2015). At a global level, in recent decades, 
scholars’ main interest has been directed to the critical is-
sues that afflict megalopolises, metropolitan areas, and 
large suburbs. There are areas where, even in Italy, there 
is a very high concentration of the population. However, 
referring specifically to our territory, only 18% of its surface is 
occupied by cities with more than 20,000 inhabitants.
The structure of the Belpaese is mainly made up of little ur-
banised areas with a low population density. Coastlines, 
banks of rivers and streams, slopes, internal mountain sys-
tems and anthropogenic historical landscapes, small towns 
and villages. This significant landscape and cultural heritage 
have for some time been going through a phase of decline 
due to their decentralised and isolated position. They suf-
fer from the lack of infrastructures and government policies 
that are not very attentive to the contingencies and needs 
of areas identified as being among the most fragile and are 
subject to phenomena of abandonment and consequent 
depopulation, economic and cultural impoverishment, de-
cay, instability and collapse. 

DESIGNING OF RESILIENT SYSTEMS FOR SUSTAINABLE USE OF STILARO VALLEY



348

New risks and urgent weaknesses arise and impose a dif-
ferent sense of responsibility regarding the planning and 
implementation of transforming actions that, limited to 
highly urbanised areas, appear vice versa, to be highly 
restrictive. (Bankoff et al., 2004)
One of the main causes of the lack of quality and the 
frequent fragility of many territories in the Mediterranean, 
Southern Italy and even Calabria can be attributed to 
short-sighted, distracted visions, lacking strategic capaci-
ty, which focuses on a single “attracting” places, ignoring 
the overall and systemic reading of the minor but no less 
important elements and components of the territory. 
In the past, the authors have already worked in this direc-
tion, participating in the production of studies, research 
and guidance to operate specifically on the territory of 
the Calabria Region (Nesi, 2002; Scaglione, 2003; Lauria, 
Azzalin, 2013; Gioffrè, 2014; Gironda, 2015). 
More recently, these studies have been integrated with 
reflections and insights relating to an emerging and high-
ly topical issue, namely the recovery of memory, even 
before the “material” heritage, of places so fragile on a 
“physical” level (affected by hydrogeological instability, 
characterised by dilapidated buildings, interrupted paths, 
etc.) as well as endowed with a powerful resilience linked 
to their “immaterial” strength (Brandolino et al., 2018). 
All experiences introduced aim to address the safeguard 
and development of fragile territories at different scales 
- as does the one presented here - by promoting the use 
of in-depth knowledge. Tools and operational strategies 
that are not generic but compatible and appropriate; not 
preventing transformations, but trying to limit their arbitrar-
iness and harm to the environment and social structures. 

Case study: the Stilaro Valley

Geomorphological complexity, vulnerability, fragility and 
mainly, significant historical-landscape potential charac-
terise this part of the constitutes Calabrian territory the an-
alysed case study: the Stilaro Valley, an area located in 
the Ionian part, at the north-eastern end, in the province 
of Reggio Calabria, crossed in all its length by the Stilaro 
stream (Fig. 1). 
Between the provinces of Reggio Calabria and Catan-
zaro, its morphology is much diversified. In the space of a 
few kilometres, you pass from the sea to the few alluvial 
plains of the lower course of the river to reach the hilly 
area, and finally, to the mountain area consisting of the 
peaks of the Pecoraro mountains (1414 meters above sea 
level), Pietra del Caricatore, Cucolia. 

These peaks are contrasted physically and geographical-
ly by Mount Mammicomito and Mount Stella, bare and 
rocky, unique from a landscape point of view. As a whole, 
in this area, they are characterised by discontinuous pro-
files overlooking the deep canyons carved by the water, 
plateaus, and reliefs take turns (Bova, 2008).
Within this territory lie four municipalities: Monasterace, Sti-
lo, Pazzano and Bivongi, which have a prestigious artistic 
heritage. It is a weakly urbanised area where the archae-
ological sites of the Magna Graecia in the Marina of Mon-
asterace are combined with the remains of Byzantine art 
and architectural culture (Stilo), the historical centres of 
monumental relevance (Stilo, Bivongi, Pazzano, Serra San 
Bruno, Monasterace), the monastic citadels of European 
importance (San Giovanni Theresti in Bivongi; the Certosa 
in Serra San Bruno), the workers’ villages (Mongiana, Paz-
zano) and the rocky sanctuaries (Santa Maria della Stella 
in Pazzano). The severe medieval urban structure testifies 
to a civilisation that deeply permeates the whole territo-
ry. The castles, Byzantine monasteries, and churches tell 
of a past full of lively social transformations and intensely 
religious and artistic life. For over 2000 years, this territory 
has hosted various strains of populations who, in addition 
to providing it with numbers of testimonies of their own life 
(art, religion, etc.), have scattered the entire area with a 
conspicuous presence of remains linked to the productive 
activities, mainly focused on steel and metallurgy.
These activities were favoured by the mineral richness of 
the subsoil of the valley and by the favourable morpho-
logical and water conditions that allowed their transfor-
mation and processing on-site. 
All this makes the Stilaro Valley a territory, among one of 
the very few in Italy, in which, within the well-defined area, 
it is possible to rediscover centuries-long historical-eco-
nomical events that, since the time of the Phoenicians, 
reach up to the fifties of the twentieth century; a period 
in which this path finds more than one reason for inter-
ruption. Without distinction, all the diverse populations or 
dynasties that have followed one another - Greeks, Bruzi, 
Romans, Byzantines, Normans - found the exploitation of 
mineral resources advantageous. Consequently, they left 
the signs of their “industrial” activities on the territory. 
These anthropic memories mark today the natural envi-
ronment defining a landscape of incomparable variety: 
the Royal Bourbon ironworks, the Marmarico hydroelectric 
plant, and the Guida barrage. It is a production system, 
certainly not comparable with those of the more industri-
alised European countries, but which, within the national 
economy, certainly did not play a secondary role. 
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Small industries allowed the entire region to enjoy particu-
lar economic well-being: from tanneries to spinning mills; 
from pulp factories to hydroelectric plants; up to the main 
one, the mining and steel industry operating with a mille-
narian continuity in the valleys of the rivers Allaro, Assi and 
Stilaro, between the Ionian belt of Calabria and the Serre 
Calabre (Danilo, 2003). 
The importance of the Stilaro Valley also emerges from its 
inclusion in the Serre Regional Natural Park, the establish-
ment of two Natura 2000 protected sites (SIC Bosco di Stilo 
- Bosco Archiforo and SIC Vallata dello Stilaro) and the 
Eco-museum of the Forges. However, despite the extraor-
dinary concentration and stratification of the naturalistic, 
the landscape, the historical-cultural and anthropological 
resources, recent initiatives and funding translated into 
concrete interventions that have followed one another 
over time and continue to fail to express its resources and 
its potential. 
Up till now, in fact, there has been no strategic vision of a 
“holistic” nature capable of outlining the contours of sus-
tainable development focused on the systemic enhance-
ment of all the components of the landscape of the Val-
ley - both natural and anthropic - and of the reciprocal 
relationships that can be established between them.

The river contract of the Stilaro Valley

The approach that this contribution hands back is cen-
tred on the multiscale principle to overcome these critical 
issues. Today, a principle that is widely shared in address-
ing projects for the protection, management, and regen-
eration of the habitat. In the River Contract, a principle 
can find adequate methodological support to activate 
enhancement processes and shared visions of the Stila-
ro Valley area. According to the definition coined by the 
RC National Table (Tavolo Nazionale CdF) (Bastiani, 2015), 
the River Contract is a decision-making process that com-
poses and puts into a system, through a participatory ap-
proach and an operational program (Action Plan), the 
environmental and social-economic interests of a river 
system.  It does not represent a new planning act or deci-
sion-making level in line with the superordinate provisions 
(territorial and sectoral) and the integration of knowledge 
and local instances.
It can be assimilated to a voluntary programmatic tool by 
means of which all interested parties undertake to imple-
ment synergistic actions to improve the ecological status 
of the river, mitigate the hydraulic risk and, at the same 
time, enhance the river asset and encourage local de-
velopment. 

Figure 1.– The Stilaro Valley landscape. Source: Photo by Cristian Murace.
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The principles of the River Contracts are inspired by the 
Framework Directive 2000/60/EC. It anticipates systemic 
policies for the redevelopment of surface and groundwa-
ter and creates common objectives with other European 
regulations that promote governance tools for environ-
mental policies, such as: the Habitat Directive 92/42 / EEC, 
which provides for the creation of a European ecological 
network; Directive 2007/60/EC, relating to the manage-
ment of flood risk; the Proposed Framework Directive for 
the protection of the soil from erosion and pollution, SFD 
- Soil Framework Directive. 

At the national level, legislative references are LD 152/2006, 
which is configured as framework legislation on the Envi-
ronment; the Code of Cultural and Landscape Heritage 
(Legislative Decree 42/2004 and subsequent amend-
ments) and, at a regional level, the Law n.19 / 2015 (art.40 
bis) amending the Regional Urban Planning Law of 2002.
In the Stilaro river area, the activation of the River Con-
tract, initiated, together with the Contract of the Fiumare 
Petrace, Sant’Agata and La Verde, by the Metropolitan 
City of Reggio Calabria (in implementation of the DGR 
n. 301/2016), represents an opportunity to move from a 
range of sectoral visions to an integrated vision capable 
of interpreting the river system as one system in which the 
hydrological and ecosystem components interact with 
the economic and socio-cultural settlements. 
The declared objective of achieving an enhancement 
(from a social, didactic, cultural, fruition, touristic and land-
scape point of view) is also significant since the Valley as 
a whole has historically represented a positive example of 
coexistence and secular symbiosis between natural con-
ditions of the territory and the productive and permanent 
needs of man, putting in place a kind of circular economy 
of use of resources (water, forest, mining). 
Therefore, through the River Contract, it is possible to build 
strategic actions for the environmental protection and 
redevelopment of the Stilaro, guiding territorial choices 
towards greater synergy and recognising the river as a 
backbone role in sustainable territorial development pro-
cesses. 
The process “towards the Fiumara Stilaro River Contract” 
is currently underway and has already expressed the first 
results thanks also to the implementation of participatory 
initiatives conducted, both in the analytical and interpre-
tative phase, the beginning of any design process, and in 
the identification and definition of the key points on which 
to focus the interventions and project actions. 
To date, it has involved the competent territorial bodies of 
the entire basin, the population and many associations. It 
was developed a Fact-finding Dossier, in which were out-
lined the physical-natural characteristics, the events and 
historical dynamics of transformation, natural and anthrop-
ic, the social perception of the river and its landscape by 
the local populations. The attribution of meanings to plac-
es/objects by the various categories of subjects involved 
were also highlighted. From this emerges the considerable 
endowment of environmental and cultural resources of 
tourist value and the lack of awareness of the actual val-
ue of these resources and the opportunities for economic 
and social growth that would result from their networking. Figure 2. Territorial sections of the Stilaro Valley.

Source: Drawn by Cristian Murace.
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It is a well-structured picture of values and implementa-
tion criticalities, in which complexity is broadly recognised 
but not yet fully addressed. A selection process was sub-
sequently carried out with regard to some “themes” and 
some “sensitive places” (the places of meditation and 
prayer; industrial archaeology and the architectures of 
work; the water and iron culture path) on which more in-
depth reflections and projects have been initiated that 
go in the direction of strengthening identity and recognis-
ability, competitiveness and sustainability for a recovery 
of the cultural and identity roots of the inhabitants of the 
Valley themselves.

These themes, which are being explored thanks also to 
the participation of local communities, are built around 
the main attractions (monastic settlements, Byzantine and 
Norman architecture, water mills, dams and power plants, 
Royal ironworks and mines, ancient paths) and bring to-
gether the different resources and opportunities that the 
territory must necessarily consider in order to achieve the 
environmental and socio-economic development objec-
tives aimed at fostering long-term growth. Specifically, the 
objectives identified, consistent with the general ones re-
lating to safety, mitigation and prevention of hydrogeo-
logical risks, environmental rebalancing and water reme-
diation, concern:
• Promotion of river awareness and culture (community 

awareness; information, training and teaching plan);
• Promotion of activities for scientific and didactic use;
• Improvement of the river’s usability and recreational 

values (consolidation and enhancement of the path 
network and green mobility: cycle paths, trekking 
paths and equipped areas along the watercourse);

• Improvement of the accommodation system (Ecot-
ourism and scattered hospitality);

• Enhancement of viticulture and traditional agricultural 
production;

• Enhancement of craft activities.
• Regulation of present uses (usability, sports areas, fish-

ing, urban gardens and mining activities);
• Creation of a territorial brand (marketing activities and 

identification of new ways of “telling the territory”).

The proposal: multi-scale/programmatic/strategic

In the route described, the river is recognised as the back-
bone of the territory, a strategic element for enhancing the 
living and connective, ecological and functional environ-
ment between small urban centres and the broader land-
scape context. 
A place where multi-scale forms of experimentation and 
enhancement are launched contributes to the construction 
of the contemporary river landscape. This multi-scale ap-
proach is based on continuous cross-references between 
the large territorial scale and that of the detail of individual 
places considered significant. This is an operative modali-
ty that allows understanding better of the constitutive and 
qualifying characteristics of the landscape, the interrelation-
ships between them, the potentialities and the unexpressed 
vocations of the places. In the specific case of the Stilaro 
Valley, the quantity and density of natural and historical-cul-
tural heritage are such that an overall vision is indispensable. 

Figure 3. Graphic representation of the strategic interventions for 
the Stilaro Valley. Source: Drawn by Cristian Murace.
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Any intervention that will be defined over time must re-
spond to specific needs and be consistent with the gen-
eral strategy. 
Figure 3 shows a strong programmatic and strategic value 
synthesis, which aims to relate, network and “system” the 
huge wealth of resources present in the Stilaro Valley. 
It highlights the ironworks, waterfalls, woods, architectures 
and prestigious villages, and the interventions carried out 
until now or near completion, including those incomplete, 
degraded or even abandoned. 
These are all potentially useful elements - in a general view 
- for starting a profitable regenerative process that cannot 
ignore what is already there. 
It is a dynamic and flexible vision as it is susceptible to 
continuous updates and additions, synthetic as a selec-
tion of characters and peculiarities to be highlighted in 
the overall vision. With equal depth, the proposed ap-
proach addresses the detailed scale of individual punc-
tual conditions. These places are considered particularly 
significant for implementing the regenerative strategy but 
require spatial, functional, and aesthetic qualification in-
terventions. They are punctual and areal interventions to 
improve the overall usability of the Vallata heritage ac-
cording to a minimal design, which applies the principles 
of resilience, a low cost /low-tech language that does not 
give up figurative research. 

Figure 4. Removable and resilient bridge. 
Source: Drawn by Cristian Murace.

Figure 5. Temporary viewpoints. 
Source: Drawn by Cristian Murace.

Figure 6. Temporary viewpoints. 
Source: Drawn by Cristian Murace.
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This also, in some ways, alludes to a vernacular and peasant 
architecture, for the materials used (locally extracted wood, 
iron, recycled materials) and simple technologies that can be 
easily assembled and disassembled thanks to dry connec-
tions and the application of principles of reversibility. In detail: 
• Design devices for slow mobility improvement systems 

with cycle paths and trekking paths in stabilised earth; 
• Removable bridges (Figure 4); 
• Small accommodation facilities with inserts in existing ar-

chitectures; 
• Environmental engineering interventions for the resolution 

of hydrological criticalities; 
• Furnishing elements such as convivial seats, fences, rest 

platforms; 
• Temporary viewpoints (Figures 5, 6); 
• Systems for disseminating natural resources and cultural 

heritage present in the valley with innovative information 
and communication technologies.

Conclusions

The presented approach proposes actions with a strategic 
breath but is attentive to the quality of the design athe de-
tail scale. The River Contract represents a programmatic tool 
within which the actions are envisaged. 
The overall purpose of the project is to recompose economic, 
social, functional, morphological and environmental aspects 
of the landscape of the Stilaro Valley and to portray a uni-
tary system of places recognisable for the ability to develop 
territorial strategies in line with widely shared principles of en-
vironmental and social sustainability, resilience and circular 
economy. Thus, the detailed projects of the walking systems, 
enjoyment and observation of the landscape suggest solu-
tions that interact with the environmental and ecological 
qualities of the sites, starting from “what already exists “. 
These are tangible actions, both structural (physical interven-
tions on the territory) and non-structural (actions of govern-
ment, management, information, training and awareness of 
the local communities) and 
as a whole aimed at enhancing and managing the river re-
source understood as a “common good”.    
These actions can be collocated within a strategic tool suita-
ble for the active protection of landscapes (villages, quarries, 
agricultural, natural and degraded areas, river appurtenanc-
es, etc.) and the networking of concerted actions.
However, beyond the opportunity offered by the regulatory 
instrument used, the experiences described highlight increas-
ingly widespread principles which, on the level of their ideo-
logical legitimacy, consider the actions of anthropic transfor-

mations of the built environment internal to wider disciplinary 
contexts.
They flank to technology, the fundamental intersections with 
the human sciences, even in the case, like the one presented, 
of small transformative actions but not for this reason to be 
considered minor. 
A revolution that, in proposing new ways of approaching the 
protection, enhancement and development project, propos-
es a revision of the cultural statutes that oversee the manage-
ment of the anthropic and landscape heritage, focusing on 
holistic, multiscale, multidisciplinary, programmatic, strategic 
approaches.
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Introduction

The complex implementation of metropolitan cities seems 
to be the emerging sign of a structural difficulty in the Ital-
ian context not only to govern the metropolitan dimen-
sion but also to recognize it clearly (Martinotti, 2001). Giv-
en their birth in the normative context of the “Delrio law” 
of its instruments and times, today, the Italian metropolitan 
territories pose significant interpretation, management 
and not least institutional problems. Today, they are com-
mitted to constructing their own government instruments 
starting from very different territorial, administrative and 
planning conditions without making full use of the breadth 
of the organizational possibilities allowed by law (Calafati, 
2014; De Luca, Moccia, 2017).
Moreover, coastal territories also pose significant cogni-
tive questions (due to the peculiarity of environmental dy-
namics and the interweaving of natural and anthropic di-
mensions), interpretative (due to the difficult and univocal 
consideration of the extent and characteristics of these 
dynamics), managerial (due to the plurality of actions 
and actors present) and claim a systemic approach ca-
pable of considering together environmental, settlement, 
infrastructural and economic development issues (De Ber-
nardinis, 2015). The Integrated coastal management of 
European origin recognizes coastal areas as the most vul-
nerable spaces to climate change and, at the same time, 
the most subject to human pressure. Since the well-being 
of the populations and the economic profitability of many 
enterprises in coastal areas depend on the environmental 
status of these areas, it is necessary to integrated man-
agement of this area to improve the protection of the 
coasts by increasing the efficiency of their uses (EU, 2002). 
In our opinion, the combination of these two dimensions, 
“metropolitan” and “coastal”, produces a peculiar space 
to its complexity and problematic nature, which we intend 
to investigate here. We propose to look at metropolitan 
territories as to rich and diversified spaces and not as clus-
ters of indistinct peripheries gravitating on an urban core, 
with residual attention to open spaces, whether natural 
or agricultural. Starting from this assumption, the coastal 

space exemplarily summarizes the diversity characterizing 
these territories, with an intensity that has no equal, given 
the small space strongly characterized by components, 
pressures and flows from the environmental point of view. 
Therefore, the metropolitan coastal area is assumed as an 
exemplary space for disciplinary reflection.
So how do the different instruments (cognitive, predic-
tive and managerial) interpret the metropolitan coastal 
territory? How is the coastal dimension themed both as 
a characterizing factor for the territory and connotative 
for territorial policies? It is sufficient to list the plethora of 
regulatory and development tools that act on coastal ar-
eas in our regulatory framework to understand how these 
territories are the most planned. However, there seems to 
be an enormous gap between the forces in the field and 
the results, in terms of environmental quality and space 
quality in general, of its uses and sustainable develop-
ment. Therefore, a normative/institutional criterion does 
not seem to unravel the skein of complexity. It seems nec-
essary to observe this patchwork from the inside and go 
into detail on each device, each interpretation and vision 
of the territory, without, however, claiming to trace an or-
derly and hierarchical design.

The metropolitan coast of Bari: knowledge, visions and 
tools

On the Bari metropolitan coast,  the alternation of open 
spaces and coastal urban settlements (Salvemini, 2008) 
characterized by important landscape and heritage 
emergencies, none of which is guarded as a protected 
area, gives the six municipalities (including the regional 
capital) with theirs eleven ports, a unique and peculiar 
feature. The result is a polycentric and articulated sys-
tem in which – as in the entire metropolitan city – the re-
lationship between centre and periphery assume blurred 
edges (Borri, Calace, 2017).The metropolitan coast of Bari 
does not escape the perception of a theoretically ‘super-
planned’, because even if local authorities dispose of a 
variety of tools, only some are operational, and the others 
struggle to take shape or to finish their institutional path.

METROPOLITAN COASTAL LANDSCAPES. TRACES OF A COMMON VISION
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On the other hand, the territory is characterized by a cer-
tain lack of explicit and systemic public policies, by the 
presence of plans and projects, each of which has a par-
tial vision and adheres to certain keywords. 
It is possible to distinguish ‘families’ of tools and planning 
devices also within the same tools: besides the more evi-
dently regulatory and sectorial ones – coastal plans and 
port regulatory plans, characterized by very long approv-
al procedures – the territories are governed by old regu-
latory plans – with new plans in progress – and crossed by 
initiatives and transformation projects that in general con-
sider the coastal area as a place for the enhancement 
and tourism promotion. The Regional Territorial Landscape 
Plan (PPTR) and the Regional Coastal Plan (PRC) are the 
only instruments that, within their own competencies, 
distinguish themselves from this crowd by scale, organic 
knowledge and systemic vision.

Landscape planning and its implementation experiments

Based on a patrimonial vision of the territory (Magnaghi, 
2010), the Landscape Plan integrates protection with the 
strategic vision of the future territorial organization outlin-
ing it in five projects for the regional landscape. 

It is the primary reference for coordination on a territorial 
scale of visions and actions referred to both the landscape 
and the complex of the transformations. For the coast-
al strip, considered a crucial issue for the future regional 
development (Migliaccio, 2011), the plan elaborates the 
Charter of Coastal Landscapes and a strategic project 
called “Valorization and integrated redevelopment of 
coastal landscapes”. It assumes the “coastal zone” con-
cept as a transition zone through the sea, coast, and hin-
terland, a relational area that includes variable width and 
depth areas. It pursues the objectives of enhancing and 
upgrading the coastal system in its components, mainly 
by enhancing the resilience of the coastal ecotone and 
safeguarding and enhancing the undeveloped areas.
Since the drafting of the PPTR, several experimental Inte-
grated Landscape Projects have been drawn up to test 
and implement the plan’s contents at the local level (Fal-
co, Barbanente, forthcoming). Among these, the Feasibil-
ity Study (SdF) of Parco Agricolo Multifunzionale di valoriz-
zazione (PAMv) delle Torri e Casali del Nord Barese, drawn 
up in the implementation of the strategic project “Patto 
Città-Campagna”, has deepened the knowledge frame-
work and the strategies declination of the PPTR, integrat-
ed with the projects expressed at the local level by mu-

Figure 1. Coastal cities of the Metropolitan City of Bari. Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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nicipalities and local actors. It defines a project scenario 
that sees PAMv as a great environmental endowment for 
the metropolitan city and a common agricultural space 
between the cities and a connection space between 
the Murgian and coastal systems and an opportunity for 
sustainable and innovative development of rurality.The 
coastal strip falling within the PAMv is characterized by the 
presence of historic urban centres and the coastal vege-
table garden system, which are overlaid by the pressures 
of contemporary settlements, thus creating a rural land-
scape intensely anthropized and contradictory (extensive 
contemporary and historical production facilities, in use 
and abandoned, vs proximity agriculture and ‘cut out’ in 
interstitial spaces). In line with the project “Integrated en-
hancement and requalification of coastal landscapes”, 
the vision of the SdF for the coastal area is composed of 
four thematic areas (natural, rural, urban and infrastruc-
tural). This contributes at different scales to consider these 
parts as expansions of land-sea nodes, for which are pro-

moted multifunctional agricultural practices with low envi-
ronmental impact, water reuse, quality products included 
in the local consumption circuits, specific requalification 
projects that allow the reorganization of the urban fabric, 
the enclosed open spaces, the relationship with the coast, 
up to the realization of zero impact bathing equipment.

Coastal planning: holistic visions vs. sectoriality 

The coastal planning refers to the Regional Coastal Plan 
(PRC), which came into force in 2011, which has deepened 
the specific knowledge about the dynamics of physical 
transformation of the regional coastline and has outlined 
sensitivities and criticality of the coastline. In addition to 
the complex system of constraints, it has defined the main 
choices of coastal management, consistent with the ob-
jectives of ensuring a balance between the protection of 
environmental and landscape aspects, the free enjoyment 
of the coast and the development of the sea economies. 

Figure 2. The coastal landscapes of the metropolitan city of Bari - Extract from elaborate 3.2.13 of PPTR. The Integrated enhancement 
and requalification of coastal landscapes of the metropolitan city of Bari. Source: Extract from elaborate 4.2.4 of PPTR

Figure 3. Extracts from the PAMv project scenario: the ecological network, the heritage network, the spaces of the settlements. Source: 
SdF graphic elaborations
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According to the PRC, rules and criteria for the use and 
fruition of the maritime state property, exclusive field of 
application of coastal planning, take shape at the mu-
nicipal scale according to the places specificity and 
settlement dynamics. The flexibility of the zoning param-
eters of the state property allows coastal development 
policies to adhere to the problems and peculiarities of 
each territory. From the knowledge and the critical-in-
terpretative parts of the Municipal Coast Plans  of the 
Metropolitan City emerge broad themes and common 
objectives, linked to the environmental dynamics and 
the enhancement of the urban identity linked to fishing 
and trade, and specific themes, such as industrial pol-
lution (Molfetta and Giovinazzo), tourist pressure (Pol-
ignano and Monopoli), residual rurality (Polignano and 
Bari). However, in the face of this broad vision of coast 
problems adopted in the critical-interpretative phase, 
the application of criteria and guidelines of the PRC in 
the draft Plan translates itself into a sectoral prescriptive 
apparatus, limited in the application field – zoning of the 
state property, determination of the transitional regime 
and coastal recovery measures– which is inadequate 
compared to the complexity, intensity and extent of the 
environmental, landscape and settlement dynamics re-
lated to the coast captured in the same analysis (Cal-
ace et al., 2017).

A coast by projects 

Given the slowness of the renewal process of local urban 
plans – whose reasons lie outside of this discussion – and 
the persistence of urban norms dated both from the pre-
scriptions nature point of view and from the idea of city 
underlying them, the process of enhancement, re-sig-
nification and transformation of the coastal area take 
place through a series of actions, projects and specific 
interventions that have a growing role within municipal 
policies.

To understand the role that projects of coast transfor-
mation assume within the urban landscape, need only 
consider how much the requalification interventions of 
public spaces or the realization of new urban spaces for 
bathing happened in Bari since the end of the ‘90s, or 
the more recent requalification interventions of the ur-
ban waterfronts of Giovinazzo, Mola di Bari and Poligna-
no have renewed the spatial order of the coast of Bari 
introducing new uses that allow the valorization of the 
historical centres or the fruition of the more marginal ar-
eas.
The renewal process of urban waterfronts and the cre-
ation of new public spaces is still a priority in the policies 
for coastal enhancement. Numerous interventions are 
planned on the stretches of consolidated urban coast, 
aimed at the redevelopment of public spaces, slow frui-
tion, improvement of accessibility conditions, creation of 
new areas for bathing and leisure (in Bari, Monopoli and 
Mola di Bari) and the connection and redevelopment of 
the rear port areas (in Molfetta). 
Moreover, there seems to be growing attention to the 
qualification of open spaces and the slow fruition of 
urban and periurban areas (in Molfetta, the stretch of 
coast to the north, in Monopoli the stretch of coast to the 
south, in Bari, the enhancement of the archaeological 
sites of the south coast) as well as to the mitigation of the 
hydrogeological risk of important stretches of coast and 
of the mouths of the Lame (Giovinazzo, Bari, Polignano 
and Monopoli).
Although many proposals on open spaces result from the 
PPTR’s design guidelines, which aim at a deep vision of 
the coastal territory and actions encouraging the syn-
ergies between coast and hinterland, the projects pro-
posed by the metropolitan municipalities, even when 
they concern substantial coastal stretches, are still linked 
to the idea of a narrow coastline and made up of spe-
cific episodes, with little interest in the relations with the 
spaces – urban or rural – that face these coasts.

Figure 4. The new waterfronts of Mola di Bari, Giovinazzo, San Girolamo in Bari
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How to compose an overall picture: the convergences, 
the problems

From the framework presented here, it is possible to outline 
an overall picture of the metropolitan coast as a dynamic 
result of the multiplicity of approaches, rules, visions and 
actions, but also to draw some reflections on the nature 
of the transformation processes and the role of the instru-
ments in such a complex schedule.
The first reflection from all that has been analysed is a 
strong discontinuity of the signification of the coast com-
pared to one of a few decades ago, widely considered 
the place of preservation and enhancement, not of tour-
istic exploitation of the territory. However, the ‘compensa-
tion’ season of the previous one does not seem to have 
started yet: the large disused plants, the widespread de-
terioration, as well as the uncertainty in the management 
of the old urban forecasts, remain to testify the difficulty of 
facing complex problems with environmental implications 
(land reclamation, de-pollution of water) and urban ones 
(change of urban destinations, reuse of volumes, etc.). 
This new vision and the resulting planning – the second 
reflection – focuses on easily identifiable and practicable 
places in the coastal space: the historical or ‘urban’ wa-
terfronts, public spaces, protected areas, or areas already 
subject to landscape protection. Through the planning 
of municipalities, the metropolitan coast takes shape, 
characterized by promenades increasing the good living 
room of cities, where collective rites and night-life have 
replaced historical uses; these interventions have all indis-
criminately renewed the collective imagination of cities, 

even in the tourist offer, and have changed the space 
usage by the citizens themselves. It remains to be shown 
whether they have produced ‘profound’ effects of cities’ 
re-qualification beyond the spaces actually invested by 
the transformations. 
As we have seen, the PPTR is currently the only strate-
gic reference point of territorial scope, presided over by 
knowledge and vision that is organic and consistent with 
the landscape protection system. Although it is a ‘territo-
rial’ plan, the landscape approach conforms to the phi-
losophy and content of the plan, leaving its implemen-
tation to deal with issues of land use and development 
proper to territorial and urban planning. The lack of large 
scale planning tools on the one hand, and the other hand 
the scarcity of ‘intermediate’ scale landscape tools, i.e. 
those capable of deepening, interpreting and integrat-
ing the territory project more and finally, the absence of 
urban planning tools suitable for the PPTR, determine an 
important gap – third reflection – between the regional 
vision and the specific declinations of local projects. From 
this gap originate some coastal design features, as found 
lacking in systemic vision and ability to trigger regenera-
tive processes of the most internal areas.
But what is the specificity, and what is the added value of 
being in a metropolitan city, understood not only as a ter-
ritorial and socio-economic condition but also as a form of 
government? Given the patchwork of approaches, rules, 
visions and actions, given the problems found in a densely 
used territory, and since the construction of the tools of 
metropolitan government is still in its infancy, the answer 
can only be in becoming. In the case of the metropolitan 
city of Bari, among the 11 strategic actions that consti-

Figure 5.  Planned interventions on the coastal space. Source: Authors’ elaboration
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tute the outline of the future Strategic Plan, one seems to 
be oriented in this direction: the metropolitan waterfront 
action and sea economies , which could be understood 
precisely in the direction of overcoming the system prob-
lems previously identified: environment to be rehabilitat-
ed, natural and infrastructural networks, connections and 
inter-municipalities to give depth and value to the speci-
ficity of coastal projects, the complex of activities consti-
tuting the “blue economy”. Also, to accompany munic-
ipalities in the complex action of restoring their planning 
and intervention tools to the system, and to increase the 
effectiveness of individual interventions on the coast and 
to spread the benefits.

Notes

1Among the coastal municipalities of the Metropolitan 
City of Bari, four are still adopting the CCP (Molfetta, Gio-
vinazzo, Polignano and Monopoli), while in Mola di Bari 
and the capital, the plan is being prepared.
2 The action has the general objectives of “coastal con-
solidation and enhancement of the coastline of the en-
tire metropolitan area of Bari” and “enhancement of 
the natural characteristics of the landscape, in order to 
make it more attractive”, to obtain “the identification of 
the waterfront as an element of community identity and 
economic and social engine for the growth of territories”.

References

AA.VV., (2014). Il mare e la città metropolitana di Napoli, 
TRIA n. 13 special issue
Borri D., Calace F., (2017). “Città metropolitana di Bari”, in 
Pianificare le città metropolitane in Italia. Interpretazioni, 
approcci, prospettive, INUEdizioni, Roma
Calace F., De Troia V., Milella S., Pascetta M., (2017). “La 
città e la costa: letture e interpretazioni per la pianificazi-
one costiera di Bari”, Ri-vista. Ricerche per la progettazi-
one del paesaggio, n. 2
Calafati, A.G., (a cura di) (2015). Città tra sviluppo e decli-
no. Un’agenda urbana per l’Italia, Donzelli Editore, Roma
De Bernardinis B., (2015). “La gestione integrata della fas-
cia costiera in Italia: una sfida al consumo di suolo ed alla 
frammentazione pianificatoria”, in Pianificazione integra-
ta della fascia marino-costiera, Reticula, n. 10
De Luca G., Moccia F.D., (a cura di), (2017). Pianificare 
le città metropolitane in Italia. Interpretazioni, approcci, 
prospettive, INUEdizioni, Roma 2017.
Falco E., Barbanente A., (forthcoming), “Focus on the 

Puglia Region: A region with major coastal challenges yet 
determined to change course” in Alterman R. (ed.) Bridg-
ing the legal-institutional gap in Mediterranean coastline 
management, Routledge, London
Magnaghi A., (2010). Il progetto locale. Verso la coscien-
za di luogo, Torino, Bollati-Boringhieri 
Martinotti G., (2001). “Aree metropolitane”, Enciclopedia 
delle Scienze Sociali, Supplemento, Treccani 
Migliaccio A., (2011). “La costa pugliese tra istanze di tute-
la e di valorizzazione”, XIV Conferenza della Società degli 
Urbanisti Italiani, Torino, 24-26 marzo 
Salvemini B., (2008). La Puglia, le Puglie. Note di inquadra-
mento sui paesaggi storici, Piano Paesaggistico Territoriale 
Regionale, Allegato 6a - La “Storia” per il piano
Savino M., (2010). Waterfront d’Italia. Piani Politiche Pro-
getti, Franco Angeli, Milano
http://pianostrategico.cittametropolitana.ba.it/
Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the 
Council of 30 May 2002 concerning the implementation 
of Integrated Coastal Zone Management in Europe, Offi-
cial Journal of the European Communities 6.6.2002



360

51
Gjergj Thomai, Iva Mezezi

Introduction 

The development of the Albanian cities in 1945-1990 was 
related to the political, social and economic regime of 
the time. The construction and planning of cities were 
closely linked to these factors: 
(i) Development of productive forces; 
(ii) The social system; 
(iii) Degree of development of culture and construction 
techniques; 
(iv) Geographical factors.
According to this opinion, the regulatory plans were draft-
ed on which all the developments of cities and residential 
areas were based.
Regulatory plans were drawn up for: (i) Reconstruction of 
existing cities, with the main purpose of adapting them to 
the new demands imposed by socialist society; (ii) Con-
struction of new cities, which came as a necessity for the 
development of light and heavy industries of that time, 
such as food, mining, processing, chemical, etc; (iii) Regu-
lation and construction of villages as a result of new con-
cepts on agriculture and its forms of production.
The form and requirements of regulatory plans depended 
on the size of cities, classified according to the number of 
inhabitants. According to this classification, the cities were 
from 2000 inhabitants, up to 5000 inhabitants, 5000 -10 000 
inhabitants, 20 000 inhabitants, up to 50 000 inhabitants, 
up to 100 000 inhabitants and only one city, Tirana, with 
over 100 000 inhabitants.
The Albanian cities of this period were developed based 
on regulatory plans that were designed for a period of 15-
20 and specific urban studies developed by the relevant 
institutions. Regulatory plans were intended to solve the 
city’s overall construction, architectural, hygienic and en-
gineering problems. They determined the extent and the 
peripheral boundaries of the city, the streets and squares, 
and the stages of construction.
Many cities today still maintain the urban and develop-
ment forms of regulatory plans of the time, which in most 
cases came directly from their industrial development. 
Seen from this point of view, Gramsh is a typical case of 

new cities being built and developed as a result of the de-
velopment of industry and productive forces, where the 
main element was not the proximity to raw materials or 
agricultural products, but geographical factors and the 
strategic location, which created the possibility of estab-
lishing specific types of industries of a strategic nature for 
time and regime.

General description of Gramsh

The geographical position of Gramsh on the intersection 
of some of the roads coming from Elbasan, Berat, Tomor-
rica and Korca through the valleys influenced the impor-
tance of this centre, especially in the administrative plan.
The period 1945-1950 served as the beginning for the 
construction of the city, and even of its perspective, with 
the emergence and development of the functions of 
commerce, industry, construction, as well as population 
growth. 
Gramsh was declared a city on February 18, 1960. From 
1960 to 1970, the city assumes its physiognomy from the 
economic, cultural, social and urban point of view. The 
population of the city reached 4,000 inhabitants.
During the 1970s-1980s, enterprises such as Collection - 
Processing, Mechanical Plant were opened, which con-
sisted of the largest number of employees and the further 
expansion of the education and health sectors.
After drafting the 1965 regulatory plan, the residential area 
was organised into residential blocks. The city of Gramsh 
best reflects the example of a residential block designed 
from scratch without the presence of any previous build-
ing.
The industry began to acquire its physiognomy after the 
1960s. It was located far from the city as it was primarily a 
gun manufacturing industry and was considered “secret”.
In 1987 a new city regulatory plan was drafted, which pro-
vided the removal of industrial facilities from the city, its 
relocation and expansion to the south of the city, thereby 
creating new potentials for the development of industry 
and avoiding the negative impact of industrial activities 
residential areas near them.

URBAN DEVELOPMENT CHANGE OF GRAMSH CITY DURING YEARS 1945-1990
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Planned development of Gramsh city in 1945 - 1990

One of the first documents of the development of Gramsh 
territory is the relief of the residential centre, designed in 
February 1961. The city in this period turns out to have about 
70 buildings and seven buildings under construction. The 
material used for construction is mainly stone brick and, 
in some cases, adobe. The buildings, whose height var-
ies from 1 to 2 floors, have mainly residential functions. In 
the central area of the city, there are administrative, edu-
cational and health facilities. Roads connecting different 
parts of the city have been adapted to the steep terrain 
on which the city lies. 

1. Yellow City line

In January 1962, in order to protect the territories surround-
ing the residential centres, a plan was drawn up with the 
restrictive line of construction (yellow line) (Fig. 1). 

This line defined the areas permitted for construction 
(within the line) and those not permitted for construc-
tion (of the line). 
This line restricted all residential buildings and construc-
tions in residential service, health centres, kindergarten, 
nurseries, schools, etc. Territories with economic func-
tions were left outside the city boundary line.
In 1962 some of the urban planning studies were pre-
pared by the Department of Urban Planning at the 
Ministry of Construction to determine the location of 
some new housing in Gramsh. According to this study, 
preserving existing buildings and building new dwellings 
in unfinished territories was foreseen. The apartments 
were proposed to be collective, with one, two or three 
sections and 3 stories high. 
 
2. Regulatory plan of years 1961 - 1965 

The drafting of the Regulatory Plan for the city of 
Gramsh has been working for a period of about five 
years, respectively 1961 - 1965 (Fig. 2). 
This is the first Regulatory Plan for this city. The District 
Executive Committee commissioned the drafting of 
this plan. The process for its design has gone through 
two stages. The first phase, 1961 -1962, consists of ana-
lysing the existing situation and formulating proposals 
in two variants. Project idea worked by Arch. Anastas 
Hadzivanov and Arch. Rustem Myteveli did not receive 
final approval. For this reason, the drafting of the Regu-
latory Plan continued in 1964.
 In the period 1964 - 1965, the existing state of the city 
was updated with the changes that occurred after 
1961 and new project ideas were developed. The Reg-
ulatory Plan of the city was adopted in 1965. The regu-
latory plan is designed to precede the city’s develop-
ment for a period of 15 years. During this period, the 
city’s population was projected to grow from 1468 to 
3,000 inhabitants. Population density is projected to in-
crease from 82.5 inhabitants/ha to 160 inhabitants/ha.
Part of the Regulatory Plan is the regional scheme, de-
signed at a scale of 1: 50000, which determines the 
city’s positioning in relation to the regional territorial 
elements. This map shows the topographical, quoted 
relief of the area surrounding the city of Gramsh, the 
positioning of the city, the Devoll River, which borders 
the city to its West, the national road connecting the 
city with other cities and regions of the country and the 
centres of the city and rural residential centres near the 
city.

Figure 1. City yellow line, year 1962. Source: AQTN Archive.
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A backup (supporting) plan was developed to reflect 
and analyse the existing state of city construction, and 
this would serve as a basis for proposing intervention in 
existing territories (Fig. 3).
The plan report explains in detail the existing state of the 
city and the proposals put forward for the city’s develop-
ment prospects The plan report contains general informa-
tion about the city such as climate, geology, hydrogeolo-
gy, physical-geological processes, population, economic 
basis, as well as relevant explanations regarding prospec-
tive development proposals such as project-idea in two 
variants, network scheme road, distribution and type of 
services, green and engineering infrastructure, territory 
balance etc. The balance of the city’s territory was de-
fined as Residential Buildings (5.31 ha), Public Utility Facili-
ties (3.61 ha), Green area for Public use (3 ha), Roads and 
Squares (2.41 ha), Industrial Territory (4.44 ha), with a total 
of 18.77 ha. 

City development phases are another element of the 
Regulatory Plan projections. The first phase of construction 
is foreseen to the east of the Executive Committee build-
ing, where the terrain is accessible, suitable for construc-
tion and equipped with water, sewage and lighting net-
works. In connection with the road network scheme, the 
motorway from Elbasan to Gramsh is expected to divert, 
enabling a shorter route to enter the city centre, etc.
The Regulatory Plan foresees a better connection of 
residential blocks with the city centre, which is foreseen 
where the Executive Committee is and other areas such 
as the hospital, warehouses, sports fields, etc. Based on 
current and prospective needs, building new social and 
administrative facilities was foreseen. Existing green in the 
Regulatory Plan is fully preserved. New green areas are 
foreseen in the west area of the new road coming from 
Elbasan towards the centre and east of it. According to 
the statistics of the 5-year plan for the city of Gramsh, no 
industry is foreseen. 

Figure 2. Regulatory Plan, years 1961-1965. Source: AQTN Archive.

Figure 3. Supporting Plan. Source: AQTN Archive.
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The criteria for determining the city’s outlook in perspec-
tive are the preservation of the farming land and the max-
imum utilisation of the existing free spaces in the city. As 
the prospective population of 3,000 was considered un-
realistic, the plan was suggested to be revised with refer-
ence to the prospective population of 6,000.

3. City yellow line (August 1976)

In August 1976, a map with the yellow line of the city was 
prepared. In addition, are also presented roadmap pro-
posals, buildings in the near and far perspective, econom-
ic zones, socio-cultural facilities, etc. Unlike the 1961 yel-
low line, economic zones have already been introduced 
within the city’s yellow line. This plan also shows the phases 
of occupation of territories from buildings that are fore-
seen to be built in the city in perspective.
 
4. Regulatory plan of the year 1987

The plan was drawn up by the Arch. Rajmonda Daja and 
Arch. Engjellushe Demi. The responsible institution was the 
Institute of Studies and Designs no. 1.
In cooperation with other local and central institutions, the 
District Executive Committee compiled a report with data 
about the city to draft the task of designing the regulato-
ry plan. It was developed based on the Regulatory Plan 
adopted in 1965. As a result of city development beyond 
projections, the Regulatory Plan did not respond to con-
struction requirements. Many social and economic facili-
ties were located outside the restrictive line and bound-
aries of the Regulatory Plan. Four factories were foreseen 
for the next five years in relation to the industrial zone only 
for the Light Industry and Food industry.
Remarks were made about the number of inhabitants, but 
given the fact that Gramsh was a new city, in the above 
formation, it was anticipated additional population, it was 
accepted that the prediction of the number of inhabit-
ants would remain around 12 thousand.
The residential area consists of 1,000 apartments, with the 
dominant part being 3-4 storey residential buildings. In re-
cent years mainly high-rise buildings have been built. The 
percentage of one-story dwellings in relation to the total 
number was negligible. With all its constituent elements, 
the residential zone had an area of about 25 ha (Fig. 4).
In 1981 it was planned to build a new Stadium, Executive 
Committee buildings, Pioneer House, library, Ethnograph-
ic Museum, shooting range, 400-seat cinema, Hygiene Di-
rectorate, four 120-bed nurseries, two 180-bed gardens, 

Figure 4. City yellow line, the year 1976. Source: AQTN Archive.
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30-beds Infectious Hospital, a swimming pool, courts, 
banks, etc. The municipal and commercial network will 
occupy a 0.30 ha construction area and on the ground 
floor of the flats, a total of about 35 premises.
The economic zone was developed on both sides of the 
residential area. For the prospective development of the 
economic zone, it was foreseen that agricultural enter-
prises would expand to the existing area 1 km south of 
the city. For the protection of the inhabitants of the city, 
were provided 60 shelters with 100 places, a flour factory, 
a bakery, three commercial premises, two utilities, a phar-
macy, etc.

The city was heavily deficient in green and rest areas, 
roads and promenades. Children’s playgrounds, a West 
Park holiday park and the Devoll River beach, were fore-
seen.
The city’s main street from the central square to the exit 
was facing heavy traffic, so it was foreseen that in future, 
the movement of heavy vehicles would take another 
route, and the passenger station would change.
The Regulatory Plan of the City of Gramsh is drafted in two 
versions. Their main change was concerning the territorial 
extension of the city in perspective. In one of these ver-
sions, the city would extend to the existing city. 

Figure 6. Regulatory plan, year 1987-Functional Scheme. Source: AQTN Archive.

Figure 5. Photo of Gramsh city. Source: AQTN Archive.
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The second version envisaged extending the city to the 
prospect to the West of the existing city and separating 
it from the reservoir that would be created to serve the 
water to Banja Hydro Power Plant (HPP). To connect two 
parts of the city would serve a bridge that would be built 
above the reservoir.

5. Regional and rural plans

The smooth development of cities in Albania after 1960 
marked an increase due to the development of the indus-
trial economy, along with the agricultural and livestock 
farming that existed before. The growth of cities consist-
ed of the growth of population, their territorial extension, 
and the increase in functional residential, industrial, and 
other functional areas. This development of cities, which 
turned them into important economic poles in the region, 
also influenced the increase of communication and inter-
action with the rural centres near them. The villages near 
the city provided a part of the new industry workforce in 
the cities, and the inhabitants continued to live in the vil-
lage and work in the city. At the same time, the number 
of services provided by the townspeople increased. Pop-
ulation growth in cities increased demand for agricultural 
and livestock products, which turned the city into a larger 
consumer of products provided by the countryside. Un-
der these conditions, the city and its surrounding villages 
were not generally independent structures but mutually 
influenced their economic and social functioning and de-
velopment.
At this stage of urban and rural development centres, it 
was considered necessary to develop regional studies, 
which consisted of drafting the city’s regulatory plan, to-
gether with the regulatory plans of the villages in its vicin-
ity. Such a regional plan was applied for the first time to 
the study of the town of Gramsh and its villages.
The format and structure of the regulatory plans were the 
same for both the city and the village. In addition to draft-
ing regulatory plans for each urban and rural structure 
within the framework of regional studies, improvement of 
physical connection and communication between them 
was foreseen. We find this new methodology and prac-
tice reflected in the drafting of the Regulatory Plan of the 
city of Gramsh, as well as of the villages near it.

Conclusions

The preservation of historic urban landscapes is a very im-
portant topic in the reflections of urban developers. The 

dialogue between the past, the present and what will 
come, will be a new dimension for future development of 
the cities. This helps us understand at what stage of devel-
opment is Gramsh Municipality. 
Gramsh is a typical case of new cities rising and develop-
ing as a result of the development of industry and produc-
tive forces, where the main element was not the proximity 
to raw materials or agricultural products, but the geo-
graphical factors and strategic location, which created 
the possibility of establishing certain types of industries of 
a strategic nature for time and regime.
History shows that the structure of many cities has start-
ed in a monocentric way and gradually the activities that 
generate travel towards them are spread and create 
groups outside the traditional centre. This is a way how 
we can understand and recycle the urban form that is 
already spread.
The design of regional studies, which consisted of the 
drafting of the town regulatory plan, together with the 
town planning regulations in its vicinity, was applied for 
the first time to the study of the town of Gramsh and near-
by villages.
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Introduction 

Can we apply the principles of urban regeneration in con-
nection with pubic space in order to improve urban areas 
quality of life? It is important to clarify the definition of ur-
ban regeneration regarding the urban and public spaces 
highlighting the major elements of which urban regener-
ation is strongly connected with the definition of public 
space. The first part of this paper is analyses the urban 
regeneration process, its elements and qualities of urban 
(public) space. Later, it focuses on a selected literature 
review of positive and negative elements of public space, 
conceptualising the usage of public space as a tool to re-
generate urban areas. Finally, the paper presents a case 
study undertaken in a well-known residential area in Tira-
na. The study uses a methodology based on analyses of 
the urban spaces of this area as public spaces and the 
major principles of the urban regeneration process, point-
ing out some interesting conclusions.

Defining urban regeneration process 

The regeneration process is mostly considered as an as-
pect of the management and planning of existing ur-
ban areas rather than the planning and development of 
completely new urbanisation. Referring to Couch, Fraser 
and Percy, (2003), it is concerned with ‘the regrowth of 
economic activity where it has been lost; the restoration 
of social functions where there has been dysfunction or 
social inclusion where there has been exclusion; and the 
restoration of environmental quality or ecological bal-
ance where it has been lost. 
To this extend, Merriam-Webster (online, 2003) refer to ur-
ban regeneration, also called urban revitalisation, as the 
field of public policy that addresses such urban issues 
as economic decline, environmental decay, communi-
ty dereliction, growing unemployment and some social 
problems caused by these urban issues. By considering 
the urban areas as vivid organisms and urban spaces as 
their crucial integrated parts, the regeneration process 
can be seen as ‘the regrowth of lost or injured tissue, 

or the restoration of a system to its initial state (Merri-
am-Webster online, 2003). 
In other words, urban regeneration is a comprehensive 
and integrated vision and action which leads to the 
resolution of urban problems and which seeks to bring 
about a lasting improvement in the economic, physical, 
social and environmental of an area that has been sub-
ject to change” (Roberts & Sykes, 2000: 17).  
Thus, in its essence, it must be considered as a process 
that examines the big picture, understanding the in-
terconnections between pieces, with the main aim to 
make the pieces of the puzzle fit better together in order 
to improve the environment 

Urban regeneration and urban space

The key to successful regeneration is to analyse, under-
stand the potential of existing urban areas, and consid-
er all aspects, which can be buildings, land and sites, 
urban spaces, open spaces and water, square, streets, 
parks, and transportation and environmental quality. All 
those elements are part of urban spaces, which on the 
other hand, is part of public spaces in a city (Carmona. 
et al.)
There are five major aspects of urban regeneration re-
ferring to the literature: economic regeneration and 
founding; physical and environmental renewal; social 
and community issues; employment, education; and 
housing. Each of these has a certain role in the regen-
eration of urban spaces, especially regarding Physical 
renewal. This is usually a necessary if not sufficient con-
dition for successful regeneration, and in some circum-
stances, it may be the main engine of regeneration. 
The process of urban regeneration comes from strong 
economic, environmental and social analyses of exist-
ing urban areas, which leads to new neighbourhood 
strategies, training and education, economic develop-
ment, environmental and physical improvements of ur-
ban spaces. In almost all cases, the urban space is an 
important visible sign of commitment to changes and 
improvements.

THE USE OF PUBLIC SPACE AS URBAN REGENERATION TOOL 
 A CASE STUDY IN RESIDENTIAL BLOCK “1 MAJI” IN TIRANA
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Conceptualising urban space as public space 

As Urban spaces refer to an exact location in a city, 
whereas it is functional or not, Public space relates to all 
those parts of the built and natural environment, public 
and private, internal and external, urban and rural, where 
the public has free, although not necessarily unrestricted, 
access. It encompasses all the streets, squares and other 
rights of way, whether predominantly in residential, com-
mercial or community/civic uses; the open spaces and 
parks; the open countryside; the ‘public/private spaces 
both internal and external where public access is wel-
comed (Carmona et al., 2003, 141).
Public spaces are an important asset to our cities. They 
provide people with many opportunities to come togeth-
er and engage with the community. If public spaces are 
successful, they are inclusive of the diversity of groups 
present in our cities and create a social space for every-
one in the society to participate in.
Empirical evidence now strongly suggests that public 
spaces have a huge effect in many aspects: econom-
ically (because it can have a positive impact on prop-
erty prices); human health; socially (provides a venue for 
social events and supporting social life); environmentally 
(which can encourage sustainable development).

The usage of public space as a to regenerate urban spac-
es 

There are some question to be answered regarding urban 
spaces regeneration:
• How can we use public spaces to regenerate urban 

spaces? 
• Which are the elements that effect on turning negative 

public spaces or urban spaces to positive public spaces? 
• What makes a good place? 

Numerous physical prescriptions have also been estab-
lished for what makes a good space. 
William Whyte (1980), for example, concluded his obser-
vations of public squares in New York with the following re-
quirements, that: public spaces should be in a good loca-
tion (preferably on a busy route and both physically and 
visually accessible); streets should be part of the ‘social’ 
space (cutting off a space from the street with railings or 
walls will isolate it and reduce its use); the space should be 
level or almost level with the pavement (spaces raised sig-
nificantly above or below the pavement were less used); 
there should be places to sit – both integral (e.g., steps, 
low walls, etc.) and explicit (e.g., benches, seats, etc.); 
moveable seats facilitated choice and the opportunity to 
communicate character and personality.
Whereas, Carmona, et. al., (2003, 2008) through concep-
tualising of public space and its management, provides 
a concept of twelve qualities of the public space, which 
affect its performance. This chart of qualities is be used as 
a guiding framework of analyses, attempting to create a 
theoretical evaluation structure based on empirical ob-
servation by using them to evaluate the performance of 
urban spaces as public spaces.  
Every urban space considering as public space, in order 
to be a positive public space should have those qualities. 
Each one of those qualities has his own effect in the quali-
ty of public space, in which by combing them all together 
gives us a clear view of the quality of public space. 
Despite this, focusing on the qualities singled out in the 
focus groups as either more or less important, with oth-
er qualities sitting somewhere in between, a hierarchy of 
qualities can be constructed in which the most important 
factor for a positive public space seems to be safe and 
secure, and last important to be functional. 

Figure 1. Categorisation of public space qualities. Source: Authors.
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Case Study

The study is conducted in one of the remaining residential 
blocks ‘’1 Maj ‘’ constructed in the early 50s with an area 
15 ha. Over the years, this urban area has changed his 
morphological and functional use but has not lost its origi-
nal shape. Furthermore, all these changes in urban space 
have affected the quality of public space which in many 
cases, both positive and negative, is directly related to 
the changes that have occurred over the years. Today 
we have a variety  of public spaces that do not depend 
on one another but on the constituent elements of a pub-
lic space.

The Methodology And Findings

Based on the theoretical approach above, this paper 
considers the urban space in small public spaces, in which 
every space has its positive and negative qualities related 
to twelve qualities. It is important also to find a connection 
between the qualities of public space with the manage-
ment of public space, function, who use those spaces, 
and the physical condition of public space and to real-
ise the problem and why it is caused. The methodology 
follows these steps:  The first part of the study consists of 
identifying the type of public spaces based on a specific 
analysis. 
The second part of the study consists in dividing the urban 
space into small areas of public spaces that have a simi-
lar physical configuration based on the following criteria: 
1. Paths (channels along which the observer customarily, 
occasionally, or potentially moves).  

2. Visual Focus (when the observer changes direction).
3. Morphological shape of the urban space. 
4. Perceptual distance (surveying, hearing of the space). 
5. Function of the space. As a result of this study methodol-
ogy, the street is divided into 63 study areas (Fig. 4)
The third part consists of collecting data through a direct 
visual survey. Observations are made for a period of three 
months for all 63 spaces.

Figure 2. A hierarchy of universal positive qualities for public 
space. Source: Carmona.

Figure 3. Location plan of the study area. Source: Google map.

Figure 4. Example of informative schedule for each space. 
Source: Authors.
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Conclusions

According to the study, after we analysed all the informa-
tion, we categorised them into three different types: Pos-
itive spaces, neutral spaces and negative spaces. As we 
can see in the map, more than 37 spaces are considered 
to be negative, 9 neutral, and the other 17 spaces positive. 
We come up with the conclusion that which are the main 
reason for the negative spaces in the residential area: 
• The performance of the public space, positive or neg-

ative, depending on the number of respective quali-
ties and but their qualities do not affect other spaces.

• Best spaces with a strong connection of the local users 
are very sociable and have a variety of functions in the 
space, and the most interesting part is that they have 
a very clear urban morphology.

• Almost all good spaces have a very clear connection 
between parking and green areas, whereas parking is 
a problem, green spaces do not exist.

• Urban infrastructure is also very important, but in 98% 
of the cases, it was in a very bad condition, which af-
fects the function of the space, for example, at night 
because of the lights, which makes the space unsafe 
to stay.

Recommendations

Although the model is based only on empirical surveys 
taken by a limited number of data and in a relatively short 
time, it can be used as a method to analyse public space, 
to understand better the causes of the problem and to 
evaluate a general idea of how to transform those pub-
lic spaces in order to be positive. Our concept for the re-
generation of those urban spaces is sustainability through 
mixed-use, creating pedestrian paths inside the block, 
connecting with each other, and creating more variation 
of function by including the community and spaces for all 
ages to participate in. 
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Introduction

As UNESCO continued to integrate historical centres to 
the official property list since the first declaration in 1978, 
the concepts behind the protection and development of 
these sites have been in a continuous process of change. 
In general, the idea that the property is an object that 
needs to be preserved solely by its physical characteristics 
has been challenged gradually on each charter published 
by UNESCO. The latest introduction of the recommenda-
tions for the Historic Urban Landscape demonstrates a 
clear intention to consider additional concepts related to 
an equal consideration to natural and intangible heritage 
(UNESCO, 2011). Most recently, the UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals established a priority for Goal 11: “Make 
cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”, with a spe-
cific objective (11.4) to “Strengthen efforts to protect and 
safeguard the world’s cultural and natural heritage” (UN 
HABITAT, 2018).
The accumulation of these evolving concepts has been 
tackled in different ways by each historic centre, but with 
a general difficulty to rapidly adjust the management 
tools at a national and local level. In addition to this, the 
increase of the world’s population living in urban areas 
and the lack of effective policies to facilitate sustainable 
use of heritage assets will continue to generate pressures 
to the detriment of adequate conservation of these areas 
(Oers, 2007). It seems necessary at this point to look back 
and propose a revision of the over 130 historical centres 
that are currently inscribed as properties within the World 
Heritage List (UNESCO, 2019).  Even though the parame-
ters for the inclusion of new properties remains the same 
for all cities, the results have been extremely diverse and 
merit a methodological approach to discover common 
limitations and emerging development tools. 
This research began as a series of exercises part of this au-
thor’s urban design studios to construct an Atlas for His-
toric Centres around the world at the Pontifical Catholic 
University of Ecuador. The cumulative evidence demon-
strated the need to integrate the findings and evaluate 
the relationships between them. 

Thus, this paper compares a sample of 21 of these His-
toric Centres to extrapolate relevant conclusions for 
their conservation through sustainable urban develop-
ment. 
The first part synthesises the evolution from the concept 
of the preservation of the object (property) towards the 
need to incorporate a much broader understanding of 
conservation with the Historic Urban Landscape Ap-
proach and the Sustainable Development Goal (11.4). 
In contrast, a revision of the most recent “Operational 
Guidelines” from UNESCO is presented to explain the 
general requirements for the “protection and manage-
ment” of the inscribed properties (historical centres).
The second part evaluates the results from compara-
tive research of 21 Historic Centres around the world. 
General indicators have been chosen to explore the 
similarities and differences, including population (gen-
eral and density), extension (city, property, and buff-
er zone), and the city gross domestic product. This is 
followed by a morphological comparison based on 
each property boundary with its corresponding buffer 
zone to establish if there is a general logic to applying 
these boundaries as a conservation tool. Then, a size 
comparison is employed by depicting each city on the 
same scale in one graphic, demonstrating the diverse 
array of extents to be managed and protected.
The third part correlates the findings with each city’s 
state of conservation, as evaluated in the most recent 
reports from ICOMOS. For the purpose of this research, 
the results from these reports have been quantified to 
determine a “state of conservation ranking” for the 21 
chosen historical centres, which was then compared to 
each city’s GDP per capita. 
Institutional efforts to create gatherings, committees, 
conferences, and other instances have been wide-
ly celebrated due to the difficulty of managing these 
properties. As historic centres continue to be inscribed 
in the World Heritage List, this research intends to begin 
a broader debate on a more holistic view towards con-
servation that should stem from a systemic comparison, 
beginning with the first 21 examples and onwards.

CONSERVATION PLANNING TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT
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The concept of the object versus the historic urban land-
scape

The conservation practise has been characterised by a 
continuous evolutionary process that was arguably pop-
ularised in the late 18th century by the contrasting argu-
ments from Viollet le Duc –restoration as a means to finish 
and renew the building as it should have been in all its 
glory –and John Ruskin –the impossibility to restore any-
thing that has ever been great or beautiful in architecture. 
Camilo Boito would then reconcile these opposing views 
by introducing a code to approach restoration as a prac-
tice, considering the minimum intervention on the building 
as the guiding principle; his ideas would influence the con-
servation school in Italy, deriving eventually in the Athens 
Charter in 1931. Up to this point, the debate was focused 
on the role of the architectural intervention on a pre-ex-
isting monument (i.e., object), which was accompanied 
by a set of technical mechanisms to approach this inter-
vention. From then on, the notion of the surrounding en-
vironment was introduced and further explored through 
diverse studies, like the analysis of public squares by Cami-
lo Sitte. Later, the Venice Charter in 1964 takes these prin-
ciples and establishes the necessity of the conservation 
of the general environment in its intangible characteristics 
(i.e., the historic centre) as opposed to the singular build-
ing or monument. The first properties inscribed in UNESCO’s 
World Heritage List in 1978, which included two historical 
centres (Quito and Krakow), followed these principles and 
were required to assign a geographical perimeter for the 
property and a surrounding buffer zone additional protec-
tion mechanism (UNESCO, 1978). The school of thought 
continued to evolve, but it was radically changed when 
UNESCO introduced the concept of the Historic Urban 
Landscape. A document was later published in 2012, ex-
plaining the results from the recommendation on the His-
toric Urban Landscape adopted on November 10th 2011: 
“The historic urban landscape approach moves beyond 
the preservation of the physical environment, and focuses 
on the entire human environment with all of its tangible 
and intangible qualities. It seeks to increase the sustaina-
bility of planning and design interventions by taking into 
account the existing built environment, intangible herit-
age, cultural diversity, socio-economic and environmen-
tal factors, along with local community values. (UNESCO, 
2012)”Finally, the current urbanisation rates away from ru-
ral areas towards cities have forced the global communi-
ty to generate agreements towards the dream of global 
sustainable development. The Sustainable Development 

Goals for 2030 focus the attention on cities to make them 
more sustainable and resilient, and they also present the 
importance of safeguarding the cultural and natural her-
itage as part of that objective. Consequently, the New 
Urban Agenda, subscribed in Quito –the city part of the 
first World Heritage Declaration –presents the principles for 
the future of our cities and proposes possible mechanisms 
to reach the development goals. 
Conventions, committees, and global agendas continue 
to attempt to adjust the rapid pace of urbanisation, yet 
the actual tools and mechanisms proven to secure sus-
tainable development are currently in high demand. In 
particular, cities with historic centres struggle to balance 
their own process of urbanisation with sustainable devel-
opment while at the same time managing the conser-
vation of their historic centres. Furthermore, even though 
the school of thought towards conservation has changed 
dramatically, the most widely applied tool to preserve all 
historic centres continues to be the property and buffer 
zone boundaries. The most recent Operational Guidelines 
by UNESCO presents in the “Protection and management” 
requirements: (1) legislative, regulatory and contractual 
measures for protection, (2) boundaries for effective pro-
tection, (3) buffer zones, (4) management systems, and 
(5) sustainable use. Of these, components 2 and 3 present 
the most basic tool for conservation, with broad deter-
minations: “The delineation of boundaries is an essential 
requirement in the establishment of effective protection 
of nominated properties. Boundaries should be drawn to 
incorporate all the attributes that convey the Outstand-
ing Universal Value and to ensure the integrity and/or au-
thenticity of the property” (UNESCO, 2017: p.29), and for 
the buffer zones: “For the purposes of effective protection 
of the nominated property, a buffer zone is an area sur-
rounding the nominated property which has complemen-
tary legal and/or customary restrictions placed on its use 
and development to give an added layer of protection 
to the property” (UNESCO, 2017: p.30). Additional informa-
tion is presented on the Operational Guidelines, yet this 
tool’s origin continues to assert the concept of the object 
in contraposition with the forward-thinking that the Historic 
Urban Landscape approach presents. The following sec-
tions analyse a sample of these cities and their application 
of property boundaries and buffer zones to understand 
the differences and similarities between them to evaluate 
the tool’s effectiveness. This aims to correlate the findings 
with the state of conservation of each historical centre 
and to elucidate additional potential mechanisms for the 
sustainable development of the historical centres. 
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Comparison between 21 historic centres within The UNES-
CO World Heritage list

Over 50 historic centres have been mapped as a series 
of exercises part of this author’s urban design studios to 
construct an Atlas for Historic Centres around the world 
at the Pontifical Catholic University of Ecuador. A simple 
comparison between the maps demonstrated disparities 
that merited a deeper and methodical analysis; there-
fore, 21 historic centres were selected based on the avail-
ability of information and their geographic location –in 
an attempt to have representation from most regions in-
the world. The cities are presented here, considering the 
gradual inclusion, in order of selection by UNESCO into 
the World Heritage List: Quito (Ecuador), Cairo (Egypt), 
Havana (Cuba), St. James of Compostella (Spain), Toledo 
(Spain), Mexico City (Mexico), Prague (Czech Republic), 
Vilnius (Lithuania), Luxembourg City (Luxembourg), Mom-
pox (Colombia), Salzburg (Austria), Porto (Portugal), Riga 

(Latvia), Cuenca (Ecuador), Verona (Italy), Baku (Azerbai-
jan), Bruges (Belgium), Paramaribo (Suriname), Valparaiso 
(Chile), Macau (China), Jeddah (Saudi Arabia). These cit-
ies are showcased on UNESCO’s website with information 
regarding their conservation status and maps depicting 
the property and buffer zone limits (UNESCO, 2019).
The first component of the analysis compares basic data 
for each city: year of inscription in the World Heritage List, 
population density, city area, property area (historic cen-
tre), buffer zone area, and property to buffer proportion. 
The following figure shows a series of graphs comparing 
these components, where all cities have been organised 
based on the year of their inscription as World Heritage 
Sites. All cities display a wide array of diversity in terms of 
population and area, even though the same conditions 
established by UNESCO rules them. Table 1 summarises 
the contents of the initial data comparison by displaying 
the top and bottom five cities in each category. 

Figure 1. Basic indicators comparison. City Population (top left); City density (top right); Total historic area (bottom left); City area versus 
total historic area (bottom right). Source: Santiago Orbea, Dominik Prado, Carolina Vázquez. 
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Comparison City population P o p u l a t i o n 
density

City area Historic centre 
area

Buffer zones 
area

Total historic area

Top 5 Cities Cairo Macau Jeddah Mexico City Prague Mexico City
Mexico City Cairo Mexico City Prague Mexico City Prague
Jeddah Mexico City Havana Verona Toledo Toledo
Baku Porto Cairo Riga Vilnius Vilnius
Quito Quito Prague Bruges Riga Riga

Bottom 5 Cities Mompox Havana Baku Macau Baku Baku
Havana Compostella Mompox Jeddah Valparaiso Valparaiso
Compostella Valparaiso Macau Baku Paramaribo Paramaribo
Bruges Bruges Porto Valparaiso Macau Macau
Luxembourg Mompox Luxembourg Cairo Luxembourg Jeddah

Table 1. Table title

Figure 2.  Historic Centres scale comparison. 
Source: Santiago Orbea, Dominik Prado, Carolina Vázquez. 
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Mexico City is the city with the highest indicators in all re-
gards, demonstrating a high complexity in its capacity to 
manage the largest historic centre of this study. In con-
trast, the city of Cairo appears as one of the largest and 
most densely populated, but with one of the smallest his-
toric centre areas. In contrast, Baku appears to have a 
high general population but a small historical centre area. 
As a result, the city’s interest in the historic centre could be 
diminished by the necessities of the general population. 
Similarly, Macau also has a small historical centre area, 
and even if the city extension is one of the smallest, it is 
the most densely populated of the study –and the world 
–thus, the attention to the historic centre could also be di-
minished. The opposite would be the case of Valparaiso, 
displaying a low population density and one of the small-
est historic areas of the study.As mentioned before, the 
guiding principles for UNESCO’s historic cities are the same 
for all nominations, yet a scale comparison between them 
demonstrates a wide array of dimensions among them. 
The methodology employed for this comparison consist-
ed in analysing the official Designated Property maps sent 
to UNESCO –and published on their website. These maps 
contain the boundary for the property and the surround-
ing buffer zone, with different morphological results –ana-
lysed in the next section. Figure 2 shows the historic cen-
tres in order from the smallest (Baku) to the largest (Mexico 
City), considering the extension of both the property and 
the buffer zone. The rectangles surrounding six cities 
(Macau, Cuenca, Compostella, Havana, Prague and 
Mexico City) serve to highlight how sometimes the bound-
aries are dispersed due to geographical limitations or the 
relevance of additional heritage sites to be preserved. 
What is evident is that there is no definite spatial pattern to 
assign a perimeter to the site; each property is unique and 
has been interpreted to be preserved in different ways. 
Beyond a scale comparison, a morphological one is also 

Quito -  Salzburg
Luxembourg - Mompox Luxembourg - Salzbourg Riga - Vilnius Verona- Baku

Contained Contained Contained Contained Contained
Centred Not Centred Natural Elements Not Centred Centred
Natural Elements Natural Elements Buildings Natural Elements Natural Elements
Roads Roads Roads Roads Roads
Natural Protection Natural Protection Natural Protection Natural Protection Natural Protection
<2000ha <2000ha <2000ha <2000ha <2000ha
x>1 x>1 x>1 x>1 x<1

Table 2. Historic cities morphological pairings

Figure 3. Historic Centres morphological comparison. 
Source: Santiago Orbea, Dominik Prado, Carolina Vázquez. 



375

pertinent to determine relationships between cities in 
terms of addressing the definition of the property bounda-
ry and the buffer zones. This study determined the follow-
ing categories for a morphological comparison: organi-
sation (contained or dispersed), polarisation (centred or 
not centred), origin (land or water), buffer conditioning 
(natural elements, buildings, monuments, roads, geomet-
rical offset), environment (existence of natural areas), 
total area (over or under the average of 2000 hectares) 
and the buffer to property areas (over and under a one 
to one relationship). The results of the comparison are 
shown in figure 3. The categories are listed to the left, and 
the historical centres are displayed on the right in order 
of their official inscription in the World Heritage List –Jed-
dah being the most recent one. As a result, the perimeter 
organisation is mostly contained and centred, but with a 
lot of exceptions; the limits are defined mostly by either 
roads or natural elements; most areas contain natural ele-
ments; over 75% are larger than the average size, showing 
that some cities are many times larger, thus deviating the 
results; and, over 85% of the historic centres have buffer 
zones larger than the designated property area.
These results demonstrate that there are six pairings of cit-
ies that share over 7 similar qualities (Table 2). Since the 
rules to delineate the property and buffer zone bounda-
ries are vague, the objective of pairing cities with similar 
characteristics is to determine if there could be a direct 
relationship between the results of the morphological 
analysis with the state of conservation of each city.

State of conservation versus economic capacity

The last component to complement the spatial compar-
ison between the cities is related to the city’s economic 
capacity to manage the site. There is limited data of actu-
al expenditure on each historic centre, but it is possible to 
compare each city’s Gross Domestic Product per capita 
(GDP per capita). Also, in order to establish a relationship 
between this indicator and the historic area, this study pro-
posed to extract the percentage of the historic city’s area 
in relation to the area of the city as a whole and use that 
as a factor of the city’s GDP per capita. The result is not a 
definite indicator of expenditure towards the historic cen-
tre, but it does allow to demonstrate how the wealth of 
each city and the proportions of their historic site correlate 
to the current state of conservation. Furthermore, there is 
no measuring guide to determine the state of conserva-
tion; ICOMOS presents a report of each city periodical-
ly and structures it considers the following (2) categories: 

authenticity and integrity. What this study did is assign val-
ues the resulting diagnosis on each category, where “0” 
means it reports considerable problems, “1” means that 
the state is satisfactory, but additional actions are neces-
sary, and “2” means that the state of conservation is op-
timum. Figure 4 shows the relationship between the GDP 
per capita (adjusted to the historic centre) above and the 
current state of conservation below. Baku appears as the 
city with the lowest economic capacity and the lowest 
state of conservation, followed by Riga with slightly bet-
ter conditions on both aspects. Mexico City and Prague 
are on the medium spectrum of conservation, although 
Prague does have the second-highest economic capaci-
ty. Interestingly, the better preserved historical centres are 
the ones with relatively low economic capacity. This could 
have several explanations that require further analysis, 
such as a higher economic capacity pushes for modern 
development close by or at the historic centres; the con-
servation of historic centres requires strong policies and 
political influence, despite the economic capacity; ac-
cess to proper maintenance is related to particular know-
hows that could have been lost on certain cities.

Figure 4. The historical centre area as a factor of the City GDP 
per capita versus the State of Conservation. 

Source: Santiago Orbea, Dominik Prado, Carolina Vázquez. 
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Conclusions

UNESCO has taken important steps to expand the reach 
of historic centres as objects towards complex sites where 
human interaction, intangible values and the environment 
are considered. This intention needs to be accompanied 
by adjusted mechanisms to maintain these historical cen-
tres adequately. This research shows that there is currently 
a vast array of ways in which each city has interpreted 
its property and buffer zone limits. While some have been 
successful, others have encountered complications for 
adequate conservation. 
In general, cities with high populations and high densities 
tend to succumb to the general pressures and neglect 
the state of the historic centre, like the cases of Mexico 
City and Baku. Meanwhile, cities with low population den-
sity have successfully maintained their historical centres, 
like Havana, Compostella, Valparaiso, and others. The to-
tal size of the historic centre (property and buffer zone) 
also appears as a limitation for conservation, where Mex-
ico, Prague and Riga demonstrate low levels of conser-
vation due to having the most significant historic centres 
in the study. Contrarily, the smallest the historical centre, 
the better it appears to be preserved, with the exception 
of Baku, which, as mentioned above, has other problems 
due to city density. In terms of morphology, similar cities 
like Riga-Vilnius and Verona-Baku show contrasting results 
in terms of conservation, demonstrating that the actual 
form that the boundaries take has no direct consequenc-
es towards better maintenance.
Interestingly, there are no general correlations between 
high economic capacity and better historic centre con-
servation in terms of adjusted GDP per capita. Baku would 
appear as an example of low adjusted GDP per capi-
ta and a low state of conservation. However, cities like 
Prague contradict that assumption –having a high eco-
nomic capacity and struggling with conservation – and 
cities with low adjusted GDP per capita also appear as 
examples of conservation status. 
These conclusions point out the need for some revisions in 
terms of better restricting the extension of the boundaries 
of the historical centre, or if not possible, incorporating ad-
ditional aid mechanisms when cities have a complex site 
to manage. It is also evident that the current “Conserva-
tion Guidelines” do not include other tools to incorporate 
natural and intangible heritage as part of the mapping 
process. As technology continues to offer new possibilities, 
this research’s intention to create an Atlas of Historic Cen-
tres could become a real-time online mapping platform 

to compare tools and strategies for conservation actively. 
This platform would contain information on property and 
buffer zone limits and points of relevant human interac-
tion, natural elements, social housing interventions, zones 
of de-population, endangered areas, among others. Pur-
suing a Historic Urban Landscape requires this kind of revi-
sions and innovations to help city officials and stakehold-
ers be interested in these sites. 
Finally, as we get closer to the 2030 deadline for the Sus-
tainable Development Goals, with the 11.4 objectives in 
mind to “Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the 
world’s cultural and natural heritage,” a tool such as an 
Atlas of Historic Centres would be able to look beyond in-
dicators of expenditure in historical centres. The balance 
between development and conservation is a daily strug-
gle for historic cities, and thus the need to come together, 
share and test potential strategies is paramount if UNESCO 
wants these sites to be preserved beyond the era of tech-
nological advances. 
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The dwelling question of today

Today we are observing a worldwide normalisation of the 
dwelling offered by the market, which is oriented towards 
a standardisation devoid of that ideal incentive that 
moved the architects of the Modern Movement to seek 
the necessarily cheapest, but also the best and most “ex-
act” forms of “homes for all”. On the one hand, economic 
and cultural globalisation processes have led to the loss 
of the complexity and richness of the ways of life linked to 
local places and heritages. On the other hand, observing 
the suburbs and the informal urban and contemporary 
peri-urban settlements, it is clear that the widespread and 
spontaneous urbanisation and the spread of houses, from 
the point of view of constructive and aesthetic charac-
ters, has lost that evolutionary thread and that relationship 
with the place that characterised the premodern devel-
opments.
However, many characters of the inherited culture can 
be found under trace in contemporary dwellings, both in 
the conformation of the house self-built by the inhabitant 
for his family and in use he makes of the domestic space 
imposed by the real estate market and in the adaptations 
he makes to it.
We are questioning how certain characteristics of the 
different aspects of the history of the house and its con-
struction can be reinterpreted by enhancing some unsur-
passed characters, such as sustainability and integration 
with the environment, the sense of community, the shar-
ing of uses and the flexibility of domestic spaces, and how 
they can be innovated by introducing improving factors 
adapted to the lifestyles, the needs and the spirit of con-
temporary society, which is constantly changing.
In order to understand the characteristics of the most 
widespread housing models in a country at a given his-
torical moment and to imagine its future trajectories, it is 
necessary to consider its social, economic and cultural 
structure, starting from domestic space. 
In the dominant Western countries, during the last century, 
the traditional family house started to be replaced by the 
working-class family minimum dwelling, which became 

the basic unit of social organisation, till the emerging of 
real-estate and middle-class apartment of today, where, 
yet, the typical oikonomia of the family is still dominant. 
The large premodern family presented itself as a small 
enterprise strongly linked to the rural or artisan econo-
my, where all its components (father, mother, children, 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces and nephews) lived 
together with precise social roles and unquestionable hi-
erarchies. This dwelling organisation, both in spatial and 
social terms, was based on strong inherited rules, customs 
and habits, within a structure of mutual cooperation eco-
nomic mutualism. In the past and even today, as in times 
of wars or during the economic crisis, the family constitut-
ed a community of solidarity, a refugee or a micro-wel-
fare, especially in rural contexts where it was configured 
as a small “company” where children and fathers worked 
together.
The large rural-type family started to change radically on 
a larger scale with the proletarisation of large masses of 
people on the entire European territory during the ‘20s 
‘30s. To certain extents, the Modern Movement played 
a decisive role in spreading middle-class family homes. 
The many diagrams and plans on dwellings (apartments, 
villas, row-houses, etc.) that were proposed by the archi-
tects participating at the 2nd Frankfurt CIAM of 1929 on 
the Existenzeminimum were mere dimensional reductions 
of the bourgeois apartment and its ways of living. With 
its theoretical models of houses for working-class nuclear 
families, composed by the (bread-winning) father, (house-
wife) mother and children, the house was understood as 
a small autonomous nucleus, supported by the Welfare 
State, but, still, its oikonomia, conformed and depended 
on the productive efficiency and the salary of the head of 
the family. However, in the lower-middle class and in small 
rural local realities, the large family or the family as a social 
bound has remained, and still remains, a fundamental ap-
paratus, structured on a domestic economy based on the 
relationships between mother, grandparents, uncles, etc. 
As Mark Fisher has pointed out in his book Capitalist Re-
alism, with the dismantling of the Welfare State started 
by neoliberal politics in the 70s, the family (especially the 

THE HOUSE NEXT DOOR
IMPRESSIONS ON THE HISTORY OF THE ALBANIAN DWELLING
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large family model) remains a fundamental support struc-
ture for the State. For example, a couple supports itself 
when one of the partners cannot afford rent; a student 
in order to live and rent a room or apartment finds sup-
port only in his or her own family; elderly parents, not in-
frequently, take on the tasks of caring and raising their 
grandchildren.
But in some gentrified metropolitan areas where there is 
a high concentration of the upper-middle class, in North 
American and north European metropolis marked by 
strong economic development and a large flow of imma-
terial production, of the post-modern era, in those areas 
where the major economic and financial centres are con-
centrated, the concept of the typical family, and even 
more so of the large family, seems to be less dominant. 
The hierarchical family structure has left the floor to a frag-
mentation of the social strata into (self-entrepreneurs) in-
dividuals, isolated or linked just by a system of precarious 
relationships. Socially and culturally free but often without 
social guarantees.
But even the “liquid society” is beginning to enter into cri-
sis today. The atomisation of society into individuals with 
little tension for sharing and solidarity is showing its limits. 
Among whose effects we can see: the social margin-
alisation of fragile and different people, the sharp gen-
erational separations with difficulties in guaranteeing 
assistance, care and tutelage to the elderly, children, 
disabled (and not least, the sense of isolation during the 
pandemic). These problems are found first of all in urban 
realities, where the closed condominiums-type, creating 
ghettoised structures for the elderly, students, the indigent 
and immigrants. The apartment conceived on the basis of 
the existenzminimum that we have inherited (whose con-
centration and specialisation for the theorists of the Mod-
ern Movement had to be compensated by widespread 
networks of collective services) no longer seems to meet 
contemporary needs. The problem seems the opposite: a 
need for more generous spaces, where one can live but 
also study, work and socialise. 
Following the crisis of the forms of housing that corre-
sponded to the models of tradition and modernity, we 
are arguing on a possibility of recovering and interpret-
ing hybrid forms of living, both concerning users, no longer 
univocally determined, and concerning uses, abandon-
ing the functional specialisation that attributed to each 
space a precise use to optimise the size and consequent-
ly the cost. So, can that condition of cohabitation and 
sharing inherent in the extended family be a model to be 
reinterpreted? 

Obviously, in light of the crises highlighted above, the fam-
ily model cannot be indicated as a model of reference; 
instead, it is necessary to implement a new social and in-
tergenerational social pact that regulates the relationships 
of living and consequently the ways of living, introducing 
renewed forms of sharing.

Albania’s case as a paradigm

In light of the genealogy presented in the previous para-
graph on the development of living in relation to the family, 
it is possible to argue that, in the context of the Balkans in 
general, there is an emblematic condition, where all these 
passages are condensed in the space of a century and 
a half. Albania, in particular, has a very intense culture of 
experimentations on living, developed over the centuries, 
but which has undergone transformations, caesuras and 
abrupt interruptions, especially in modern times, because 
of the socio-economic upheavals and heavy cultural colo-
nisation to which it has been subjected. In this country, over 
the years, the living models of rural society, communism 
and wild capitalism have succeeded one another, but 
at the same time, there has been, and still is, resistance to 
change, with the permanence of the extended family. 
Not to be underestimated is also an aspect typical of de-
veloping countries (which in the Albanian case also has a 
specific relevance in the general economy of the State): 
the phenomenon of emigration, which strongly influences 
the value and meaning of the house, the “informal” house 
in a more specifically. Exemplary is the condition of the em-
igrant who seeks economic welfare far from the place he 
“lives” and commits his earnings to the construction of an 
ideal model of home for himself and his family (loaded with 
future expectations but also nostalgia) in the place of his 
origins.

From Oda to Dom-Ino
 
Before being a space charged with aesthetics, a home is, 
first of all, a place where the social organisation of a com-
munity is manifested and where social roles are represent-
ed. The way in which the house is composed, its dimen-
sions, its spatial articulations express the forms of living and 
relationships within the family, and at the same time, con-
dition them. For example, it is in the great Oda, the heart of 
the Ottoman çardak type house of XV-XIX century, where 
the patriarchal structure based on the hegemonic status of 
the “master of the house” (burri i shtëpisë) was manifested, 
a characteristic which is still deeply rooted in the Balkans. 
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Domestic and care work, such as cleaning, cooking, rais-
ing children and education, assisting parents and grand-
parents, are tasks that the patriarchal culture of these 
regions relates them constantly to the female body and 
women. 
The Oda was a multifunctional and multi-focal space with 
angles dedicated to specific activities depending on the 
number of people inhabiting the room and their activity. 
During the day, when it was full of guests, men gathered 
around the fireplace or sat on the lower sofa, close to 
the window, or along the other walls. It’s functioning as 
an agora for men depended on the subjugation of the 
women in the house. Women entered the room only with 
permission to serve food and regale her husband’s friends 
and were left totally outside important choices and dis-
cussions.
During the era of Enver Hoxha (1945-1985), the socialist 
home shifted in the form of the standardised and typified 
generic apartment. For the first time to Albanians, was 
introduced collective housing. Not surprisingly, within a 
typical Albanian Socialist family apartment of the 70s-80s, 
the role of the housewife (amvisa), was still related to the 
kitchen and domestic mansions such as child education, 
housekeeping, cleaning, ironing, activities that in many 
cases where added after salaried working hours. At least, 
they were done by retired grandmothers who helped their 
employed sons and daughters raise their children and 
cook for them. However, as a common praxis, this form 
of dwelling generated spontaneous forms of cooperation 
between neighbours.

The “informal house” of the 2000s— a concrete realisation 
of the Dom-Ino— is an example of the permanence of the 
large family. When first “informal” houses appeared, Alba-
nians had for the first time the possibility to build their own 
house as they wanted and where they wanted. Wright af-
ter the fall of Hoxha’s regime, in times of lack of any form 
of governmental control, the “artisanal” discovery of the 
béton armé technique, and the spread of the Dom-Ino ef-
fect starting from the middle 1990s and the beginning of 
the 2000s was more than ever the tangible effect of a social 
question. Both internal and external migrations coincided 
with the move, “the descent”, of peasants from higher re-
gions to the lower ones, close to the seaside, on flat agricul-
tural lands and around metropolitan areas. 
Here Le Corbusier operative principles seem to find their 
most tangible application: a free plan, adaptable to any 
use and needs with an external staircase and open-air col-
umns (with the reinforced steel let visible) for possible future 
floor additions. No architect figure was needed, and it was 
enough for a family member with some building experience, 
perhaps a bricklayer or carpenter, to build his own house. 
As figuratively emerged from the exhibition Evoked curat-
ed by Pastore (2016), precisely this typology was “standard-
ised” by local builders anywhere through different arrange-
ments depending on different situations: elevated on pilotis, 
one or many floors above the ground (also depending on 
flood circumstances), with the ground floor for commercial/
productive activities and a low podium, with columns pop-
ping out for future additions and a non-finished roof used for 
domestic facilities (laundry, storage, etc.). 

Figure 2. Living room of a typical-apartment, during the Socialist 
Era. Source: Besim Daja Bazat e Projektimit të Shtëpive të Banim-

it, 1986.

Figure 1. A morning call in Albania, Walker Mary Adelaide, 1864. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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The use of circumstantial elements such as flower pots in-
stead of industrialised railings also reveals the strong rela-
tion of this type of (unfinished) domesticity with its use or 
need: another floor, or more sophisticated elements, are 
added as soon as more space is needed, or more money 
is provided – coming from the rest of the family migrated 
abroad.
Seen in urban terms, using the subdivision grid of agricul-
tural lots made during Communism, each family occupied 

its single parcel, as in the emblematic case of the town of 
Kamza – the most densified area, where the former ag-
ricultural grid was almost totally occupied – or as it hap-
pened with sporadic settlements along the Tirana-Durrës 
axis (the main productive segment in Albania) or, instead, 
in areas where the flat land appears as an endless ground 
with single “informal houses”, generating a scenario both 
bucolic and distressing – like the one in the farms between 
Fier and Lushnje. 

Figure 3. “Informal house” showing the principle of the Dom-Ino. Source: Domenico Pastore, Evoked, 2016
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Non-ideological visions of the future

However, with a vision of the home radically purified from 
the ideologies of the various historical periods, from the pa-
triarchal scheme of the Ottoman tradition to the minimal-
ist living of the socialist era to the “informal house”, to the 
dwelling-type of today’s real estate, it is possible to intro-
duce a breakpoint, extracting from past just only composi-
tional and spatial themes suitable for contemporary living.
Without falling into the rhetoric of tradition and conserv-
atism, we believe that only through a radical and critical 
interpretation of the different historical and contemporary 
forms of dwelling it would be possible to delineate a series 
of inputs for the project of a new type of habitat. Usual-
ly, many architects and scholars tend to analyse historical 
forms of dwelling only through a descriptive lens where per-
sonal opinions ignore actual historical facts, avoiding any 
contact with the productive and political context of a spe-
cific experience, where certain ideologies were raised, that 
were determinant for that habitat to take form. This is why 
a genealogy of the different forms of dwelling, contextu-
alised in their historical ethos, analysed about the material 
life conditions of their inhabitants and their social structure, 
offers a fundamental base for the understating of the oper-
ative conditions of the project today. The question is: how 
to project a dwelling today?
This is why we propose revisiting the Albanian house by 
demounting its elements and extracting its compositional 
and mechanical suggestions from the rural and Ottoman 
house to its modern form in the socialist apartment, to the 
contemporary “informal house”. We propose an interpre-
tation and use of the type as a combination of fragments, 
symbols and spatial situations, regardless of principles such 
as symmetry, distribution, spatial hierarchies: a place that is 
just space. 
Among the various experiences, the Ottoman house can 
be a starting model, considering its spatial, constructive 
and figurative complexity, for rethinking the new house 
type. The rural house and the imported Ottoman house 
have many current and innovative aspects compared to 
the contemporary standardised house, the child of sim-
plified and stiffened modern thinking. Many composition-
al and spatial themes of the Ottoman house, taking from 
them the most fundamental and primordial acts of living, 
can be resumed in an innovative form: the conception 
of the “house as a small city”, with articulation and gra-
dation between individual, shared, collective and public 
spaces, with a co-presence of the spheres of domestic life 
and work; the conception of the house as a “society of 

rooms”, an open structure generated through relative ag-
gregative freedom of the single living cells, with the possi-
bility of growth by budding, but at the same time charac-
terised by a conforming measure and a hierarchical order 
among the spaces; the conception of the house rooted to 
the ground and adapted to its singular confirmation and 
the coexistence of superior rooms regulated by spatial and 
constructive modularity.
Going into detail about the room concept (Oda): the rela-
tionship of continuity and promiscuity between interior and 
exterior space (çardak/veranda-hajat/portico) and at the 
same time the importance of the “threshold” between in-
side and outside and between interior spaces (mafil), the 
extroversions of interior space towards the exterior (qosh-
kë), the multifunctionality, flexibility and multifocality of 
the room, with minimal spaces and corners dedicated to 
specific functions and actions, the idea of spaces within 
spaces (overlooking of interiors within other interiors, au-
tonomous niches), the articulation of service spaces as “in-
habited walls”, the articulation of walls with fixed furniture, 
cavities, wall cabinets, the role of the covering that com-
bines architecture and design as an expression of material 
culture, are all aspects that can address and enrich the 
contemporary conception of the domestic space.
All these possibilities offered by an inventive and imagina-
tive composition of the historical house could also be the 
pretext for going beyond the “heritage” of the historical 
house itself and opening up new possible terrains of inter-
pretation. A place where the free plan becomes dominant 
in the city, exactly as the surrealistic image of the city im-
agined by Edi Hila through his paintings of “informal hous-
es”. 
Potentially, the new house’s type can be managed and 
used by agencies or social collectives, such as the exam-
ple of the publishing house Berk (a space of co-working, 
public exhibitions and bookstore) or one of the Marxist ac-
tivists of Organizata Politike (a place where is still possible 
to talk on political economy, capitalism and philosophy) 
already operating in Tirana in some of the old houses of the 
historical tissue of the city. 
These new houses could be built not only outside the city 
but especially inside the metropolis, where often the “infor-
mal house” can also be found within the historical fabric 
composed of traditional houses, in those districts of Tirana 
still far from the attention of speculators and builders. This 
could be possible only through a critical focus on the ques-
tion of property and by making a tabula rasa of all the po-
litical ideologies and all the speculative strategies made till 
today
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Conclusive thoughts

The understanding of the settlement and architecture log-
ic, of the grammar of composition and construction, of 
the formal, spatial and distributive characters of the tra-
ditional Albanian single-family house, and of the material 
culture that substantiated it can allow us to operate on 
the regeneration of informal building not through an ep-
idermal restyling, but by revisiting the meaning of these 
experiences going to the root of the culture of living that 
permeates a geographical and socio-cultural context. A 
culture that, moreover, can be found in the watermark 
of these spontaneous buildings. Even the rediscovery of 
the socialist era multi-family housing and how it was de-
terminant for the Albanian social and urban culture, as 
an emancipatory project of collective dwelling. However, 
the ideological and economic attempts of standardisa-
tions of habits and space could become useful against 
the real-estate-housing model of today. It is not a question 
of invention and innovation only, but especially a call we 
would like to address on revisiting historical space models. 
All these possibilities offered by an inventive and imagina-
tive composition of the historical house could also be the 
pretext for going beyond the “heritage” of the historical 
house itself and opening up new possible terrains of inter-
pretation. A place where the free plan becomes domi-
nant in the city, precisely as the surrealistic image of the 
city imagined by Edi Hila through his paintings of “informal 
houses”. 
Potentially, the type of the new house can be managed 
and used by agencies or social centres and collec-
tives, such as the example of the publishing house Berk 
(a former patriarchal house transformed into a space of 
co-working, for public exhibitions and bookstore) or an-
other similar example occupied by the Marxist group of 
the young activists of Organizata Politike (a place where 
is still possible to talk on political economy, capitalism and 
philosophy), in Tirana. 
These new houses could be built not only outside the city 
but especially inside the metropolis, where often the “in-
formal house” can also be found within the historical fab-
ric composed of traditional houses, in those districts of Ti-
rana still far from the attention of speculators and builders. 
This could be possible only through a critical focus on the 
question of property and by making a tabula rasa of all 
the political ideologies and all the speculative strategies 
injected today by the Albanian capitalists. 
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Agata Pięt 

Introduction 

There is a shortage of housing in modern cities. As more 
and more people come to cities, there is a need to seek 
and find new areas that might be turned into housing. It is 
an urban challenge to create attractive residential envi-
ronments within the existing cities as housing, and its qual-
ity is very important for people. Cities are very dense now-
adays, which results in problems with finding new areas for 
housing development. 
New residential buildings might be built from scratch on 
the vacant lands, e.g., post-industrial ones. It is necessary 
to search for unused areas with attractive locations with-
in the cities to stop the uncontrolled urban sprawl. One 
of the characteristics of a suitable housing location is the 
vicinity of services and different attractions and the ac-
cessibility of public transportation. Those are the reasons 
that make the central locations the most wanted for new 
developments.
There are not many areas in the cities that have never 
been developed, but there are those that have already 
lost their original function. Examples of such sites are the 
post-industrial areas or those previously used for transpor-
tation services. The other is post-railway areas were locat-
ing residential buildings next to the stations and railroads 
has not been very common. There are also sites by the 
waterside, where during the industrial periods, harbours 
used to exist. 

New housing district at the site of an old tram depot

One way to introduce housing into the dense urban tissue 
is by developing sites that have lost their original function. 
The De Hallen in Amsterdam is an example of such a solu-
tion, where the former tram depot site, which was not in 
function since 1996, was transformed into a multi-purpose 
area. The whole site of the old depot has a surface of 16 
hectares. One of the brick walls of the historical tram de-
pot, built at the beginning of the XX century in Amster-
dam School style, in 2014 was renovated according to the 
conservatory guidelines and became a multifunctional 

building that combines different functions: library, retail, 
recording studios, cinema, hotel and food court. The land 
that remained after the demolition of the other buildings 
was planned to become a residential area. 
The new housing buildings form an urban quarter with 
two inner courtyards for inhabitants and services on the 
ground floor at the Tollenstraat (Fig. 1). Also, the location 
by the water canal made the residential buildings more 
attractive and friendly for future users. At first, the whole 
development was planned to be realized simultaneously, 
but later it was decided to postpone the construction of 
the multi-family housing buildings. The implementation of 
the housing project was proceeded by the developer’s 
Van Wijnen and Altera, that introduced the mix of residen-
tial function (around 400 apartments), private properties, 
subsidized apartments and flats for rent.

SEARCHING FOR NEW HOUSING AREAS AS AN URBAN CHALLENGE

Figure 1. View towards the inner courtyard of the residential 
neighbourhood from the Tollenstraat, next to the multifunctional 

building De Hallen in Amsterdam. Source: Author.
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Developing sites in the city centres formerly used for trans-
portation is one solution for finding new attractive loca-
tions for housing as they already exist in the urban tissue. 
There is an existing infrastructure, services, and public 
transportation. Also, designing housing and other services 
ensures functional variety and makes the new develop-
ment work better as an entire investment.

Housing next to the railways

Other sites located in the city centres that have not been 
used for housing often are situated next to railroads. The 
main reason for not designing residential buildings next 
to the railway is the noise generated by trains. However, 
nowadays, we can observe more and more housing es-
tates in such locations. Due to the soundproofing of the 
building materials and urbanistic solutions connected with 
the locating buildings in relation to each other, the most 
significant amount of them is protected from the noise.
Funenpark is a housing district in the eastern part of Am-
sterdam located on the triangular post-industrial site next 
to the railroad (Fig. 2). Frits van Dongen from Architekten 
Cie designed an urban vision for this area. According to 
this project, the buildings were placed in relation to each 
other in a way that the outer longitudinal one (which is 
also taller than the others) was located next to the rail-
roads. This perimeter building works as a sound barrier that 
protects the inner courtyard from the noise generated by 
the rail. 

Also, its façade is designed as a double glazed one that 
ensures sound comfort inside the flats. In the car-free inter-
nal courtyard, there is an urban park with 16 free-standing 
city villas. The area between them is covered with grass 
and serves the inhabitants as a quiet public space for 
spending time. The villas inside that area have intimate 
character, and different architects design them. 
Developing a residential function on the post-industrial 
site is possible due to the architectural solutions (sound in-
sulation and double-glazed facade) and urban solutions 
in shaping the spatial layout of the whole district. 
Residential buildings might be designed not only next to 
the railroad but also at the railway station as such a loca-
tion is very attractive due to the vicinity of the city centre 
and availability of big variety of services. There are obvi-
ously disadvantages and threats connected with the pres-
ence of the noise but it might be solved by using building 
materials of high quality regarding the sound insulation. 
There are also railway station buildings that are part of 
the multi-purpose facilities in which one of the functions 
is housing. Such a building was designed in Breda, where 
flats are situated next to the train platforms, on the upper 
floors. That was possible thanks to the high-quality building 
materials and the design solutions regarding the function-
al and spatial aspects of the development and locating 
the housing apartment floors at Breda Centraal station in 
the corners of the building (Fig. 3). 
There are 147 apartments in 5 different types (size: 66-173 
m2). They are arranged around the inner courtyards with 

Figure 2. View towards the inner courtyard in Funenpark in Am-
sterdam. On the left there is the perimeter building that protects 
the villas form the noise generated by the trains. Source: Author.

Figure 3. View towards the residential part of the Breda Centraal 
station building. On the left there is a car park on the roof, under 

it there are train and bus platforms. Source: Author.
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Housing on the water

Supporting building on the pillars in the water is a solution for 
the lack of sites in the cities. Another way of finding new areas 
for development is floating architecture. This type of housing 
is popular in the Netherlands, and recently floating residential 
neighbourhood was created in Amsterdam. The governors of 
Amsterdam intended to develop the city according to the 
principles of sustainability and circular economy. In order to 
achieve that goal, a document with all the rules and guide-
lines was created. 
The Buiksloterham district located in the northern part of Am-
sterdam is planned to become a vivid residential area. There 
are many realized (e.g. de Ceuvel) and ongoing projects 
in that area. Among those already accomplished, there is 
the Schoonschip, which in Dutch stands for “beautiful, Clean 
Boat”. That floating residential neighbourhood was created 
on the water and placed in the Johan von Hasselt on the 
northern part of the Ij canal. First houses arrived in the area at 
the end of 2018. 
The complex is unique not only because of its location but 
also because of the fact that its future inhabitants initiated 
the whole design process. The main initiator, Marjan de Blok, 
was inspired after the realization of the documentary tv pro-
gramme about the Gewoonboot – an environmental friendly 
floating building in the NDSM in Amsterdam. 
The main goal of the Schoonschip was to build an ener-
gy-independent neighbourhood (Fig. 4). Thirty buildings are 
forming five groups of 6 houses, which are connected by the 
piers. Inside the buildings, there are 46 households, each of 
them has its own recreational area. 
The piers serve as common public areas for all inhabitants, 
and between them, there are bathing areas. There are also 
small mooring areas where it is possible to park a boat. All of 
the houses are energy-sufficient. 
The guidelines regarding the use of building and façade ma-
terials were created. The other rules stipulated the minimum 
surface of the green roof for each house. In the buildings, 
there are also many technological energy-saving solutions 
used, example water pumps for heating, solar panels and 
photovoltaic panels.
The most essential features of the Schoonschip (Fig. 5) are the 
use of energy-saving solutions and initiating this process by 
the future residents (social aspect). However, it is also worth 
paying attention to other features of that neighbourhood. 
One is that designing the floating houses might solve some of 
the urban challenges connected with the lack of vacant ar-
eas to be developed. The other one is the possibility of giving 
the inhabitants the freedom to move their house elsewhere.

greenery that ensures privacy for the inhabitants, while 
the other side of the flats is oriented towards the station 
squares. 
Building housing next to the railroads is becoming more 
and more popular as there are more post-railway areas 
in the cities due to finding new locations for the technical 
railway functions and railway sidings.

Housing by the water

The main advantage of the new residential areas next to 
the stations is good location regarding their vicinity to the 
centre and other functions. Another characteristic impor-
tant for the high-quality housing environment is contact 
with nature – even only visual one. These might be green-
ery but also water.  
Designing new residential areas by the water might be a 
solution for the post-harbour sites that are no longer used. 
An example of a multi-family housing building by the wa-
ter is Silodam in Amsterdam, designed by architects from 
the MVRDV office in Rotterdam. 
It was built in 1995-2003 as a part of the revitalization and 
renovation of the western docks of the city. The building is 
located at the end of the pier, which ensures good urban 
exposition from the Ij canal and visual connection with 
the water from the interior of the apartments. Its structural 
design based on the concrete stilts in water might be a 
solution to the problem of densely populated cities where 
there is a lack of sites to be developed. Silodam has ten 
floors, and there are 157 apartments of different sizes and 
types inside it, which results from the needs of its users. The 
apartments also vary by ownership type. Also, their way 
of use might be different; some of them are used by their 
owners as suitable apartments, the other ones are used 
temporarily or rented for a short period. This variety was 
one of the goals during the design process – the beauty 
of living by the water was meant to be available for the 
biggest variety of social groups, not only the rich ones. In 
Silodam there are patio apartments, studios, studio apart-
ments, maisonettes and penthouses. On the ground floor, 
there is also commercial space. The main entrance to the 
building is located on its western side; it is accessible from 
the pier. There is a big terrace on the eastern side of the 
building, while under the central part of Silodam, there is 
a mooring area for the boats, which makes the building 
accessible from the water. 
The physical connection of the building with the water re-
sults from the tradition of building by the canals. 
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Figure 5. View towards the floating neighbourhoods Schoonschip in Buiksloterham district in Amsterdam. Source: Agnieszka Kurowska.

Figure 4. View towards the floating houses in the Schoonschip neighbourhood in Amsterdam. Source: Agnieszka Kurowska.
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Conclusion

Finding new areas for residential function within the cit-
ies is a natural urban challenge as more and more peo-
ple are moving to the cities. It is important to find sites 
that can create a friendly housing environment that will 
fulfil the expectations and needs of its future inhabitants. 
The attractive features are always: good location, pub-
lic transportation and contact with nature. Nowadays, 
it is possible to find those characteristics on the post-in-
dustrial sites that have a lot of potential. Some of them 
are located within the city centre next to the housing 
neighbourhoods, so the new residential function easily 
merges into urban tissue. Other sites might have differ-
ent advantages – those located by the water may ben-
efit from this location. Lack of vacant areas might be 
also solved by building by or on the water. The buildings 
might be constructed on the pillars or float on the wa-
ter. The advantage of the floating architecture is also its 
flexibility and opportunity to be moved elsewhere. 
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Introduction 

High-rise buildings have become important architectural is-
sues today as concerns about increased world population. 
Architects have been in a race to build the highest buildings, 
and most of recently, and architects have their aggressive 
agenda (Al-Kodmany and Ali, 2013; Beedle et al., 2007; Fos-
ter et al., 2008; Hayashida and Iwasa, 1990). 
Like other idealistic thoughts (Fishman, 1977), The Megaci-
ty Pyramid and Sky City intend to create all environments, 
making it possible for inhabitants to live from the cradle to 
the grave without a need to walk outside as far as possi-
ble. Even though suggestive of Le Corbusier’s Contemporary 
City (Boesiger, 2006; Gang, 2008; Gassel, 2005), Arcosanti 
(Soleri, 1984) and other radical Megacity concepts of the 
mid-twentieth century, the Sky and Pyramid urban areas 
present some conceivable urban living situations, they con-
solidate investigations of imaginative structure segments, 
construction techniques, and development frameworks 
that cause them to show up not such a far off the real world 
(Goncalves, 2012).
According to Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat, in 
2008, there were 119 completed high-rise structures of 150 
meters or greater height, and by 2018 there were 387 high-
rise structures, with an average of 27 towers each year for the 
10 years between 2008 and 2018 (CTBUH, 2020). The growth 
rate of these high-rise structures is based on governmental 
policies, future visions, density, and population growth. As 
population growth plays a pivotal role in high-rise mixed-use 
housing projects presence in megacities across the MENA 
region. The dynamics and the reasons for high-rise construc-
tion in the region are as diverse as the cities that comprise it.

Research hypothesis

TThe paper attempts to discuss that modern towers’ archi-
tecture from the understanding of architectural students is 
resilient to the encompassing context impact. 

Besides, it contends that modern towers’ impact on the 
surrounding context is far more prominent than the rele-
vant parameters that influence their design itself, regard-
less of the tower’s spatial program and principle functions.
According to the literature review, the three main aspects 
of sustainability are the environmental, social and eco-
nomic (United Nations, 1987). Therefore, these aspects will 
be the major principles of the proposed matrix that will be 
used in the analytical part to increase the potential role of 
residential urban spaces.

Research aims and objectives

The research aims to identify the relationship between 
the modern towers and the surrounding context. More-
over, the research aims to develop a matrix composed 
of contextual sensitive design elements and various tow-
ers in different sites. This matrix investigates the impact of 
towers on the surrounding context and how far they can 
affect it.
Therefore, the research objectives could be outlined in:
• Identifying the contextual sensitive design elements.
• A proposed matrix will specify the correlations be-

tween the towers and their sensitive contextual ele-
ments.

• Confirming the existence of the mentioned correla-
tions within the Egyptian pedagogical understand-
ing. 

Research methodology

TThe paper pursues an analytical methodology that 
breaks down 30 distinctive students’ design projects 
of towers among three diverse site locations from the 
6th-semester design studio course in Architecture and 
Urban Design program, German University in Cairo. The 
selected projects were done during four years between 
2015 and 2019. 

MODERN RESIDENTIAL TOWERS AS A PEDAGOGICAL TOOL IN ARCHITECTURAL 
EDUCATION WITH REFERENCE TO EGYPT
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Then a series of comparative studies will be done by de-
veloping a matrix that sets the interrelations between the 
various types of towers and the contextual sensitive de-
sign elements.
The paper classifies the selected towers as indicated by 
their different site locations within various cities in Egypt, 
and these locations are: 2015 in New Cairo City as urban 
expansion context, 2016 and 2018 in New Capital City as 
new city context next to the old capital Cairo, 2017 in Alex-
andria City as historical seafront context, and 2019 in New 
Alamein City as new urban seafront expansion context.
The student’s towers projects spread the scope of differ-
ent examples from the four different locations, and each 
sample is formed of sixteen ventures that similarly have 
been distributed as indicated by the student’s GPA. All 
gathered data and analysis would be ordered and sifted 
through a proposed matrix of contextual sensitive design 
elements based on three major factors; street and Infra-
structure elements, architectural elements, and public 
realm elements. 

Characteristics and locations of selected case study in 
GUC Towers design studio

1- New Cairo City in 2015: a new local city was planned in 
2000 on a space of 300 square kilometres, and it has been 
under development from that point forward with the in-
tent to have a private residential and local business area 
outside the full focus of the capital Cairo (Figure1).
2- New Administrative Capital in 2016 and 2018:  another 
local area was arranged in 2015 on a space of 700 square 
kilometres. It has been under construction from that point 
forward with the mean to have all legislative managerial 
central command outside the jam-packed focus of the 
capital Cairo alongside business, residential and recrea-
tional zones as one of Egypt’s most significant continuous 
public ventures currently.

Various skyscrapers are located in the new capital through 
the business area with the highest tower in Africa, which is 
currently under construction, and the chosen location for 
that design studio was in the same zone (Figures 2 and 3).
3- New Alamein City in 2019: the new coastal city by the 
Mediterranean Sea that was planned in 2018 on a space 
of 210 square kilometres and it has been under construc-
tion from that point forward with the mean to have an-
other residential hub and recreational zone close to the 
historical city of Alexandria by the Mediterranean coast.  
All the advancement of the waterfront in this city will be 
structured as high-rise buildings, and that was the select-
ed site for the design studio towers in that year (Figures 
4-5).Figure 1. New Cairo proposed sites in design studio towers 2015.

Figure 2. New Administrative Capital proposed sites in design stu-
dio towers 2016 and 2018.

Figure 3. New Administrative Capital in Egypt proposed visions 
by the government [5]
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The below Figure 6 features the distinctive chosen loca-
tions for the design studios on the strategical vision map 
that was accomplished for the public authority in 2018. 
The red circles feature significant existing urban commu-
nities as part of the advancement plan to interface the 
existing and new cities.

Studio structure of GUC Towers design studio

Through the years mentioned above, the studio has some 
mutual necessities from undergraduate students to ac-
complish the final project, as shown in Table 1. The structure 
depended on fostering their insights of high-rise building 
structures and their effect progressively over 14 weeks of 
the semester. The initial three weeks began with site anal-
ysis, context understanding, site visit and first metropolitan 
ideas of the main approach. 
The following 4 -6 weeks typically concentrated on altering 
the student’s urban approaches into keywords and design 
ideas for the building mass and form itself. The remaining 
weeks of the semester concentrated on the structural ele-
ments and façade treatments with different creative ideas.
The various scales that students used for the model making 
techniques are:
• Macro-scale – Urban scale. Regularly from the scale of 

1:5000 to 1:10000,
• Medium-scale – tower mass in neighbouring context 

scale. Regularly scale 1:1000
• Micro-scale – tower engineering (structure and façade) 

scale. Regularly scale 1:400 to 1:20 details.
Additionally, the students corresponding to the model 
making approach dealt with 2D drawings and 3D software 
models + chipping away creating thoughts through para-
metric tools and ecological simulation tools such as Rhino, 
Grasshopper, and Ladybug software.
The studies were given a detailed space program that 
was typically a mixed-use high-rise building of 40 stories 
with around 1500 square meters. The towers included of-
fice spaces, recreational and commercial spaces, residen-
tial private hotel units, exhibitions, other facilities, while the 
students had the opportunity to alter the given space pro-
gram to coordinate with their urban needs and conceptu-
al design approaches.
The suggested space program was somewhat altered in 
different semesters to lodging projects or exceptional ty-
pology such as community service centres to coordinate 
with the chosen locations’ different needs with continual-
ly having some blended-use spaces incorporated in the 
building.
The discussions and correlations in this research paper ad-
ditionally examine the different findings of the students’ 
work in various locations as previously referenced, regard-
ing comparative and somewhat altered space programs, 
and if the previously mentioned site locations and diverse 
space programs change influenced the context-sensitive 
elements of tower design appearance and impact or not.

Figure 4. New Administrative Capital in Egypt proposed visions 
by the government [5]

Figure 5. New Alamein city waterfront under construction towers 
[6]

Figure 6. Different selected sites for the design studios on the stra-
tegic vision map done for the government in 2018 [5]
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Contextual sensitive design elements 

Every project has a different context, and understanding 
the project context plays a critical role in the success of 
any design project. Context can be addressed as a con-
straint and/or design opportunity. The context of any pro-
ject plays a pivotal role in the final architectural design re-
sult of the project
A set of elements was developed from international con-
text-sensitive regulations case studies regarding the rele-
vance of the following design elements to the tower archi-
tectural design project, which results from a pedagogical 
point of view. These elements were categorized into three 
main categories:
1. Contextual Sensitive Streets and Infrastructure Elements;
2. Contextual Sensitive Architectural Elements;
3. Contextual Sensitive Public Realm Elements.
Each category included a list of sub-categories covering a 
range of contextual elements, as shown in Table 1.

Contextual Sensitive Streets and Infrastructure Elements
01 Present urban characteristics.
02 Consider the connection between open spaces, streets and 

buildings.
03 Supply remarkable situations.
04 Promote and bolster corridors’ view.
05 Make a characterized and dynamic street wall.
06 Adjust various utilizations for a sustainable environment.
07 Comply with naturalistic aspects.
08 Integrate infrastructure network (streets, bridges, sidewalks, trans-

portation systems …).
Contextual Sensitive Architectural Elements

09 Integrate clear architectural ideas toward the context.
10 Incorporate encompassing materials with building designs.
11 Consider the project’s design from different viewpoints.
12 Supply dynamic building fronts.
13 Utilize sustainable approaches.
14 Integrate building techniques and materiality with the domestic 

context.
15 Consolidate landscape elements with public open spaces.

Contextual Sensitive Public Realm Elements
16 Integrate site topography.
17 Connect public open spaces with the street-scape.
18 Supply public spaces to enhance physical comfort, diverse so-

cial activities and visual accessibility 
19 Highlight the local characteristics.
20 Provide bicycling and public transportation.
21 Promote pedestrian pathways.
22 Consolidate social, environmental & cultural features.
23 Boost economic sustainability (land uses, business and other ac-

tivities …etc.).
24 Esteem natural features (connection to water or a view, open 

space, mountain…).
25 Consider the ecological features (climate, energy, water…).

Figure 7. Example of studio towers 2015 in New Cairo with the student using parametric grasshopper tool for form generation and struc-
ture solutions by student Karim El Kurdi.

Figure 8. Example of studio towers 2019 in New Alamein City with 
the student using physical models scale 1:1000 for form genera-

tion alternatives. 

Table 1. Contextual Sensitive Design Components.
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Applying the proposed matrix

The undergraduate students of GUC Towers design studio 
were approached to fulfil a survey established by table 01 
to rate the significance of their design final results to each 
standard, with 0 addressing no relevance and 5 addressing 
maximum relevance. 80 participants out of 140 total tower 
students (an average of 16 students per design studio re-
sponded to the survey). 
The overview conclusion for each design location is repre-
sented in a progression of graphs in Figure 10. While Figure 
9 shows the various output examples of the students’ final 
results.
The conclusion of the survey results for all site locations is 
shown in Table 2. The students were approached to select 
between a scope of 0 to 5 (0 addressing the non-presence 
of the criteria and 5 addressing concur with the criteria im-
plementation in the design studio).
The concluding outline for New Cairo towers in the 6th se-
mester - 2015 presented shortcomings in the accompanying 
criteria elements: Integrating building techniques and mate-
riality with the domestic context and Integrating site topog-
raphy. It presented strength in the accompanying criteria 
elements: Boost economic sustainability (land uses, business 
and other activities …etc.).
The concluding outline for New Capital tower in the 6th se-
mester - 2016 and 2018 presented weakness in the accompa-
nying elements: Provide bicycling and public transportation, 
Consider the ecological features (climate, energy, water…), 
and Integrate site topography. It presented strength in the 
accompanying criteria elements: Promote and bolster cor-
ridors’ view, integrate clear architectural ideas toward the 
context and Consolidate landscape elements with public 
open spaces.
The concluding outline for New Alamein tower in 6th semes-
ter - 2019 presented weakness in the accompanying ele-
ments: Integrate building techniques and materiality with 
the domestic context and Provide bicycling and public 
transportation. It presented strength in the accompanying 
criteria elements: Esteem natural features (as a connection 
to water or a view, open space, mountain…) and Supply 
remarkable situations.

Conclusion

The investigations and findings in Table 2 and Figure 
10, basically address a bunch of missing context-sen-
sitive elements as indicated by every one of the four 
contextual case studies. The sixth-semester tower pro-
jects in the GUC and survey findings demonstrated the 
students’ projects to be receptive to the surrounding 
context in specific criteria elements. However, the 
architectural tower design project is predominant in 
contrast with the sensitive contextual elements. 
The regular shortcoming in sensitive contextual criteria 
was chosen dependent on scores under 3.00 from the 
survey results table, and they are as follows:
• Incorporate enveloping materials with building de-

signs.
• Make a characterized and dynamic street wall.
• Integrate building techniques and materiality with 

the domestic context.
• Integrate site topography.
• Highlight the local characteristics.
• Provide bicycling and public transportation.
• Consider the ecological features (climate, energy, 

water…).
The regular strength components in sensitive contex-
tual criteria were chosen dependent on scores under 
4.00 from the survey results table, and they are as fol-
lows:
• Provide remarkable situations.
• Integrate clear architectural ideas.
• Integrate landscape elements with public open 

spaces.
• Supply public spaces to enhance physical com-

fort, diverse social activities and visual accessibility.
• Boost economic sustainability (land uses, business 

and other activities …etc.).
This research paper summarizes that there is no com-
mon pattern for the student’s response to the contex-
tual sensitive design elements when designing high-rise 
towers. These responses are subjective to each stu-
dent’s design approach, and the research finally con-
cludes some common strengths and weaknesses that 
are directed from the survey’s results as presented in 
Table 3 and Figure 10.
Architecture students are fostered to pursue the con-
cluded guidelines in Table 3 to be considered in their 
all-encompassing design approach and proposals to 
promote the high-rise buildings’ design models com-
parable to the sensitive contextual design. Figure 9. Different examples of the final results in design studio 

towers.
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Figure 10. Overall strength and weakness categories based on survey results. 

Table 2. Average score of each criteria based on the students survey results. 



396

References 

Al-Kodmany, K. & Ali, M. (2013). “The Future of the City: Tall 
Buildings and Urban Design”. UK, WIT Press. 
Beedle, L., Ali, M. and Armstrong, P. (2007). “Skyscraper and 
the City: Design, Technology, and Innovation”. NewYork, 
Edwin Mellen Press, Lewiston. 
Boesiger, W., Stonorov, O., and Bill, M. Eds. (2006). “Le 
Corbusier: Complete Works in Eight Volumes”. Germany, 
Birkhauser Basel.
Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat. (2020). “New 
Alamein City Under Constriction Towers”. Accessed March 
10, 2021. https://www.ctbuh.org/?fbclid=IwAR0470hpym-
qCKzqn0MH_oIkC3SDNxgxLBnPDPp4JwsEHQ1U7tUSg-
v7M9zhw.
Cube Consultants. (2018). “New Administrative Capital Vi-
sion”. Accessed March 1, 2021. https://cubeconsultants.
org/thecapitalcairo/.
Foster, N., Luff, S., & Visco, D. (2008). “Green Skyscrapers 
What is Being Built, and Why?”. A Report for CRP 3840. Ac-
cessed August 15, 2019. http://courses.cit. cornell.edu/
crp384 /2008 reports/18 Green Skyscrapers.pdf.
Fishman, R. (1982). “Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Centu-
ry: Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Le Corbusi-
er”. USA, MIT press

Gang, J. (2008). “Wanted: Tall Buildings Less Iconic, More 
Specific”. CTBUH 8th World Congress on Tall & Green.
Gassel, F. (2005). “The Development of a Concept for a 
Dutch Construction System for High-Rise Buildings”. In pro-
ceedings of ISARC 2005. Ferrara, Italy. 

Goncalves, J. (2012). “The Environmental Performance of 
Tall Buildings”. Washington, D.C., Earthscan.
Hayashida, H. and Iwasa, Y. (1990). Aerodynamic shape 
effects of tall building for vortex induced Vibration. “Jour-
nal of Wind Engineering and Industrial Aerodynamics” Vol. 
33, pp.237–242.
San Francisco Planning Department. (2018). “San Fran-
cisco Urban Design Guidelines”. Accessed July 22, 2019. 
http://default.sfplanning.org/plans-and-programs/plan-
ning-for-the-city/Urban-Design-Guidelines/Urban_Design_
Guidelines.pdf
Real Estate. (2020). “New Alamein City under constriction 
towers”. Accessed March 1, 2021. https://realestate.eg/
en/182-vacation-in-north-coast-north-edge-towers-com-
pound#pid=16. 
Soleri, P. (1984). “Arcosanti: An Urban Laboratory”. Arizona, 
USA, Cosanti Foundation.

Table 3. Context sensitive elements high (in green color) and low (in red color) average scores.



397

57
Chiara Ingrosso 

Post-war dwellings 
 
During the 1950s and 1960s in Italy, intensive models of 
living spread: multilevel palazzine, isolated or inserted in 
residential parks, condominium which follow the lots of the 
consolidated city, aggregated to form “urban curtains” 
or, mainly in the suburbs, isolated buildings, conformed 
by building regulations, with collective and green spaces, 
and so on. 
Typologically, the palazzina is composed of a volume iso-
lated on four sides, of different heights and with a small 
central courtyard (Passeri, 2013). It appeared in many 
Italian cities, like Naples and Rome, at the beginning of 
the 1900s, especially in the expansion of the middle-class 
area of the ancient city. While a single property generally 
owned the villa, the palazzina consists of several apart-
ments that occupied the entire floor of two or more fam-
ilies. 
The condominium, as a type of real estate divided into 
several units, separately owned, rose in Italy in the 1930s, 
when during fascism, access to home-ownership was fa-
cilitated instead of renting. Full recognition of the condo-
minium as a widespread system became effective only in 
1939, when the new urban land registry introduced taxa-
tion for a property unit in place of taxation for a building or 
portion of it, thereby facilitating the transmission of single 
units (Bortlotti, 1978; 73).
Several national political measures that sanctioned the 
release of the rent and favoured the spread of the con-
dominium, in conjunction with the expansion of building 
credit, proved the importance conferred on the proper-
ty by the fascist regime. The property was conceived as 
something stratified from that moment, and it was possi-
ble to exploit the soil intensively through multi-storey build-
ings. However, living in a condominium became definitely 
a new housing model after World War II (Ingrosso, 2017), 
when Italy experienced an important economic boom. 
The so-called “economic miracle” started in 1952 and 
lasted about ten years. 
Several factors, including the end of prohibition, energy 
self-sufficiency and low cost of wages, paved the way for 

a boom without precedent. Between 1958 and 1963, Ita-
ly became one of the most industrialised Western coun-
tries from an almost entirely agricultural country. The ur-
ban and rural landscape, houses and lifestyles underwent 
a radical change during the “economic miracle”, and 
building, in particular, was a powerful driver for the Italian 
economy among the new free-market based neoliberal 
politics (Crainz, 2005).

Naples, Rome, Milan

In the large Italian cities, there are several analogies in 
the dwellings built during the boom years, despite, in most 
cases, there are definite differences in terms of quality 
and experimentation, for example, in Milan compared to 
Rome and Naples.
In Rome, due to the morphology of the capital, com-
posed mostly of lots in a checker-board system, the pala-
zzine spread. 
In Milan, instead, because of the block arrangement of 
the buildings, residential complexes with courtyards and 
similar heights, side by side to create a continuous line, 
were built; critics called them condominium, making ex-
plicit reference to their property regime (Irace, 1996). 
In Naples, the palazzina was introduced at the beginning 
of the 20th century, mainly in the expansion areas of the 
old city. However, until the 1930s, the most common typol-
ogy was made up of multi-storey residential blocks with 
courtyards. Only from the post-war years, isolated condo-
minium spread in several urban areas and were built ac-
cording to the city’s legislation and complex topography.
Despite these differences, it is possible to find many similar-
ities between the various solutions designed to articulate 
these three Italian cities’ volumes and façades of apart-
ment buildings. 
A recurring theme is the “dual façade”, intended as an 
autonomous element cladding the structure: a theme that 
derives directly from the development to the extreme con-
sequences of one of the founding ideas of rationalism, that 
is to say, the system of the structural frame, which leads to 
non-bearing, light façades, acting merely as a cladding. 

POST-WAR ITALIAN DWELLINGS 
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The detachment between structure and volume is also 
obtained by rotating the masonry covering the exterior or 
interior and varying the angles in order to create a “zig-
zag effect”, which transforms the front into what could be 
described as “urban theatre wings”. Furthermore, in many 
condos, the disjunction between structure and volume re-
veals the supporting frame, while the building mass shows 
the “soul” of the building. The structure is autonomous, and 
the second cladding structure is generated to represent a 
parallel system. 
This theme is applied masterfully by Ugo Luccichenti in the 
house in Via Fratelli Ruspoli in Rome (1948-49), where the 
acute angle of the lot resulting from the confluence of two 
roads is enhanced by the moving back of the building vol-
ume, leaving a vacuum in which two free piers stand to 
emphasise the structural arrangement.
A slight variation to the tendency towards a matrix of pil-
lars characterised the fronts with balconies of Ignazio Gar-
della’s “Casa al Parco” in Milan (1947-54), or the princi-
pal facade of Michele Capobianco’s Palazzina in Parco 
Comola-Ricci in Naples (1952-55), in both cases the frame 
exposure goes through its partial concealment. The lateral 
facade of Capobianco’s Palazzina in Parco Comola-Ricci 
in Naples repeats the formula adopted by Luigi Moretti for 
“Il Girasole” in Rome (1947-50), where a series of windowed 
walls are arranged at right angles to the street to allude 
to a virtual opening to the exterior and at the same time 
guaranteeing as much light as possible to the trapezoid 
rooms. It cannot be excluded that his Roman colleague in-
spired the Neapolitan architect in developing this solution. 
Instead, the several condominiums of Ignazio Gardella 
represent impressively the gradual overcoming of the ra-
tionalism codes expressed by Terragni’s houses in Milan, 
all based on the extrusion of the frame. Generally, while 
in Milan much care was devoted to the façade as a 
flat surface, and so to the cladding and the windows of 
this curtain wall, in Rome and less in Naples, the volumes 
were more articulated thanks to the presence of a series 
of projections and recesses obtained by lodges, terraces, 
bow-windows or external stairs. These elements, charac-
terised by cut profiles, in turn not always parallel to the 
façades, broken or curved, are used to ensure effects of 
light and shade and gain living space.
Vertical connections outside the building, often attached 
to the façade, are another recurrent element in many 
Italian condos in these years. For example, the staircase 
on the façade, with its transverse and diagonal pattern, 
which links the last two levels of the buildings of the hous-
ing complex in Piazzale delle Medaglie d’Oro by Ugo             

Luccichenti (1949-53) (Manieri-Elia, 1980), or, again in 
Rome, the hexagonal staircase that divides the building in 
Via San Crescenziano by Vincenzo Monaco and Amedeo 
Luccichenti (1952). Another example is the “spiral” stair-
case on the back facade of the palazzine in Via Petrarca 
in Naples by Davide Pacanowski (1953-54), whose plastici-
ty is in the best purist tradition. 
The base and top are other important elements in the 
modern condo composition. The bases are often made 
up of colonnade porches that detach the building from 
the ground. In some cases, they are moved back to hold 
up the building, like a podium, as in the palazzina “Il Gira-
sole” by Moretti (Greco, Remiddi, 2006). In the case of a 
complex of more buildings, one can form the base of the 
other, as in the case of the building by Moretti in Corso 
Italia in Milan (1949-55), which seems to deliberately break 
the orderly arrangement of the buildings, respectful of the 
urban context and alignments. At times, the bases are to-
tally transparent, like in the condominium in Via Manzoni in 
Napoli, whose plans were designed by Francesco Di Sal-
vo (1948) and brought to life by Vittorio Amicarelli (1952) 
(Fig. 1-5). Its in-line footprint, a matrix of pillars dividing five 
apartments per floor, is repeated to compose a sort of 
macro-structure of eight floors overlooking the bay by ex-
ploiting the different levels dictated by the hillside of Via 
Orazio. The floors are repeated strictly identically all the 
way up the building, apart from the presence of an atrium 
level with pillars which split the front into two parts, giving 
the colonnade the intensity of a belvedere between two 
equivalent spaces and giving the building the mass of the 
two overlapping bodies drawn together by punctiform 
junctions (Gambardella, 2003; 51). 
In other cases, the composition is based on the orientation 
of the road, which the lot follows. As for the palazzine in 
Via Petrarca by Davide Pacanowski (1953-54), the sinuous 
movement of the steep road, with which the plot aligns, 
typifies the composition. According to this rule, the floors 
are divided between the various properties, with balconies 
facing the sea to highlight the parallel lines of the horizon-
tal levels, which virtually extend to infinity. The high-quality 
details play on the small variations of the open or closed 
balustrades, the planters, the closures, and the cut-outs of 
the loggias. Even the names (“azalea”, “orchid”) of the 
condominiums in Via Petrarca evoke a park, with vege-
tation that covers the long balconies facing out over the 
sea. The balconies are composed “as a chain”, accord-
ing to the author’s definition, obtained by staggering the 
volumes and shaping the spaces of the various floors with 
variable sections. 
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Figures 1-5. Condominium in via Manzoni, Naples, by Francesco 
Di Salvo (1948) and Vittorio Amicarelli (1952).
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The greenery-clad floors and balcony balustrades form 
an artificial level that focuses on the nature metaphor 
(Pacanowski,1955; 39).
In many cases, the intent of conferring prestige on the 
building translates into extreme attention to the cladding 
materials, also made possible by the loss of bearing func-
tion of the walls and, therefore, the progress made in the 
sphere of light façades. In Naples, where the tradition was 
strong, and brick structures were seldom used, starting 
from the post-war years, completely coated, frame-struc-
tured buildings began to appear ever more frequently. To 
give a few examples, we have brick coated façades of 
the palazzina by Michele Capobianco in piazzetta Santo 
Stefano (1956-58) of clear Scandinavian origin (D’Auria 
1993) and the buildings that make up Parco Manzoni by 
Stefano Paciello and Giovanni Malatesta in Posillipo (1961-
65), with their organic design (De Fusco, 1994). Overall, 
the claddings of the modern condominiums express the 
nature of the external coating of the building. Clinkers 
replaced bricks in Milan in the condominium by Caccia 
Dominioni in Via Ippolito Nievo (1955) or in Via Carbonari 
(1960-61) (Zucchi, 2018). The cement is often left exposed, 
some coloured or decorated even with bright colours, like 
in Via Dezza by Gio Ponti building (1956-57) (Irace, 1988). 
Vittorio Amicarelli resolves the design of the front of the 
building in Via Manzoni with abstract geometric patterns 
with the intense colour of the parapets and loggias (now 
painted over). The tiled pillars of the entrance floor with 
blue mosaics dematerialise the volumes and therefore 
not break up the view of the sea that opens up from this 
view-offering portico. Regarding the colouring of the 
façades, an explicit reference can be made to the Nea-
politan Concrete Art Movement (Menna, 2000, 96). 
Another building of Michele Capobianco which cannot 
fail to be mentioned is Palazzo Decina (from the name 
of the builders), whose project demonstrates the ability to 
fully exploit the land made available by speculation after 
the demolition of a small villa built at the beginning of the 
century and the large garden that surrounded it. Situat-
ed along the bend of the inner road of Parco Grifeo, the 
building is arranged in two separate volumes: a building 
of four floors that extends horizontally on a pillar base and, 
in turn, serves as a base for a six-storey tower situated tan-
gentially. In the overall design of the two façades, great 
emphasis is given to the relationship between large bal-
conies and loggias, offering the overall image of two dis-
tinct buildings, and whose total volume, seen from Corso 
Vittorio Emanuele below, significantly alters the percep-
tion of the Vomero hill (D’Auria, 93, 22-26).

In a hand-coloured photomontage for the project, a cheq-
uer-board design covers the upper façade of the building, 
which in this project version follows the curve of the hill. 
The schematic nature of this illustration in black and white 
does not allow to reconstruct in detail how the architect 
intended to pursue such a pattern. However, the building 
recalls immediately the contemporary experimentation of 
Attilio Mariani and Carlo Perogalli in Via Beatrice D’este in 
Milan (1956-57), composed of a two-coloured clinker pat-
tern (grey and beige), and the nearby and slightly earlier 
“Casa astratta” by the same authors (1951-52) inspired by 
the work of Alberto Magnelli and symbol of the synthesis of 
the arts at that time pursued by the Concrete Art Move-
ment of Milan (Capitanucci, 2015). 
Similarly, in the Decina building, geometric designs were 
used to frame the openings in the side façades of the build-
ing below, as can be seen from a picture taken by Paolo 
Monti when the building had recently been inaugurated.

Conclusions 

Despite numerous studies carried out in many Italian and 
international contexts on the contemporary architecture 
of the 1950s and 1960s, only a few publications have been 
published that has closely examined the Neapolitan ar-
chitecture of this period. In this regard, with the support of 
the students of the History of Architecture courses, we are 
carrying out a series of studies on Neapolitan condomini-
ums, which, perhaps more than any other housing model, 
urgently require restoration work. The goal is to contribute, 
as historians, to their critical re-evaluation, with the aim of 
protecting them.
The example of the palazzina or the condominio represent-
ed the solid image of the extremely fast densification of 
urban territory, which could not overcome the impact of 
a potent social pressure that brought different wishes and 
requirements. 
The progressive dilapidation of the post-war building’s her-
itage due increasingly to the poor quality of the modern 
materials used, together with neglectful or entirely absent 
physical and environmental maintenance, have led to a 
no longer sustainable loss of value. Such a highly compro-
mised and dense scenario could be rethought through the 
project, with the aim of protecting them, even with the pos-
sibility of replacement of buildings and additional structures 
which could on one side redesign the system of connec-
tion to the ground level and on the other side, lead to the 
reformulation of the traditional type of Italian middle-class 
dwelling of the 20th century.
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To tackle this ever more current issue of restoration and 
recovery of contemporary buildings heritage with real-
ism and, at the same time, to see this part of the city as 
a new urban laboratory could be part of the innovative 
and visionary approach that our cities needs apparently. 
A study of the Neapolitan architecture of the post Second 
World War would be indispensable in taking action for its 
restoration and redesign. Our objective is to contribute, as 
a historian, to their critical re-evaluation. 
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Introduction 

Albania has been under a command economy for 45 
years, from 1944 till 1990.  Many forces influenced the ter-
ritorial form and structure of its cities during that period. 
The lack of market on land and other immovable prop-
erties greatly influenced the structure of the whole city in 
the country, especially in Tirana. Land uses and buildings 
densities or inhabitants densities were not based on the 
demand from consumers but on the minimised inputs pro-
vided by legal acts of the time. 
Many new neighbourhoods were constructed around 
the city, in the open spaces or the spaces obtained from 
demolishing existing buildings (1 and 2 floors). The urban 
design of these neighbourhoods, based on the legal acts 
of the time (Law “Per urbanistikën” and Regulation “Per 
urbanistikën”) was characterised by; the low height of the 
buildings (max. 6 floors height), low densities of the build-
ings and population, presence of public buildings (schools, 
kindergarten, daily nurses), open spaces and sports fields, 
services (shops) etc. The land was owned by the state, ex-
cept the land occupied by the individual residential build-
ings.
The period after the 90s was characterised by free and 
no organised movement of population. As the capital of 
Albania, Tirana experienced the most extensive chaotic 
urban development compared to other country cities. This 
development occurred in the aspect of sprawl and con-
gestion of the city. The demolition of existing small buildings 
and construction of the high buildings instead of them was 
one way to construct new ones in the existing residential 
zones for new developments. The construction in the ex-
isting open spaces, sports spaces or public buildings plots 
was another way of development. 
The second way is the case of this study. After 1990, with 
the law’s approval on “restitution and compensation of 
immovable property”, the land of open spaces, sports 
spaces or public buildings parcel was restituted to the old 
owner totally or partially. In the restitution land, they boiled 
many high buildings, so the neighbourhoods’ structure and 

urban indicators changed a lot. We will analyse the case 
of the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood in Tirana city with the aim 
to study the transformation of the neighbourhood units in 
the period from a socialist system to a market. 

The aim and objectives of the research

The research aims to identify the transformation of urban 
design and development elements from centralised to the 
market system at the neighbourhood level in terms of land 
ownership transformation. Objectives of the study are:
• Identify the urban and architectural design elements at 

the neighbourhood level in Tirana city, according to the 
law.

• Identify the transformation on land ownership in Albania, 
and Tirana city, after 1990.

• Identify the transformation in urban design and architec-
tural elements in a neighbourhood.

• To analyse the influence of this transformation on neigh-
bourhood quality of life.

• To propose the appliance of the urban and architectural 
design elements to make the neighbourhood more com-
fortable and loveable.

Literature review

Guest (2012, p.49) defines urbanisation as “the process that 
increasing number and concentrations at high densities”. This 
general concept has happened in Albania and especially in 
Tirana city. Urbanisation is the outcome of social, economic 
and political developments that lead to urban concentra-
tion and growth of large cities, changes in land use pattern of 
organisation and governance (Kwasi Nsiah-Gyabaah, 2005).
Kellett & Girling, the creators of an interactive scenario anal-
ysis 8 platforms called Elements DB, (2015) explain that “in 
community design, indicators play a crucial translation role 
between aspirations and concepts (‘big picture visioning’) 
and implementable actions, including the design and spatial 
arrangement of infrastructure, buildings and open space ex-
plain Kellett & Girling.

TRANSITION OF NEIGHBOURHOOD, FROM CENTRALISED TO THE MARKET SYSTEM. 
CASE STUDY “8 MARSI” NEIGHBORHOOD, TIRANA
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Neighbourhood quality is inherently complex and difficult 
to measure (Brent D. Mast 2010). Many urban indicators 
help the creation of the neighbourhood with a high qual-
ity of life. Although many policymakers and researchers 
rely on such indicators, they may have limited ability to 
measure the quality of neighbourhood life as rated by res-
idents (Buron and Patrabansh, 2008).
Land tenure is a social relationship comprised of rules (le-
gal or customary) set up by societies that regulate how 
people relate to land (Lall et, 2009). Poor tenure, cadas-
tral and registration system as some of the factors hinder-
ing the efficient growth of cities. (Dowall and Clarke 1996). 

Objectives of the research

The objectives of this research study are;
• Identify the transformation in land ownership in Alba-

nia, and Tirana city, after 1990
• Identify the transformation on urban and architectural 

design elements at the neighbourhood level in Tirana 
city

• Analyse the influence of this transformation on neigh-
bourhood quality of life.

• Propose the urban design elements that can be oblig-
atory at the neighbourhood level 

Research question

The research questions for each objective of the study 
are:
• What are the urban design indicators of a neighbour-

hood?
• What are the differences between urban design and 

development before and after 1990 in Albania?
• What was the land tenure system before and after 

1990 in Albania?
• What are the influences of the transformations of the 

land tenure system in the development and quality of 
life in a neighbourhood?

• What are the urban design elements that can be ob-
ligatory at the neighbourhood level?

Methods

As a conclusion from the literature review, the urban in-
dicators play an important role in the quality of life in a 
neighbourhood.  Land tenure is an element that has an 
important role in the pattern of land use design and land 
development. 

This study tends to identify the influence of land tenure 
changes on the transformation of the neighbourhoods 
in Albania (Tirana) and the quality of life in this neigh-
bourhood. The research is based on one mixed-method:  
quantitative and qualitative;
Neighbourhood urban design and land development 
indicators are tested and measured based on content 
analyses, comparing the graphic design of these neigh-
bourhoods in 1980 and 2015 using map measurement; The 
urban design elements are compared with the standard 
of the time in which that is design or build (1980 and 2015).
The opinion about the quality of life in the neighbourhood 
is collected through walking tour assessments and the re-
sults of questionnaires (80 questionnaires are fulfilled from 
the students of the Urban planning Branch in the Faculty 
of Architecture and Urban Planning in Tirana). 
Questionnaires and Walking tour assessment: 
• Functionality - Is the neighbourhood a multifunction 

one? Have the residents all the functions they need to 
have near their homes?

• Size - Is the Surface of the amenities and other public 
space suitable for its use?

• Inhabitants opinions - Have the recent developments 
improved the quality of the neighbourhood?)

• Public participation – do the inhabitants take part in 
the decision-making process for their neighbourhood 
development?

Findings/Results 

For this research, a neighbourhood in Tirana city is cho-
sen as a case study. This neighbourhood is situated in the 
Northwest of the city centre at a distance of 1000m from 
the main square of its. This neighbourhood was design in 
the years 70-80 of the last century and developed ac-
cording to that design. There were residential buildings 
with height 4-6 floors, school, kindergarten, sports field, 
playgrounds, roads, and squares in this neighbourhood.  

The situation of “8 Marsi” neighbourhood in 1980

The city’s main ring road confined this neighbourhood in 
the north of it and with another main road of the city in 
the Southwest of its. The residential zone continued on the 
East side of that neighbourhood. 
The land ownership Status was a specific element in the 
urban design of neighbourhoods (and cities) in that peri-
od. The ownership of the land, even the ownership of the 
apartments it was the state one.
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The Figure 1 shows the urban design plan of “8 Marsi” 
neighbourhood designed and constructed in 1980 by the 
National Planning Institute. In the urban design process, it 
was obligatory to respect urban indicators. The National 
Urban Regulation contained the urban indicator for the 
neighbourhood design. 
The Table 1, Graphic 1 and Graphic 2 below show the 
urban indicators of the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood design 
and national standards. 
The land ownership for all the areas of the neighbourhood 
was state ownership. 

Land
 use Surface Norms Land 

ownership

ha % m2/
inhab

m2/
inhab

1 Housing  
space 3.9 53 9.4 14.5 State

2 Social 
buildings 0.62 8 1.5 2 State

3 Open space 1.35 18 3.2 1.5 State

4 Sports area 0.2 3 0.5 0.5 State

5 Roads and
square 1.33 18 3.2 1.5 State

Total area 7.4 100 17.8 20

The situation of the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood in 2015

We can see the rapport between the different uses in the  
“8 Marsi” neighbourhood and the indicator m2/inhabitant 
of the urban design of the neighbourhood and the na-
tional standards from the table and graphics above.
As the graphics show, the urban design and development 
indicators for the housing space and the social building 
space are less than the national standards for that uses. 
The indicators for open spaces and roads are more than 
national standards. The indicator for sports spaces is equal 
to the national standards.
After 1990 with the economic and political changes in Al-
bania, many changes happened in the urban develop-
ment field. These changes consisted of legal changes and 
land planning and development.  

Figure 1. Urban design plan of “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. (1980)

Graphic 1. The indicators m2/inhabitants in the “8 Marsi” neigh-
bourhood  (1980)

Graphic 2. The indicators of land use in the “8 Marsi” neighbour-
hood. (1980)Table 1. Urban design indicators in the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. 

(1980)
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In 1993, Law No. 7698, “On the Restitution and Compen-
sation of immovable properties to ex-owners”, was ap-
proved. According to this law, a part of no occupied 
territories was restituted to ex-owners.  For a part of oc-
cupied territories, the right of ownership was known for 
the private ex-owners.  Based on that Law, the ex-owners 
had the right of restitution of their ownership in the open 
spaces.  
The recreate spaces, sports fields, playgrounds and in 
many cases and parcels of kindergartens and schools 
were affected by these processes. Because of the own-
ership restitute, many territories with state ownership were 
transferred in the territories with private ownership. This 
phenomenon was followed by giving landowners the 
right to build in these spaces, which changed the own-
ership status. In the case that the municipality did not 
give the building permission, the land was surrounded by 
fences by landowners or illegal buildings were built in that 
land. So the community was not allowed to use these 
public lands created for him and were used by him for 
many years. This phenomenon was happened in the rec-
reate spaces, playgrounds and schools and kindergarten 
parcels. 
The changes in land ownership status were followed by 
many changes in the build and functional structure of the 
neighbourhood units. The space occupied by buildings, 
especially residential buildings, was growth and the rec-
reate, sport and school parcel spaces were reduced.  
Most of this development was not applied according to 
the urban planning field (Urban Law. The owners con-
structed new buildings in the restitution land based on the 
“The Restitution and Compensation of immovable prop-
erties to ex-owners” and did not respect the urban law 
and regulation. 

As in Albania’s whole urban areas, many changes hap-
pened in the neighbourhood units in Tirana, especially 
in the neighbourhood near the city centre. One of these 
residential units is the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. The map 
below shows the divided land, which has been state land, 
in the small properties, most of which is private land. This 
change in land ownership was followed by changes in 
land use and land development. Many new buildings, 
especially residential buildings, were built in recreating 
spaces, open spaces or school and kindergarten parcels. 
The map below shows the neighbourhood transformation. 
Because of that development, the population of the 
neighbourhood was increased, and the indicators M2/in-
habitants have changed. We can see these changes in 
the table and graphics below. 

Land use Surface Land 
ownership
ha % m 2 /

in
1 Housing 

space
4.8 65 10.2 Private

2 Social
buildings

0.4 5 0.9 State/
Private

3 Open
space

0.5 7 1.1 State/
Private

4 Sports 
area

0.2 3 0.4 State/
Private

5 Roads and 
square

1.8 24 3.8 State

Total area 7.4 100 15.7 State/
Private

 
Figure 1. Land ownership plan of “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. 

(2015).

Figure 3. Situation of “8 Marsi” neighborhood. (2015)

Table 2. Urban design indicators in the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. 
(2015)
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As the table and graphics show, the urban design and 
land development indicators for almost all uses; the hous-
ing space, the social building space, open spaces and 
sports spaces are less than the national standards for 
these uses. The indicators for open spaces and roads are 
more than national standards.
These developments happened in the continuity of land 
ownership transformation. The transformation the owner-
ship from state land to private land stimulates the land-
owners to build new buildings that were not forecast in 
the urban design of the neighbourhood. The table below 
shows the land ownership status in the “8 Marsi” neigh-
bourhood. 

Ownership Surface
Ha %

1 State 1.8 24.3
2 State and private 3.7 50.0
3 Private 1.9 25.7

Total area 7.4 100

Because of land ownership transformation, many chang-
es have happened in the neighbourhood’s land use. The 
first is an increase in the footprint and the constructed 
surfaces. These caused reduces of the common public 
spaces, open spaces, recreation spaces, sports fields, 
playgrounds, etc. The second is increased the number of 
neighbourhood inhabitants. This caused the increase of 
the population densities in the neighbourhood and de-
creased the shared public space for each inhabitant. 

Graphic 3. The indicators m2/inhabitants in the “8 Marsi” neigh-
bourhood. (2015)

Graphic 5. The indicators m2/inhabitants in the “8 Marsi” neigh-
bourhood. (1980, 2015)
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Table 3. Land ownership in the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. 

(2015)

Graphic 4. Land ownership in the “8 Marsi” neighbourhood. 
(2015)
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As we can see from the graphic below, the surface of 
buildings footprint for each inhabitant is increased, and 
the surface for common public spaces (school, kindergar-
ten, recreates) is reduced. 

Land use m2/inhabitant
Year 1980 Year 2015

Housing space 9.4 10.2
Social buildings 
space

1.5 0.9

Open space 3.2 1.1
Sports area 0.5 0.4
Roads and square 3.2 3.8
Total 17.8 16.4

Questionnaires And Walking Tour Assessment

The students of the Urban Planning Branch of Architec-
ture and the Urban Planning University of Tirana have 
collected the opinion of the neighbourhood communi-
ty based on the questionnaires.
The opinion of the residents for the role of the common 
spaces in their neighbourhood:
• 85 % of the residents think that common public 

spaces are an important element that affects the 
quality of life in the neighbourhood

• 82 % of the residents think that common public 
spaces are important for the children and old peo-
ple 

• 90 % of residents do not agree with the occupation 
of  common public spaces by the new buildings

• The proposals of the residents to protect and im-
prove the common public spaces in their neigh-
bourhood:

• -84 % to protect the surface of common spaces
• 86 % not to allow the construction of new buildings 

in shared public spaces
• 90 % to equip the public spaces with functional ele-

ments (benches, playgrounds ..)
• The feeling of the residents for the future of com-

mon public spaces in their neighbourhood: 
• -74 % of residents are afraid that new buildings will 

be constructed in the common public spaces of 
their neighbourhood, especially in the sports field. 

Results

Based on technical analyses, walking tour through the 
zone and results of questionnaires assessment, according 
to the transformations in the builder and open spaces of 
“8 Marsi” neighbourhood,   conclude:
• Occupy of the common public spaces from the new 

buildings, especially residential buildings or parking 
squares - has reduced their size.

• The size of the common public spaces for each inhab-
itant (m2/inhabitant) is reduced.  

• The number of residents using these spaces is small 
compared with the neighbourhood residents that can 
use these. 

• The fear of residents for constructing the new buildings 
in  the shared public spaces is present 

Conclusion

In conclusion, there is a growing tendency to reduce com-
mon spaces because of the changes in the land owner-
ship status.  That has influenced the reduction of common 
public space as an important element that affects the 
neighbourhood’s quality of life.

Recommendations

Based on this study, in order to reduce the phenomena 
of occupying common public space from new buildings, 
recommend as below.
Government Planning Authorities.
• To evaluate the public spaces as elements that influ-

ence the increase of the quality of life of the commu-
nity in the neighbourhood, in the setting of norms and 
standards 

• To set a minimum size of recreational space obligatory 
in the neighbourhood to allow the construction of a 
new residential building in an existing neighbourhood.

• To propose and apply new planning and develop-
ment instruments to compensate the landowners of 
the public common space.

• To set community participation in the neighbourhood 
design and development process as an obligatory 
act. 

• 
• Local Planning authorities.
• In designing the detailed local plans, the common 

public space should meet the standards and in terms 
of the size for each inhabitant (m2/inhabitants), 

Table 4. The indicators m2/inhabitants in the “8 Marsi” neighbour-
hood. (1980, 2015)
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• Do not allow the occupying of the existing common 
public space from some residents or commercial ac-
tivities.

• To collect the inhabitant’s opinions for their neighbour-
hood before the decision-making process.

• To implement new planning and development instru-
ments to compensate the landowners on the public 
common space

• Residents.
• To maintain the open spaces in their neighbourhoods  
• Do not occupy the open spaces near their apart-

ments or commercial activities
• In collaboration with the municipality to improve the 

situation in the existing open spaces
• To collaborate with the municipality in the deci-

sion-making process. 
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59
Paolo Di Nardo

Essay

“Of all the things that are certain, the most certain is 
doubt”.

Bertolt Brecht

In 1974, in the Corriere della Sera, Pier Paolo Pasolini wrote:

“I know, because I am an intellectual a writer, who tries to 
follow everything that happens, to know everything that is 
written about it, to imagine everything that is not known or 
that is kept silent, who coordinates even distant facts, who 
put together the disorganised and incomplete pieces of 
a whole coherent political picture, which re-establishes 
logic where arbitrariness, madness and mystery seem to 
reign. All this is part of my job and the instinct of my pro-
fession.”

As always, the role of the intellectual, and even more 
so that of the ‘creative’ in any era, lies in understanding 
the reality that surrounds him and in trying ‘to imagine 
everything that is not known or that is silent’. An essen-
tial role for evolution, or rather the mutation of a creative 
discipline, capable of putting “together the disorganised 
and fragmentary pieces of a coherent whole” to find in 
contemporaneity and in the concept of the future “logic 
where arbitrariness, madness and mystery seem to reign”. 
The word “future” was used precisely because it has be-
come obsolete and meaningless. Therefore, it is part of 
that dark side of interdisciplinary knowledge that deliber-
ate or hidden events have caused to be forgotten in re-
cent decades’ creative and other experiences. 
An abandonment that has detached the sense of the 
near future from the vision of the contemporary future, as 
from utopia. In part, this severe loss of a sense of the “fu-
ture” is due to the very essence of the creative person, 
the individual engine that drives the creation and con-
ception of an object, such as architecture and, why not, 
a city: the ego as the creative trigger. As the only recipe 
for creativity, the egocentrism of past decades has led 
us to turn away, after brief flashes of media excitement 

linked to only momentary economic well-being, to look 
towards possible shared visions without implementing the 
actual vector of creative development: doubt. For a cre-
ative person today, doubt is the most charming antidote 
to the intoxication of partial knowledge that risks turning 
into arrogance and arrogance of the idea. Saint Augus-
tine was the first, at the end of the 4th century, to codify 
the contradictions of doubt:
[...] if it is not clear to you what I say and you doubt that it 
is true, at least see if you do not doubt that you doubt it; 
and if you are confident that you doubt, seek the reason 
why you are confident. In that case, the light of this sun will 
surely not come to you, but the true light that enlightens 
every man who comes into this world. (De vera religione, 
39, 73)
Doubting everything is therefore impossible, because one 
cannot doubt the doubt itself. Doubt, however, is for St 
Augustine an obligatory step to arrive at the truth: son of 
the Socratic lesson, doubt is the very expression of truth 
because we could not doubt if there were not a truth that 
tries to evade doubt. Truth is revealed as an awareness of 
error, as the capacity to doubt the false illusions that bar 
the way. This capacity for analysis and introspection has 
run aground like the very concept of the future, precisely 
because the one could not exist without the other, espe-
cially at times of ideological, social and above all political 
crisis such as those we are currently experiencing. Regard-
ing the ability to exercise “doubt”, Roger Waters, leader of 
Pink Floyd, on the cover of his latest album, after having 
erased all other possible questions, asks himself: Is This the 
Life We Want?1. 
It is a question that cannot be postponed, and that in-
volves everyone as social persons, but above all as de-
signers, because the absence of shared visions, of re-
search without fences and dialogue between different 
knowledge has become unbearable: “Is this the life we 
want? Alternatively, “Is this the search for new creative 
paths that we want?” This is the question that has been 
running through governments and communities for a dec-
ade now, as they have been hit by the economic crisis 
that has revealed the illusion of development without lim-

FUTURE DESIGN
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through research, the conflict between society’s urgent 
demand and the weakness of the ruling classes’ respons-
es: “Today, being revolutionary means taking away more 
than adding, slowing down more than speeding up, it 
means giving value to silence, light, fragility and sweet-
ness” (Arminio, 2017, p. 12).
Design, like the other creative disciplines, cannot escape 
from the search for the transformation of its margins to 
identify “margins of flexibility” that capture, preserve 
and value differences: With the compartmentalisation of 
knowledge, it is impossible to grasp the multidimensional, 
fundamental and global issues of the current era in their ir-
reducible complexity. First, a new analysis must be carried 
out on the meaning of the design, going beyond its scale 
and concept, to define a new contemporary post-pan-
demic crisis, post-climate crisis, post-crisis crisis, post-crisis of 
national and international values. In the Italian language, 
the word “design” is closely linked to the sphere of interior 
design: a noun linked to Italian culture, industrial design 
and therefore to a precise and defined professional dis-
cipline of “making”. In the English language, which repre-
sents the Esperanto of the creative arts, the word “design” 
means a project, planning, the action of linking thought, 
idea, concept to the project, through the tool of drawing 
and which is realised with the essence of “doing”, namely 
technology. In this sense, therefore, the English language 
does not differentiate between scales as design, or the 
ability to compose can go from a scale of 1:1 to 1:1000 
and vice versa. Therefore, it should be coined as a new 
shared term, even if only by quoting it in a whisper or rep-
resenting it in a watermark, that can expand the limits of 
the cultural frame of this discipline: design(ing). The term 
“design(ing)” moves on a play on words in which the noun 
“design” becomes a verb, through its gerund isolated in 
brackets, synthesising two terms in a single word, defining a 
multi-scalar and trans-disciplinary conceptual dynamism. 
Designing, therefore, becomes a disciplinary bridge tend-
ing towards the English linguistic interpretation, but with a 
broader cultural meaning, underlining the fact that often 
in the art of composing, there are no distinctive charac-
ters, no identity affiliations, but above all places or scales 
of intervention: a cultural and methodological synthesis 
extended between being and doing. The term Designing, 
therefore, takes on an important cultural value because it 
overcomes the fences of discipline and cultural belong-
ing, uniting in single concept art, architecture and crafts-
manship that are capable, separately, and individually, of 
drawing a strong belonging and a compositional richness 
in a “multi-scalar” sense. 

its, without rules, without respect for the future, without re-
spect for the world of youth. 
Adriano Olivetti (1901-1960), a revolutionary at an entre-
preneurial level and a technological, social and therefore 
political level, was fond of saying of himself, ‘there is noth-
ing but the future in me’.
In a historical period, such as the one marked by the 
events of 2020, reactivity to the crisis, and therefore its re-
silient value becomes a socially important act if it is based 
on doubt and the constant question of what is “unsustain-
able” without resting on the few remaining certainties, 
especially in the discipline of design, the values of which 
must be saved, but not the effects, the processes, but not 
the technique alone, so as not to risk “preferring routine, 
a compulsion to repeat, a consolatory repetition of roads 
already marked out, which is the symptom of a slow ago-
ny” (Einstein, 1952, p. 33). 33).
Albert Einstein (1952) wrote:
“We do not expect things to change if we keep doing the 
same things. Crisis can be a great blessing for people and 
nations because crisis brings progress. Creativity is born 
out of anguish as the day is born out of the dark night” 
(p. 75).
The sense of contemporaneity becomes change if it can 
involve social, political, economic, technological, envi-
ronmental and, consequently, cultural aspects. Howev-
er, all this is possible with a wide range of involvement of 
personal knowledge on the condition that the latter can 
overcome its disciplinary limits to take on a geographical 
dimension: in the network of international relations, in the 
crises between negative individualisms.
At a conference presenting his book “Futuro”, Maurizio 
Carta (2019), an urban planner by university background, 
but a keen connoisseur of social and creative dynam-
ics at all thematic scales, but above all of the project 
representation, including design, metaphorically drew, 
through two types of “dance”, the field of action of what 
comes from the recent past and what could be the future 
perspective of research: “in the 20th century the dance 
that represents research is a tango round, while in the 
2000s it will have to be a shared space and not an elitist 
one like a square dance”. Therefore, the metaphor of the 
“dance” broadens the horizon of the individual disciplines 
to establish a new shared path between different ways of 
approaching research capable of welcoming other fields 
of study to enrich one’s own.
The first possible operation is, therefore, to be wary of mak-
ing individual disciplines complex, often self-referential, by 
following a path of simplification capable of resolving, 
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The figure of the designer, as an intellectual, is skilfully 
traced in a cultured and exciting historical excursus by 
Marco Biraghi (2019) in “L’architetto come intellettuale.”
The architect (the designer) is not only a technician of the 
moderation of space but is the author of interpretations 
of the world, capable, if not of modifying it, at least of 
questioning it, of opening the doors of the different pres-
ent and not only of indulging its immanence (p. 54).
To open the doors of the “different present” to all scales, 
the first step is to be aware that “when someone says I can 
do this too, it means that they know how to do it again. 
Otherwise, they would have done it before” (Munari, 
1996, p. 132), following Bruno Munari’s famous cultural 
suggestion. An admonition that is still valid today, indeed 
prophetic if read in the light of overcoming the ego-cul-
ture and the present crisis of values. In this sense, the first 
conceptual step is to understand the meaning of “mu-
tation”, referring to the birth of its scientific meaning pre-
cisely to understand the flexibility of contemporary adap-
tation to this new cultural approach of the design of the 
future, of “future design”. Therefore, future design cannot 
but be linked, in its creative evolution, to the concept of 
mutation, of transformation of the data already present 
in the discipline through a silent revolution, uncertain and 
capable of modelling itself on every possible occasion. 
The term “mutation” finds its immediate connection to the 
term “genetic mutation”, defined as follows:
Mutations are the essential elements through which evolu-
tionary processes can take place. Mutations lead to what 
is known as genetic variability, i.e., the condition in which 
organisms differ in one or more characteristics. Natural se-
lection works on this variability through genetic recombi-
nation, promoting favourable mutations at the expense 
of unfavourable or even lethal ones (Genetic mutation, 
n.d.). Therefore, the concept is linked to ‘evolutionary 
processes’ characterised by ‘variability’, which can give 
‘character’ and therefore differences between organ-
isms. In the field of medicine, these characters become 
essential elements for implementing a “natural selection” 
that can establish which mutations are “favourable” or 
“unfavourable”. Thus ‘mutation’, in the sense of consid-
ering a new work from another, cannot but lead to evo-
lution in whatever field it is applied. What results is a new 
diversity, a synthesis of the previous ones. The first task for a 
scholar, and therefore all the more so for a designer, is to 
investigate and reknit all those creative invariants present 
in the tradition of a discipline to produce and add a new 
chapter of creativity. For a designer, the field of action 
does not change as the scale changes, moving from the 

In addition to the creative field of action of design(ing), 
the range of action must find spaces for grafts without 
which it is impossible to provide contemporary answers: 
sociology, psychology, politics, physics, and science. A 
fitting example, taken from the past, of the broad field of 
action of “design(ing)” is Bruno Mathsson’s Superellisse ta-
ble. 
In 1964, the city of Stockholm in Denmark commissioned 
Piet Hein, a philosopher, poet, and mathematician, to de-
sign a physical system to ease car traffic in Stockholm’s 
Segel Square. Hein then naturally tried a circular rounda-
bout but noticed that the solution for the urban shape of 
the square did not do the job for which it was designed. 
As a mathematician, he defined it numerically using the 
formula (x/a) n+(y/b) n = 1. 
The new geometric form, derived from the formula whose 
value “n” was 2.5, became the famous “ellipsoid”, or elon-
gated circle or square with two faces. Bruno Mathsson 
saw this new form, even though it was created on urban 
space, and thought of transporting it to the field of design, 
realising its potential and revolutionary value. From this 
transposition, or estrangement, came the famous “Ellip-
soid” table, composed of slender, easily removable legs, 
a metaphor for the shape of the Segel Square rounda-
bout. The table was so successful that it was chosen for 
the 1965 Peace Conference in Paris to resolve the Viet-
nam crisis. 
This example is the natural symbol of Designing because it 
demonstrates many things: that intuition has no scale; that 
number as a measure, rather than a formula, governs the 
balance and grace of an object, whether on a scale of 
1:1 or 1:1000. The transhumance of rules and concepts also 
takes place horizontally between different disciplines, as 
well as vertically between different scales of representa-
tion and application, demonstrating that beyond individ-
ual disciplinary definitions (design, architecture, painting, 
sculpture, music, poetry, etc.) there is a “project culture” 
that covers every ideational pathway: designing. 
This new awareness that invests didactics, as well as the “do-
ing” of design, makes it possible to trigger new paths and 
new awarenesses that find their new value in “resilience”, 
as the ability to react to the crisis of the present, as Edgar 
Morin (2001) reminds us: “The first difficulty in thinking about 
the future is to think about the present”. This kind of research 
has always existed for single sporadic cases. However, it 
has never been culturally systematised. At the same time, 
the social and health difficulties of recent years impose a 
different reflection of the present, especially as we witness 
climate change and its consequences on humanity. 
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is not necessarily the end of the competence. However, 
the competence useful to design the future must be po-
rous, open to encountering other competencies, acting 
within a cognitive system, open, dialogic, and plural, but 
based on solid knowledge and not superficial perceptions 
or readings. For the “future” of design, as of any discipline 
open to connections, Luigi Einaudi’s words (1959) are not 
so far off: “[...] first know, then discuss, then deliberate.”
Therefore, design is required to re-read its scientific-disci-
plinary statute to consolidate its physiognomy by adopt-
ing “new interpretative keys”. One knows how to link 
“knowing” and “doing directly”. If it is true that design is 
identified with a “young knowledge”, an initial field of ed-
ucational activities must be identified, with the haste of 
the “future”. The actual experimental field, the “dance” 
to be performed, moves within the disciplinary bounda-
ries of that shared “square” that is based in schools and 
universities through a new didactic, no longer specialized, 
and specialized, but open to the construction of multidis-
ciplinary training courses to accustom a young designer 
to think by connecting present, past and future in search 
of a new vision: Future Design.
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Note

1 Is This the Life We Really Want? is the fourth solo studio 
album by English rock musician Roger Waters and former 
leader of Pink Floyd, released on 2 June 2017. 
2 The Jesuit Baltasar Gracián wrote memorable pages 
on prudence as a virtue of the art of government in his 
Oráculo manual y arte de prudencia of 1647.

object to the city and vice versa, but finds new stimuli in 
the transition between present and future, future and past 
and vice versa. 
At the end of the 16th century, Titian painted the ‘Allego-
ry of Prudence’ (c. 1565-1570), a small canvas depicting 
three human heads, an old man, a mature man and a 
young man, above the heads of a wolf, a lion and a dog. 
The motto completes the painting, “Based on the past / 
the present prudently acts / not to spoil future action”. 
Past, present and future are inextricably linked, and the 
future requires the exercise of prudence, understood as 
the holistic capacity for memory, intelligence and fore-
sight. For Titian and Scholastic Philosophy, Prudence is not 
synonymous with slowness or uncertainty. Instead, it is a 
cardinal virtue that requires us to use intelligence to guide 
our actions so that they do not compromise the future2. 
It is a very timely call to look at the future as an outcome 
of the present, as a resilient reaction to difficulties of inter-
pretation and action. Moreover, St Augustine wrote that:
There are three times: present of the past, present of the 
present, present of the future. These three times are in my 
soul, and I do not see them elsewhere. The present of the 
past is history; the present is vision; the present of the fu-
ture, which is expected.
Therefore, the “future designer” must reconnect the three 
times and live them simultaneously, thinking history to fo-
cus on a vision of the different present that accompanies 
the expectation of the future.
Edgar Morin writes:
We must therefore recover the ambition of Cartesian 
encyclopaedic thinking to account for the fluid and 
constantly changing articulations between disciplinary 
sectors, which were then shattered by a simplifying and 
hyper-specialistic Enlightenment thinking that isolates 
what separates and conceals all that connects, interacts, 
and interferes.
Morin reminds us that complex thought aspires to multidi-
mensional knowledge but is aware from the outset of the 
impossibility of complete knowledge, following a princi-
ple of permanent uncertainty that allows us to recognize 
new links between entities ever, distinguishing them but 
not isolating them from one another. Against the ‘barbar-
ity of hyperspecialization, which generates boundaries 
between disciplines and dries up the field of knowledge, 
Giuliano da Empoli rails with great emphasis, inviting us 
to become ‘mental hermaphrodites’, i.e., capable of 
crossing knowledge and experience gained in different 
fields to arrive at an approximate understanding of reali-
ty, rather than the fallacious model of an ideal world. This 
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Origins of surface perceptology

In 2017, at the Polytechnic of Bari, the author founded In-
matex, an acronym for INteraction MATerial EXperience 
Lab, or a physical and virtual archive of materials based 
on interactions between sectors of surfaces organised in 
accordance with sensorial gradients. The study of sensorial 
gradients arose from a reconsideration of purovisibilist the-
ories occasioned by contemporary studies addressing the 
design of surfaces, and in particular the relationship be-
tween materiality and the digital world, as well as between 
materiality and modern-day media (Bruno, 2014/2016, Pi-
notti & Scrivano, 2001, Pinotti & Somaini, 2016). In the in-
troduction to the Italian translation of “Das Problem der 
Form in der bildenden Kunst by Adolf von Hildebrand”, 
originally published in 1893, Pinotti and Scrivano reprise the 
role of that text as an opportunity for reflection on “the 
concept of artistic products being illustrations of the sen-
sory and mental processes that lead to the construction 
of content, rather than illustrations of the content itself” 
(Pinotti & Scrivano, 2001, p. 8). Underlying the purovisibilist 
theories, therefore, as well as the more general efforts of 
the School of Vienna (Riegl, 1901/1959, 1966/2008) to es-
tablish new categories for the viewing and production of 
the visual arts, were relations between sensory and men-
tal processes. I hold that this focussed outlook provides an 
opportunity, at present, for a reconsideration of materiality 
and sensory perception in the digital age, with the further 
possibility that they can take on new meanings through 
the surfaces/facings that mediate their appearance.
Surfaces and their markings play a key role in these studies 
(Hildebrand, 1893/2001, p. 41), which aim at determining 
possible relations between the two-dimensional nature 
of the surfaces that characterise painting and its related 
disciplines, and the three dimensions of sculpture, the art 
form that Hildebrand considers in his text, inasmuch as: “In 
the case of sculpture, the sense of sight appears insuffi-
cient. Sculptures trigger a sensory perceptivity that also 
involves the kinetic capacity of the observer’s body […] 
inevitably inhibiting or heightening the onset of a level of 
sensorial interactivity greater than would be the case, for 

example, with painting, sculpture’s perennial rival” (Pinotti 
& Scrivano, 2001, pp. 8-9).  In this form of interactivity, the 
body, together with materiality and sensory perceptions, 
all make noteworthy contributions. For a sculpture to be 
understood, there must be material-corporeal participa-
tion, with the surface serving as the medium that enables 
viewers to acquire mental images of their sensory percep-
tions.  How does this occur? 
Hildebrand provides an apt explanation, establishing what 
amounts to a perceptology of vision that posits touch “as 
the gnoseological paradigm for three-dimensional spa-
tial representations” (Pinotti & Scrivano, 2001, p. 12).   As 
Hildebrand sees it, the dialectic between surface and 
depth hinges on the capacity of the surface first to contain 
depth, and then to convey it through specific markings of 
chiaroscuro effect or colouring: “If we imagine individual 
bodies in space, they project plane appearances that 
do not yield, but rather pose obstacles in the face of the 
general leaning towards depth, which is precisely what 
gives these bodies volume. Indeed, depending on how 
the plane appearance occupies certain specific mark-
ings over which the drive towards depth flows, the bodies 
are provided with a precise volume: a moulded form […] 
sooner or later the overall appearance, as determined by 
its component parts, always leads the plane surface to re-
sist” (Hildebrand, 1893/2001, p. 59). 
The plane appearance in question, triggered by a men-
tal process, is the surface. Or better yet, the surface is less 
a physical reality than the result of the mental process of 
perception. Its markings bringing it into being, meaning the 
surroundings, the lights and shadows, the colours needed 
to expedite the relationship with the perception of depth, 
with the materiality of what is real. 
Put simply, Hildebrand’s markings are the perceptive gra-
dients of the surface, seen as a powerful tool in the dialec-
tic of constructing and viewing the work. In such a dialec-
tic, perception functions more as a powerful conceptual 
device than a sensory attribute, removing from considera-
tion the sensory theories in favour back then and the more 
modern neurosciences. However, there is inevitably a cer-
tain overlapping with both. 

SURFACE MARKINGS. INMATEX: INTERACTION MATERIAL  EXPERIENCE
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Starting with Hildebrand, an outline of the interaction be-
tween the viewer and the work is unveiled, with the user 
perceiving not the work in and of itself, but rather how it is 
put together or the logic behind its formation processes. 

Representative examples of surface markings

The practical demonstration of the above considerations 
is found in projects involving the surface facings of a num-
ber of interior settings created in the early 1900s by major 
architects and proto-designers. Of particular interest is the 
work of Ernesto Basile (Carullo, 2017, 2019), who shows a 
ready awareness of this theoretical and conceptual out-
look that currently enjoys renewed relevance. 

Revealed with plaster castings, the surface markings that 
characterise the facings employed by Basile during one 
of his first modernist efforts, the ballroom of the Villa Igiea 
in Palermo, can be made available for study1.
The plaster castings were photographed under identical 
lighting conditions in order to catalogue the chiaroscuro 
effects that break down the three-dimensional moulding 
of the facing into surfaces which can be encoded and 
measured. 
The chiaroscuro gradients projected onto the surface an-
alyse the system of relations between the parts that make 
up the overall, with identification of multiple planes of 
viewing (Fig. 1). 

Figure 1. Ernesto Basile: chiaroscuro system of the mouldings in the interiors of Villa Igiea. 1899-1900.  Source: Bepy Daniele, Giuseppina 
Dantes, Valeria Di Lauro, Daniele Garofalo, Stela Karabina.

Figure 2. The Chiaroscuro tools from Unendliche Naturegeschichte, Benno Schwabe & Co., Basel, 1959. Source: Paul Klee.
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these is influenced by the black or the white. But even if 
it were possible, the only conceivable result would be a 
contradiction, or a calculation of something whose ef-
fectiveness rests solely on rapid movement, which rules 
out any possibility of calculation.” (Klee, 1959, p. 311)
Klee considers it practically an admission of the crystalli-
sation of the impossible, all the more because the greys, 
upon further contemplation, prove not only to be an ex-
tension of geometric sectors subject to quantitative ob-
jectification, but also the substance of a pigment, of a 
material, of the density of a weight. This is the logical and 
theoretical framework upon which Inmatex was created. 
It rests on the indispensable relationship between meas-
urement and matter, between processes of the mind and 
those of the senses, as recorded in the surface markings 
(Carullo, 2017). The objective is to be the first materials 
library capable of determining interactions of perception 
between sectors of different materials based on continu-
ous gradients. 

The Inmatex surfaces: an interaction laboratory 

To reach this objective, it was also necessary to consider 
the latest advances in the study of aesthetics and criti-
cism of the visual arts, in particular the reflections of Gi-
uliana Bruno (2014/2016) on the role of surfaces in the 
digital age, together with the results of contemporary 
Material-Experience studies (Ashby & Kara, 2002/2005). In 
this case, the goal is to catalogue the perceptive-sen-
sorial properties of materials as part of an ongoing dia-
logue between design and the scientific study of mate-
rials, chemistry, physics and mechanical and computer 
engineering.
When a given material is made a part of the Inmatex lab-
oratory (www.inmatex.it), its surface is broken down and 
subjected to modifications of transformation and per-
ception to reinforce its sensorial values. Optical-tactile 
scales are drawn up, with ratings of softness, hardness, 
roughness, transparency and opacity, making it possible 
to benefit from the more recondite qualities of the mate-
rial.
For this reason, Inmatex is, first and foremost, a laboratory 
of interaction. The experiments it carries out are meant to 
have a radically innovative effect on relations between 
subjects and objects: “Here, the surface amounts to an 
architectural element, a partition that can be shared. It 
is explored as a primary form of habitation for a material 
world, viewed as the material configuration of relations 
between subjects and objects” (Bruno, p. 10). 

These constitute the resistance of the plane to the con-
catenation of forms comprising depth, all of which gives 
rise to the core grammar of the work. With its flowing mo-
tion, the moulding mimics the rippling water of the Ac-
quasanta spring atop which the building stands. 
The depth is rendered by means of the two-dimensional 
chiaroscuro gradients connected through the act of per-
ception, making it possible to perceive their logical-men-
tal configuration. 
These chiaroscuro scales tie sensorial processes to men-
tal ones in a two-way relationship that results in an un-
breakable bond, giving rise to fertile configurative and 
conceptual abstraction. This process engenders a logic 
of relations between the planes of depth that can be 
decoded through the chiaroscuro, together with col-
our: “But we must also mention colour contrasts as forces 
which bring together and separate things in the picture, 
forces which produce forward and backward tenden-
cies. It is self-evident that colour is especially serviceable 
in our perception of space. Unity of colour in a picture 
can be spoken of only in so far as the colour takes part 
in the great work of forming a three-dimensional unity” 
(Hildebrand, 1893/2001, p. 65). 
It is little wonder that the opening lesson of the prelimi-
nary Bauhaus course given by Paul Klee (Klee, 1956/70) 
had as its subject the concept and applications of chia-
roscuro gradients (Carullo, 2017, 2018). These provide the 
underpinnings of figuration, the equivalent, for Klee, of 
Hildebrand’s form. Klee’s study of chiaroscuro gradients 
gives a deeper sense of the seed planted by Hildebrand 
(Pinotti & Scrivano, 2001, p. 12). 
By this point, no further reference is required than that of 
the abstract logic of the internal relations that determine 
the conformation of the gradients. As if they constituted 
a new decimal scale, the shades of grey between the 
opposing absolutes of white and black give rise to a sys-
tem of reciprocal relations between surface markings, in 
a word, to the process of reconstructing the work (Fig. 2). 

The crystallisation of the impossible

This process of conceptual control of the dimensions of 
the chiaroscuro sectors and tones is not, however, a de-
finitive solution for the problems of figuration. 
On the contrary, it leads to a dialectic with indetermi-
nacy, consisting of a perceptive stream of interactions 
among the sectors of grey on the scale, and between 
those and the opposing poles of black and white: “It 
would be too daunting a task to determine how each of 
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The establishment of sensorial relations in the digital age
 
What happens when the values of optical and tactile vi-
sion come into contact with the demands and conditions 
of the universe of screens/surfaces that has come to rep-
resent the powerful communications system of the digi-
tal age? What transformations does materiality undergo? 
Can it still exist? “[…] Materiality can be revived in the dig-
ital age, for it has always been virtual. In stating that mate-
riality does not depend on materials, but is fundamentally 
tied to material relations, I am attempting to communi-
cate the sense of transformation awaiting those relations” 
(Bruno, p. 16). According to Bruno, attention should be 
focussed on relations between sensory and mental pro-
cesses, to reformulating the ways in which materiality and 
sensory perception combine in the digital age.
Transforming the ratings of sensorial gradients, such as 
softer, stiffer, rougher etc., into gradients of grey makes it 
possible to determine the relative ratings for material sec-
tors presenting different designs. The chiaroscuro values 
quantify differences in sensorial parameters along scales 
of soft-rigid, smooth-rough, transparent-matt etc., aug-
menting explorations of visual culture with technical-sci-
entific categories defined in the course of studies on ma-
terials-experience. Inmatex reframes materials as surfaces 
on which to construct conceptual processes or, as Bruno puts 

it, virtual or relational scenarios, and not merely as formal re-
sults, although forms are utilised to represent them. 
By shifting the focus from the thing to its relations, Inmatex2 has 
adroitly become a digital platform (Fig. 6) on which material 
gradients are represented and measured with the very latest 
scientific instruments, in a synaesthetic coupling of technolo-
gy and the visual arts. 
The procedures for producing the sensorial scales present in-
cremental levels of complexity. The result is that the laborato-
ry also proves to be an exceptional teaching tool in the sector 
of materials design. The sequence of design phases calls for 
the formulation of an initial scale of sensorial reference (under 
the parameters smooth/rough, soft/rigid, matt/transparent 
etc.) consisting of sectors of material of equal dimensions. 
Then comes an initial variation of the extended sectors, fol-
lowed by a series of actions, or better yet variations, or rather 
still working procedures, that reinforce or diminish the level of 
comfort. An info-graphic of chiaroscuro scales manifests the 
values of softness or rigidity, with respect to the dimensions of 
the material sectors (Figs. 3-4), by rendering them digitally per-
ceptible and repeatable. The quantitative data is constantly 
cross-analysed with the weighted results.  The optic and the 
haptic are monitored as part of a reciprocal planning control. 
Finally, a parallel process of technical-scientific measure-
ments is performed, in order to place the conceptual re-
flections within the framework of technical-scientific stud-
ies of material-experience.

Figure 3. Design methodologies of tactile and optical scales for the sensory enhancement of surfaces. Experiments on softness param-
eters of Pecora Gentile di Puglia wool. Source: Michele Dechirico
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Conclusions: “infinite modification of the spacious modu-
lation of the skin”

The methodology followed has made it possible to ar-
rive at a digital platform on which material gradients are 
represented and measured in a synaesthetic coupling of 
the technological and the visual, thanks to a shift in fo-

cus from the surface to its interrelations, meaning scales 
of grey measured with the latest scientific instruments and 
suitable for reproduction under any industrial process. The 
Inmatex platform offers the scientific community, local in-
dustrial concerns and designers a tool for reflection that 
engenders a continuous, scientifically managed explora-
tion of the complexity of design processes with respect to 
problems of perception. 

Figure 5. The physical structure of the Inmatex Material Library. Authors: Rossana Carullo; contributors Sabrina Scaletta, Sara Ferraro, 
Nicoletta Faccitondo, Mariagrazia Panunzio. 

Figure 6. The virtual structure of the Inmatex Material Library. Authors: Rossana Carullo; contributors Sabrina Scaletta.
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The replacement of a taxonomy of cataloguing with a 
taxonomy of categorisation makes it possible to reinvent 
materiality, as Bruno would put it, through simple process-
es that give rise to new relations. This is aptly explained by 
a major artist of modern times who points out that: “The 
focus of interest is no longer the object as such, but rather 
[…] what is in the middle, between the different surfaces, 
where it changes during the creation of each perspec-
tive, as the work progresses. We can think of Monet as be-
ing interested, first and foremost, in the path followed from 
one painting to another. In the final analysis, what mat-
tered most to him was the process, not the result” (Kiefer 
2011/2018, p. 170). 
Kiefer stresses the procedural dimension of the method-
ology but also the attention placed on what he defines 
as “the interstitial space between things” (p. 175). In this 
space, the materiality of the surface appears to full cor-
poreal effect, as the relationship between the material 
and its perceived appearance is taken to its furthest ex-
treme. The most cogent words, but also those most laden 
with imaginative possibility, maybe those penned by the 
philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy in his Corpus (1992/2014), 
where he explains that: “All materiality and all subjectivity 
of clarity are the results of a correct distribution of chia-
roscuro. That is where the dividing line between the sign 
and the surrounding colour begins, as together, the one 
inside the other, they produce the first appearance, the 
first view, the first painting” (Nancy, 1992/2014, pp. 40-41).

Note 

1The analysis of the interiors of the Villa Igiea is found in 
a graduate thesis presented at the Polytechnic of Bari in 
the academic year 2016/2017: Forma Fluens: Coordinator 
and adviser on interior architecture: Prof. R. Carullo; fac-
ulty committee: Interior Decoration: Prof. Rossana Carullo; 
Design and Plaster Castings: Prof. V. Castagnolo; Archi-
tectural History: Prof. Antonio Labalestra; Internship: Prof. 
M. Marafon. Graduate candidates: Bepy Daniele, Gi-
useppina Dantes, Valeria Di Lauro, Daniele Garofalo and 
Stela Karabina. The plaster-casting approach was inspired 
by the theories on the technique of Giovannni Filippo Bat-
tista Basile.
2 Inmatex was also developed thanks to financing tied to 
the Maind Ritma project on eco-innovative materials and 
advanced technology for the manufacturing and con-
struction industries, PON03_00119, led by the Cetma Cen-
tre for European Research on Materials Technology and 
Design in Brindisi.
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Introduction

The material libraries were born at the end of the last cen-
tury’s nineties to give a concrete answer to the problem 
of over-choice (Manzini, 1986), collecting samples of ma-
terials according to criteria and interpretations at multiple 
levels. Their “mission” is to support designers in choosing 
the most suitable materials for their projects, being able 
to access research aimed at specific technical, produc-
tive and expressive-sensorial parameters. With careful 
awareness of the social implications that the choice of 
the wrong material could generate, all this. Significant re-
sponsibilities characterise the result of correct use of ma-
terials in the project concerning the world in which we 
live and has implications and consequences not only of 
an economic but also moral and social nature: in fact, 
materials are possible “drivers” of social change, with the 
potential to alter societies for better or worse (Ashby & 
Johnson, 2002).
Today, the entry into modernity has radically changed 
the extent of the issues to be addressed and, therefore, 
also the design and research on materials, elevating the 
role of material libraries to catalysts of interdisciplinarity 
and technology transfer (Wilkes, 2011). As Bauman (2000) 
affirms, the modernity in which we live is characterised by 
a condition of liquidity, in which the transformation pro-
cesses take place at a speed that is difficult to catalyse 
and settle, and in which excessive freedom makes facing 
reality a decidedly more complex issue. Consequently, in 
many fields such as that of materials, arises the need to 
reorganise knowledge in a multiverse modality (Ferrara & 
Lucibello, 2012), which facilitates the mutual fertilisation 
of the disciplines and therefore allows to look at «both 
the performative and depicting character (of the mate-
rials) concerning the type of civilisation, both the symbol-
ic values with which they are equipped» (Fiorani, 2000). 
Design with its characteristics of pervasiveness and flex-
ibility, thus stands as a synthesis discipline, can combine 
through the project the technical approach of scientists 
with the aesthetic-intuitive one of creatives, restoring to 
matter the complexity and plurality of the aspects that 

constitute it: semantic, expressive, of user experience. In 
this sense, material libraries can represent an essential 
tool for designers and other figures, facilitating the en-
counter between sciences and other knowledge, prac-
tical experimentation on samples of materials and fruitful 
discussions in shared physical spaces, further enhancing 
interdisciplinarity also from a methodological point of 
view. The material libraries can also facilitate the fruitful 
meeting between manufacturers and designers (with the 
design acting as a mediator), overcoming communica-
tion problems (from the inaccessibility of the information 
about the processes to a lack of clarity in the technical 
and descriptive sheets of the materials) and fostering 
technology transfer and innovation (through meaningful 
applications or even through material improvement). Fi-
nally, they can favour the diffusion of the “social knowl-
edge” of the materials, allowing any user to explore this 
world.
However, precisely because the condition of fluidity that 
characterises modern civilisation has made increasingly 
global and complex the challenges to be faced, more 
and more addressing the design activities, even in the ma-
terials libraries’ organisation is necessary to plan changes. 
For example, new material classification systems based 
on design possibilities, not chemical similarities, can come 
to the fore, allowing users to search more freely, by as-
sociations and inspirations, guaranteeing them access 
to physical samples and their manipulation with different 
rules. Materials, a focal point of discussion on the way 
and the world we live in (Pedgley, 2014), capable of call-
ing into question various contemporary knowledge and 
issues, can become a tool for raising awareness among 
designers and the whole of society on matters of par-
ticular relevance, such as sustainability (environmental, 
economic, ethical, social), which need to be addressed 
through an ethical redefinition of the built world.
From these considerations, “Hylocene” was born. It is a 
physical and virtual material library based at the SAPeri&-
Co interdepartmental centre of the Sapienza University 
of Rome, which focuses on promoting innovation and re-
search in the largest university in Europe (Fig. 1). 

THE “HYLOCENE” MATERIAL LIBRARY: A NARRATIVE APPROACH FOR 
CONTEMPORARY MATERIAL 



422

It is imagined as a design tool within an open and cowork-
ing space in which to activate interdisciplinary co-design 
processes, and it collects a reasoned selection of materi-
als, largely still experimental; production processes, largely 
creative; products and projects resulting from the collab-
oration between universities, companies, research cen-
tres and designers in general, to create innovation and 
technology transfer starting from the material.
The term “Hylocene” from the Greek -hyle: matter and 
-cene: recent, etymologically indicates “today’s materi-
als” but more generally underlines the strong differentia-
tion and characterisation of the new material library com-
pared to the existing ones. In fact, it does not concern 
solely facilitating the access to information related to now-
adays materials and production processes to give pro-
ducers visibility and support potential users in the search 
for ideal material solutions for their projects. Rather, it aims 
to immerse the user in the dense networks of contempo-
raneity, allowing him to explore the social, economic, and 
cultural trends that pull strings: making him aware of the 
most urgent contemporary emergencies; offering him an 

overview of the central role that designers are assuming in 
the complexity of the present and how through the same 
materials and their manipulation, they offer innovative 
and sustainable solutions for a better future. For these rea-
sons, Hylocene goes beyond “deterministic” cataloguing 
that divides materials into limited categories relating to 
technical, applicative, and sometimes sensory aspects, 
but explores and interprets open and current themes - 
Eco Responsibility, Connectivity, Empathy - subdividing 
content in a fluid and flexible channels (through the use 
of tags and clouds) which, overlapping the classic filters, 
allow for exploration rather than research, inspiration or 
comparison rather than an “exact” material, innovation 
rather than finished objects.
This article, therefore, aims to provide a narration, which 
through the investigation of the three main themes of the 
material library, namely the three macro-categories into 
which the collected materials are divided (Fig. 2), wants 
to stimulate and inspire new synaesthetic thinkings and 
activate novel, hybrid and transdisciplinary connections 
able to approach the modern complexity.

Figure 1.  Hylocene - Physical and virtual material library based at the SAPeri&Co interdepartmental center of the Sapienza University of 
Rome, whose contents can be explored through a graphically presented exhibition itinerary. Source: Saperi&Co, 2020.
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Eco responsibility: Biocycle, Technocycle, Ecoactive

In recent years, the combination of design and research 
on materials has played an increasingly central role con-
cerning sustainable innovation, not only because they 
represent the physical interface of production and there-
fore the burden in terms of resource consumption (Pelliz-
zari & Genovesi, 2017), but also because they are tools 
through which to characterise the project, both in terms 
of new and better performances (not only technical and 
mechanical but also environmental and of production 
sustainability) and in semantic and perceptive regard-
ing. Furthermore, the drive for sustainability reinforced by 
top-down initiatives by world governments leads not only 
designers but also academia, industry and research in 
other disciplines to develop alternative and eco-responsi-
ble material solutions. They see the involvement of design 
upstream, which reinvents and experiments through cre-
ativity with new forms of industrialisation and “disruptive” 
visions of materials and downstream, giving them identi-
ty through applications of meaning. In fact, if on the one 
hand, designers enter the phase of creating new mate-
rials favoured by bottom-up phenomena such as do-it-
yourself (Atkinson, 2006) and material tinkering (Parisi et 
al., 2017), on the other, is fundamental their contribution in 
the requalification of the semiotic environment of a ma-
terial and in the definition of its recognisability as well as its 
meaning (Ceppi, 2016).
In particular, the research and production of eco-respon-
sible materials is evolving in two main directions, appar-
ently opposite but which represent the two sides of the 
same coin. 

The first, more artisan and self-sufficient, is that of circular 
materials deriving from waste from production, consump-
tion and post-consumption of products, according to a 
systemic “cradle to cradle” approach which, by assimi-
lating industrial models to nature, aims to transform them 
in a regenerative perspective (McDonough & Braugart, 
2003). These materials, in turn, can derive from a process 
of re-evaluation and up-cycling of waste raw materials of 
natural origin, renewable and biodegradable (Biocycle), 
or from the regeneration and enhancement of synthetic, 
finite and limited waste (Technocyle). In the first case, the 
waste can derive from biobased and bio-sourced pro-
duction processes, such as “Appleskin”, an echo-sustain-
able leather and ethical alternative to the animal origin 
ones, obtained from the re-use of industrial waste from the 
industrial processing of organic apples in South Tyrol. Or, 
abundant resources in nature are re-evaluated, such as 
“Shiro Alga Carta” produced by Favini, which deals with 
the surplus of weed algae of the Venice Lagoon (harmful 
to the environment and difficult to dispose of) by re-using 
them in the creation of this paper which by the way, can 
become whiter over time due to the presence of chloro-
phyll. In the case of techno-cyclic materials, on the other 
hand, the waste is generally recovered from landfills and 
urban mining activities, which aim to give value and new 
usefulness to rejected materials because they are now ob-

Figure 2. Macro and micro cathegories - Hylocene divides the 
contents into three macro-themes – Eco Responsibility, Connec-
tivity, Empathy – further divided into three micro-categories, of-

fering a complete but precise overview of contemporary 
materials. Source: Saperi&Co, 2020.

Figure 3. MyMantra, Nuo, 2014 - Wood veneers engraved by la-
ser cutting with microtextures that can vary its softness but also 

the final tactile experience. Source: Saperi&Co, 2020.
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solete. For example, in the “Rethinking materials” project, 
Ecopneus and Matrec have developed 15 new aestheti-
cally renewed, sound-absorbing and anti-vibration mate-
rials derived from 100% recycled rubber from discarded, 
mixed and poly laminated tires, useful for different appli-
cations: from urban furniture to objects, to flooring.
The circular materials are contrasted by the high-perform-
ing ones, in which the most sophisticated technologies of 
today give voice to their usefulness, endowing the materi-
al with biological characteristics of autonomy and self-or-
ganisation, sensitivity and multifunctionality. We are talking 
about eco-active materials (Eco-active), which, thanks to 
their intrinsic characteristics, can activate themselves au-
tonomously, produce a response to certain conditions, or 
undertake a phase change, usually reversible. This is how 
“living” materials are born which, like living organisms, are 
capable of self-cleaning such as “I.Active Biodynamic”, 
the photocatalytic cement from Italcementi; but also to 
block UV radiation, to reduce pollutants, or to purify the 
water. For example, “Sunspace” is a bioinspired, porous 
and economical material, developed by the University of 
Brescia and still in the definition phase, capable of captur-
ing atmospheric particulate and regenerating itself like a 
leaf, constituting a valid alternative to existing filters.

Connectivity: Consilience, Biosynergies, Technosynergies

The new holistic vision of the Universe that sees us part of 
a complex and interconnected system, in which the shar-
ing of the individual parts affects the functioning of the 
entire system, stimulates us to rethink our way of acting 
in the world, towards a more open and collaborative vi-
sion, in which the connections not only between man and 
man but also man-nature and man-machine can provide 
a concrete answer to the global problems we face. To-
day, conscious that complex problems are best solved 
by working together, the collaboration between man 
and man has acquired more and more importance. The 
American biologist Edward O. Wilson defines with the term 
“consilience” today’s transdisciplinary push that involves 
different branches of knowledge towards a common 
and shared goal (1998). A clear concept for contempo-
rary design, which acts as a bridge between disciplines 
and as an interpreter of the progressive convergence of 
branches of knowledge, which under the sign of creativity 
increasingly fade the boundaries of their fields of action 
(Oxman, 2016). But even the geographical and cultural 
boundaries, between different knowledge and languag-
es, between industrial sectors, local and global, innova-

tion and tradition, today are blurring. These phenomena 
strongly influence the design revolution and material ex-
perimentation, resulting in innovative hybrid outputs and 
technological transfers, which see the participation of ac-
tors of different natures and social backgrounds (Consil-
ience). “Pinatex” for example, is a new non-woven fabric 
obtained from the waste from pineapple plantations in 
the Philippines whose innovativeness also derives from the 
consilience of different knowledge and actors involved 
in the production process. It starts from the first phase of 
drying and processing pineapple leaves by the local pop-
ulation, who, by re-proposing ancient techniques, can 
separate the cellulose fibres from the remaining biomass 
and weave them to create semi-finished products similar 
to ribbons. The transformation is then completed in Spain, 
where the fibres are blended with PLA, coloured and 
transformed into fashion products.
 However, thanks to advances in science, technology and 
culture, we cannot only interact and collaborate amongst 
ourselves but also with other protagonists of the Universe. 
Thus, cutting-edge materials and processes are born that 
make the biosphere its main collaborator (Bio-synergies). 
Taking advantage of today’s possibilities of observing, 
controlling and manipulating nature right into its deepest 
fibres, they go beyond its emulation, aiming instead at the 
actual incorporation of living organisms into the project. 
These are sustainable materials with unexpected proper-
ties and aesthetics, which feed and grow in a controlled 
or uncontrolled way and prefigure a new world in which 
biological processes will progressively replace industrial 
and mechanical systems (Myers, 2012). This is the case, 
for example, of “Wooden Leather”, a fragrant vegetable 
leather with a woody appearance that is the result of the 
experiments that designer Marlene Huissoud carried out in 
collaboration with bees and silkworms. Both are, in fact, 
able to produce adhesives, such as sericin and propolis, 
useful for joining different natural fibres into new materi-
al. Also, “Mogu” moves in this direction, a family of com-
posite materials for indoor uses and with sound-absorbing 
properties, consisting of 80% vegetable fibres and 20% 
mycelium, vegetative state of mushrooms and natural bi-
opolymer, engineered to obtain specific properties and 
monitored during growth according to strict protocols.
Similarly, the digital and computer revolution has created 
an artificial dimension that is equally varied, active, inter-
connected, capable of interacting with humans and the 
biosphere (Van Mensvoort & Grevink, 2010). This increas-
ingly stimulates widespread creativity, leading designers 
to experiment with the material and manipulate it through 
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new, customised and controlled manufacturing tech-
niques, free from the rigour of classical production and 
conditioned by human action (Techno-cycle). This leads 
to new materials which performative and expressive prop-
erties derive from the application of a creative and digital 
process, such as “Nuo”, soft and flexible material like a 
fabric, but produced starting from thin wood veneers en-
graved by laser cutting with microtextures that can vary 
its softness but also the final tactile experience (Fig. 3).

Empathy: Eloquence, Memory, Biophilia

The communicative power of all these materials is an 
increasingly important aspect that involves research in 
design in order to give it equal dignity with respect to 
performative skills. However, some projects make values 
communicate their strength and the search for mean-
ing the way to innovation. Through the materials, they 
try to convey an innovative message, be it critical, expe-
riential or expressive, but still capable of stimulating the 
senses and going deeper (Eloquence). “Marm/More”, 
conceived by the start-up Fili Pari for example, is innova-
tive microfilm made from marble dust and spreadable on 
fabric, but alongside the performative aspects, the crea-
tors place the accent on the “softness of marble”, which 

thus becomes warm, flexible and malleable enough to be 
worn (Fig. 4). Today the values to transmit are many, and 
the designers, immersing themselves in contemporary 
ethical, environmental and social problems; in the new 
holistic view of the Universe; as much as in the state of 
mind of the community, they try to reveal and communi-
cate them, also stimulating through material experimen-
tation new languages, attitudes and behaviours such as 
respect for biodiversity or cultural diversity; the re-evalua-
tion of memory and the importance of the quality of life. 
For example, belong to this trend, some materials that, in 
spite of a globalised world, are made up of homologated 
aesthetics and products without personality, aim to safe-
guard local specificities, cultural models, customs and tra-
ditions, and make their semantic character the competi-
tive element (Memory). “TipicoAtipico”, for example, is a 
souvenir collection created by Lanificio Leo, which com-
bines contemporary graphic expressions with an ancient 
handmade woodcut technique in rust on fabric, to re-
construct the iconographic imagery of the Italian regions. 
Along the same path move all those material experiments 
that investigate our very essence as human beings, the 
profound apprehension for survival and the imperceptible 
ties with the living, which translate into concretisations that 
best summarise the ultimate goal of design: to improve 
the quality of our interconnected essences (Biophilia).

Conclusion: telling complexity with experience

The field of materials is in continuous and rapid evolution 
and today appears more stimulating than ever for the 
project. The new materials and design approaches, in 
which material choice becomes the very object of the 
design activity both upstream and downstream, offer mul-
tiple and surprising opportunities for the designer (Karana 
et al., 2019). Opportunities are aimed at rebalancing our 
relationship with the planet and, at best, reshaping soci-
ety (Franklin & Till, 2018). Although many experiments are 
in a prototype phase or limited to small series, the results 
achieved are fundamental for material culture’s evolu-
tion, encouraging designers to restore confidence in their 
ability to intervene on the matter and to act as catalysts 
of an environmentally and socially sustainable material-
ity. Even Hylocene, with its 80 (current) samples, collects 
materials and products on the market, but also research 
results not yet mature and known but highly innovative, 
which therefore require the involvement of designers in 
order to be qualitatively improved and/or applied in new 
products. 

Figure 4.Fili Pari, Marm/More, 2018 - Innovative microfilm spread-
able on natural and synthetic fabrics, obtained from the recy-
cling of scraps from the processing of marble. The fabric is soft 
and waxy to the touch, thanks to the presence of calcium car-

bonate. Source: Saperi&Co, 2020.
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Like a museum itinerary, Hylocene thus offers a broad and 
articulated vision of how the most current contemporary 
scenario on material experimentation presents itself and 
allows the user to venture into real exploratory paths, 
which start from the general and delve into increasingly 
more articulated and specific themes, investigating very 
distant issues but without losing the overall picture. On a 
virtual level, through specific algorithms, each material will 
be “tagged” with one or more themes, which, if of interest 
to the user, can be explored. Selected, they can lead to 
a webpage wholly dedicated to the topic and explain 
it through descriptions, articles and materials, compar-
ing them. On the physical level, a graphically presented 
exhibition itinerary immediately makes the three mac-
ro-themes clear; while going in deep, you can discover 
the ramifications of each. In this way, the user experience 
becomes experiential and interactive, allowing him to en-
joy samples of the materials in person and explore their 
perceptual-sensory characteristics, as well as compare 
them with other materials, explanatory paperbacks, prod-
uct prototypes, etc. Also, in this case, the user can explore 
and interpret the younger and more dynamic production 
reality that surrounds us rather than collect precise data 
and information like a scientist. This does not mean that 
the material library does not pay attention to the rest of 
the information: for each material will be listed physical, 
performative, sensorial, and sustainability properties (ac-
cording to scales of gradient); category; applications and 
much more; both on a virtual level – through a classic sys-

tem of filters that allow you to find a specific material – 
both on the physical level – presenting a sheet for each 
material with all the necessary information (Fig. 5). 
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Introduction  

In the context of the digital revolution, the architect, the 
urbanist, the designers are no more allowed in operat-
ing as simple users: none of the traditional professions 
can keep unaltered the structure and behaviours from 
the past. If the professional wants to be included in the 
transformation, there is no way to escape the rethinking 
of teams, references, strategies. If not, the world will go on 
nonetheless this choice, but with the risk of losing precious 
opportunities. So, as promoters, the architects are mem-
bers of teams that should exploit the possibility offered by 
different tools, both on the front of gathering data, ana-
lysing them, and proposing new solutions that hopefully 
will be tuned with the new reality. A critical analysis of the 
Hardware and software tools that offer the new possibility 
of knowledge and functioning may allow some reflecting 
on the new level of skills required for appropriate interven-
tion on buildings and new urban assets in the middle of 
the digital revolution. Following it will be defined a specific 
and basic taxonomy for the main digital survey tools and 
the other significant hardware products allowing to inte-
grate and enhance the architectural and urban design 
and restoration/regeneration scenarios as well as their 
state of implementation in the general architectural work-
flows. 
At the same time, the digital tools for the representation of 
architecture brought a significant step in the architectural 
profession during the past 20 years. From some reflections 
about this event, it is clear that critical analysis of the soft-
ware tools allows identifying new possibilities of investiga-
tion and intervention in the middle of the digital revolu-
tion. In fact, this set of tools are more and more accepted 
in the process of the architectural/urban definition, with 
gradual reduction of the operators considering the oper-
ations of digital modelling and data treatment as some-
thing “external”, almost a disturbing accessory, in front of 
the pure architecture process. A specific taxonomy will be 
defined for the digital tools Reflecting on the new level of 

skills required for appropriate operations on buildings and 
new urban/regeneration assets. It aimed to analyse and 
design the sites and the projects, with specific attention 
to their influence in the final results (CAD and BIM environ-
ments, data analysis, generative modelling, imaging soft-
ware, crew sourcing solutions, APP for personal devices 
dedicated to operators/users, etc...) as well as their state 
of implementation Vs main difficulties in the general archi-
tectural work-flows.

Digital survey  

Documenting and acquiring a correct representation of 
the real is a fundamental step in any architectural and 
urban intervention. More and more, the creation of digital 
twins of the reality will make available since the start a 
digital 3D model of the real, but right now, the options are 
pretty far from such a “utopic” condition.

Active measurement systems

 It is considered an “active” measurement system, any 
tool producing a variation (emitting light or any other 
kind of emissions) capable of being used as a measuring 
procedure. Long range laser scanning works using a laser 
beam. The system measures the beam’s time of flight (the 
time passed between the emission and the return of the 
reflection) or its variation in the phase of the light wave 
(Fig. 1). This operation allows to measure the distance. The 
scanner at the same time records the horizontals and ver-
tical angles of the beam, positioning each point by polar 
coordinates that are immediately converted in accurate 
x, y and z coordinates. The point, enriched by chromatic 
values (based on reflectance values and/or colours from 
a separated camera) is then recorded into a file then 
available for 3D visualisation using specific programs. The 
more recent 3D scanner units are capable to gather up to 
two million points in a single second and with an accuracy 
of about one millimetre at 10 meters distance. 

HARDWARE, SOFTWARE AND THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION: 
AN OVERVIEW
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In this sense the 3D laser scanners (Bini, et al. 2012) in our 
time are the classical and most performant active measure-
ment systems. With operative ranges going from few centi-
metres to a couple of kilometres, these systems are now on 
the edge of a significant transformation: the 3D laser scan-
ner units have lowered their weight in the last 15 years, pass-
ing from 20/15 kilograms to the 1 kg of the Leica Geosystem 
BLK360. This weight reduction has been accompanied by 
the realisation of more and more performative machines, 
well designed and affordable by non-specialists. The simplifi-
cation of the whole alignment/post-processing procedures 
has brought an extremely powerful tool in the hands of any 
professional. This is true for almost any interior intervention, 
while large buildings with articulated shapes may still result 
in quite tricky to easy management. The present direction 
taken by these tools seems to be the massive data gather-
ing, even at the operative limits of most of the workstations, 
with the production of huge archives, where the enormous 
amount of data also works as a guarantee for later choices 
and for sure it compensates mistakes in the on-field oper-
ations. It seems not far a further better implementation of 
photographic processing and the development of fully im-
plemented point clouds into the more and more frequent 
“Scan to BIM” definition (Biagini and Arslan, 2018).

Passive measurement systems

Terrestrial and Aerial (UAV/Drone) Photogrammetry has 
revolutionised the way to produce textured 3d models 
for many professionals, not only architects and engi-
neers have discovered themselves capable of produc-
ing good quality 3d models from pictures. From a past 
where the photogrammetry was connected to the use 
of very complex procedures and highly specialised/cal-
ibrated cameras, these solutions recently (mainly in the 
past ten years) moved to point and shoot and fast (and 
often “black boxed”) procedures. 
This has moved the focus centre of the solution from 
the phase of the post-processing to the moment of the 
shooting. Any camera, a correct set of pictures will al-
ways produce a 3d model with applied textures. No 
matter if the picture comes from a smart-phone or a 
very professional digital SLR (Pucci, 2015), the model will 
always come out; the better the pictures, the better the 
final results. The introduction of highly portable solutions, 
like the recent “LIDAR” module in the Apple iPhone 12 
Pro, has pushed the use of digital surveys to a very pop-
ular level. 
At the same time, the large diffusion of drone/UAV solu-
tions has brought the possibility to gather pictures in 
ways unimaginable until a few years ago. 
This whole set of scanning and imaging procedures cre-
ates the best conditions for passing from the real to re-
liable digital twins, versatile for design studies as well as 
for restoration or simply for documentation and/or multi-
media use (Fig.2).

Figure 1. A Laser Scanner unit (Cam/2 Faro X330 Phase Shift 
measuring technology with an operative range up to a distance 
of 330 metres) during the survey of Palazzo Vecchio in Florence, 

August 2019. Source: G. Verdiani.

Figure 2. General scheme for the Active and Passive measuring 
systems in digital survey. Source: G. Verdiani.
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Diagnostic: on the surface and under the surface

The digital tools for diagnostic are extremely impressive, 
efficient for getting “in-depth” information about the con-
ditions of walls, soils, roofs, statues, mural paintings, fres-
cos and so on… their capacity to inspect in a contactless 
mode and without the need of any kind of demolition al-
lows to get a detailed description of the phenomena on-
going in the existing building. Thermography, Georadar, 
Electromagnetic, Ultraviolet, and so on… are the terms 
indicating quite different technologies to inspect and 
read the state of the reality. For all of them, it is important 
keeping in mind that the interpretation of the data is a 
fundamental step. Any diagnostic data gathering needs 
technical and well-skilled preparation. The support from 
specialists in these fields is more than ever fundamental. 
Studying an object from its surface, photogrammetry may 
be one of the main tools. The accurate 3D model gener-
ated by digital cameras can be used for creating various 
matches between different states of the same object. With 
specific hardware solutions, especially when combining a 
3D laser scanner with the photogrammetry of single de-
tails [Columbu, Verdiani, 2014], it is possible to come back 
in place, in a different time and take again correspond-
ing shots usable for checking the changes in shape of the 
surfaces. The same procedure can be applied to 3D laser 
scanner surveys, where the matching between scans in 
time should be better guaranteed when supported by a 
specific topographical/GPS integrated survey. 
For example, checking the state of a vault or a wall previ-
ously digitised may help fully understand the state of the 
building and its ongoing conditions. Thermal photogra-
phy, UV photography, X-Ray, Georadar and Geoelectric 
are the most common names indicating the technologies 
available for documenting the invisible aspects of a build-
ing under the surface. All these tools require specific com-
petencies both on the front of the use of the single tool 
and on the front of the data post-processing and inter-
pretation. Reading what is lying beneath the plaster (Fig. 
3) could understand the presence and diffusion of water/
humidity in a wall or terrain. The possibility to use Georadar 
tools to interpret the consistency of underground struc-
tures has brought a great opportunity in programming ex-
cavations, from archaeological digging to infrastructure. 
The preliminary inspection of the soil allows the reduction 
of costs, potential damages and better-aimed interven-
tions. In the same way, the reading of the walls can bring 
excellent awareness about the present situation before 
programming a restoration (Carsana et al., 2011).

From digital to real  

The possibility of expanding the concept of printing (from 
graphic sheet procedures to fully spatial models) gives a 
new full opportunity to exploit the digital definition of archi-
tecture. The use of physical models - of “maquettes”- has 
been a great solution for the materialisation of the design 
ideas and their checking/presentation, the production 
of the model directly from digital 3d models has created 
right now the possibility to influence two main contexts: 
the one, typical, of the production of scale models, where 
simple and/or complex shapes can be generated with 
easy passages, and one of the production of models and 
digital replicas of artworks, sites, tactile models for blind 
and partially sight-impaired people, that can become a 
part of the setup of an exhibition or in the redesign of some 
specific museum room. In direct relation with architecture 
and urban interventions, it is possible to define three main 
categories of physical 3D models production: 
1) Subtractive model production, where the term indicates 
any technologies “removing” material from a raw piece 
to extract the final shape. Laser cutters, Mechanical cut-
ters and Robotic arms are the most common tools of this 
procedure. They may look like a new step in a line of in-
dustrial machines, but their “popularisation” has simplified 
the previously limited access to these tools. The “cutting” 
machines allow the production of planar elements, from 
self-completed ones to entire “mounting kits”. The use of 
robotic arms allows the production of wholly finished or 
partially completed models of any shape, where the limit 
to the complexity is only defined by the articulation of the 
arm and the characteristics of its working tools. 
2) Additive model production. They are characterised by 
the large set of 3D printers developed in the last years that 
allow an “additive” processing of 3D models production, 
using various materials, like chalk, different types of plastic 
and resin. 

Figure 3. Thermographic imaging showing the presence of a 
walled window beneath the plaster. Source: G. Verdiani.
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These solutions are most of the time used to produce 
scaled models of any geometry, but it is possible to plan 
these models inside exhibitions, as final design products 
or even for special replacement/restoration functions. 
The more and more simply processing for passing from 
the digital model to this 3d printing solution is making very 
popular the presence of a small unit in architecture of-
fices, and even if it is not a machine thought for massive 
model production, its integration in the studio activities is 
only a matter of creativity. 
3) Real architectural element production, which is a sort 
of “sub-category” of both the previous. However, it can 
be well defined thinking that from printing in plastic to 
printing in concrete, the step is not that long, on the front 
of using 3d printing solutions to produce final architectural 
elements or entire buildings, state of the art is right now 
still at a pioneering level. However, the interesting impact 
of the early experiences and the fascinating connected 
scenario create conditions for a well promising evolution 
for the following years. 

The Internet of things and the architects

The definition of the Internet of things has evolved due 
to the convergence of multiple technologies, real-time 
analytics, machine learning, commodity sensors, and 
embedded systems (Wired, 2018). Traditional fields of em-
bedded systems, wireless sensor network control system, 
automation (including home and building automation) 
and others, all of them contributing to enable the Internet 
of Things (Bahga, Madisetti, 2018). The concept of IoT may 
appear still a little blurry, but its consistency and its options 
will be a critical need in the near future of urban plan-
ning (i.e. the complex system of relationships established 
between the people driving a car, the navigation sys-
tem and the network of public transportation). The main 
question now should be: How IoT works? An IoT ecosystem 
consists of web-enabled smart devices that use embed-
ded processors, sensors and communication hardware to 
collect, send and act on data they acquire from their en-
vironments (IoT, 2019). IoT devices share the sensor data 
they collect by connecting to an IoT gateway or other 
edge devices, where data is either sent to the cloud to 
be analysed or analysed. Sometimes, these devices com-
municate with other related devices and act on the infor-
mation they get from one another. The devices do most 
of the work without human intervention, although people 
can interact with them, such as setting them up, giving 
them instructions, or accessing the data. 

Ambient intelligence and autonomous control do not 
necessarily require Internet structures. However, there is a 
shift in research (by companies such as Intel) (Lea, 2018) 
to integrate the concepts of the IoT and autonomous 
control, with initial outcomes towards this direction con-
sidering objects as the driving force for autonomous IoT 
(ResearchGate, 2019). Building on the Internet of things, 
the web of things is an architecture for the application 
layer of the Internet of things looking at the convergence 
of data from IoT devices into Web applications to create 
innovative use-cases. In order to program and control the 
flow of information in the Internet of things, a predicted 
architectural direction is being called BPM Everywhere, a 
blending of traditional process management with process 
mining and special capabilities to automate the control 
of large numbers of coordinated devices (IoT, 2019).

Domotics

The term domotics comes from the union of ‘domus’, 
which in Latin means “house”, and of the Greek suffix ti-
cos, which indicates the disciplines of application, it is the 
interdisciplinary science that deals with the study of tech-
nologies suitable to improve the quality of life in the home 
and more generally in the anthropised environments. This 
highly interdisciplinary area requires the contribution of 
many technologies and professionalism, including con-
struction engineering, architecture, energy engineering, 
automation, electrical engineering, telecommunications, 
and design (A&D, 2019). Home automation was born dur-
ing the third industrial revolution in order to study, find tools 
and strategies for: 
a) Improve the quality of life; 
b) Improve security; 
c) Simplify the design, installation, maintenance and use 
of the technology; 

Figure 4. Urban mobility: how some of the Digital Technology in-
fluences and will influence the planning choices.
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d) Reduce management costs; 
e) Convert old environments and old plants. Home auto-
mation plays a very important role in making intelligent 
equipment and systems (BTicino, 2019). 
For example, an intelligent electrical system can self-reg-
ulate the switching on of household appliances to not ex-
ceed the threshold that would trigger the counter. “Smart 
home” means an environment - properly designed and 
technologically equipped- which provides the user with 
systems that go beyond the “traditional”, where equip-
ment and systems are able to perform partially autono-
mous functions. A home automation system is usually com-
pleted through one or more communication systems with 
the outside world (for example, pre-recorded telephone 
messages, SMS, automatic generation of web pages or 
e-mail) to allow the control and display of the status even 
from remote (Clichome, 2019). Communication systems of 
this type, called gateways or residential gateways, act as 
advanced routers, allowing the connection of the entire 
home network to the outside world, and therefore to the 
public domain networks . The various components of the 
system have connected each other and to the control 
system by types of interconnections (for example, local 
network, conveyed waves, radio waves, dedicated bus, 
etc.). 

Urban perspectives

From the self-driving cars to the flying man, the challenges 
to foresee the future is again an element of the table of 
architects and planners (Fig. 4). The intention in making 
any project more and more sustainable, reversible limited 
in energy consumption should be mandatory. However, 
at the same time, the need to be “elastic” about the in-
troduction of new players and behaviours with new par-
adigms in urban mobility should be considered as some-
thing not related to a remote future. Self-driving cars with 
AI software pilots (Tareq, 2018) may influence road design 
and urban assets in the long run. People receiving con-
stant information from their personal devices and moving 
in the urban scenario with a layer of digital indications are 
a “science fiction” scene closer and closer to becoming 
real. At now the most immediate aspect seems the one 
connected to personal devices and urban mobility, the 
use of “familiar” tools like Google Maps for reaching a 
place has changed a lot in the behaviours of people, as 
well as the way of walking around of many others (looking 
at their smart-phone all the time). 
However, between funny reflections and future solutions, 

the question is yet here: how will this way of interacting 
with the urban areas influence the town’s design? It should 
never be too soon to start a severe reflection about it. 

Architecture and robots

What does it mean to think of a design compliant with AI 
and Robots? The two words at know are more and more 
present and recurrent in the common talking, but how 
they will influence the architecture is yet not that clear. 
Thus, it is possible to imagine the integration of AI and in-
telligent informatics solutions in mechanisms, architectural 
details, and how certain spaces will be able to enter into 
a relationship with the users. The classic science fiction 
idea of a virtual manservant receiving the house owner 
is just anticipated by the recent introduction of Amazon’s 
Alexa and similar solutions. At the same time, the more 
and more common use of the Arduino and similar micro-
computers in design projects (Ridolfi, 2019) is creating the 
premises for self-autonomous mechanisms operating in 
favour of the functions of public spaces/housing. At the 
same time, experiences and premises to possible future 
development are recently traced by artistic installations 
(La Biennale, 2019) (Fig.5) and landscape design propos-
als (Hurkxkens, 2019). 

CAD, or that Middle-Aged professional...

When talking about CAD it is impossible to talk about 
“new” technology: with a story started in 1963 (Verdiani, 
2019)(Fig.6) it would be like naming “new” the Comput-
er Mouse, the “Lava Lamp” or the “Smiley Face” (all are 
been invented and/or distributed from this same year). 
But everything is relative when is about time and tools, 

Figure 5. A robotic arm operating an art performance at the Bi-
ennale di Venezia in 2019, “Can’t Help Myself” artwork by Sun 

Yuan and Peng Yu.
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but nothing can remain the same without obsolescence 
when everything around is changing. 
So, the traditional CAD solution has been “eroded” little 
by little by other tools and integrations, while its central 
logic was trying to keep the solidity and the continuity with 
procedure of “direct” results. The original abstraction of 
the “desktop” where the CAD was the “technical draw-
ing sheet”, supported by the procedure of “I want a line, 
I draw a line” is until now too robust and well working to 
pass the way to innovations. Thus, there is no doubt the 
renewals and updates have brought this category of soft-
ware to be more and more versatile, usable, generalist or 
specialised accordingly to the needs of the users. Being 
at the bases of many architectural processing, tools like 
Autodesk AutoCad (Autodesk, 2019), VectorWorks (for-
mer MiniCAD) (VectorWorks, 2019), and Bentley Micro-
Station (Bentley, 2019) bring on a solid tradition, where 
the XYZ axis is turned with the Z toward the operators like 
it was used to happen on the paper sheet: drawing the 
plant of the building and later rising up the fronts and the 
sections. So, no substantial changes on this front, but the 
user should keep in mind how many CAD is built around a 
quite simple central logic with enrichment of solutions all 
around; they grow in a long time-line following needs and 
new solutions, but in a series of branches that sometimes 
may appear quite a maze to be solved than a clear pro-
cedure, and at the same time considering that the old 
and well-structured procedure they have always used 

maybe not the more practical, and that the reason that 
it “works” does not necessarily means that it is “correct” 
from the point of view of the efficiency and the quality of 
the final results. 

3D Modelling and rendering

Architectural object communication, or any category of 
project, has consolidated the practice of digital virtualis-
ation. Whether it is the rationalisation of an idea through 
a direct modelling process, in the case of a project, or 
the digitalisation of reality through reverse engineering, 
for the study of reality, the common work-flow is always 
divided into two phases. The first is the composition phase 
(or management for the BIM platforms), and the second, 
finalisation through the computation of the image render-
ing process. Attention is to be placed on the relationship 
between these two phases, which appear to be totally 
linked and dependent on each other. This ratio will allow 
the optimal result to be achieved with minimum effort and 
time. With this, it is considered essential for the modelling 
and rendering work project, useful for ordering the steps 
and understanding the most pivotal and secondary steps. 
Beyond that, today, the modelling phase can be devel-
oped either on dedicated modelling software or BIM plat-
forms, depending on the product to be obtained. At the 
same time, the resulting rendering process can be calcu-
lated using different mathematical methodologies, with 
peculiar and recognisable differences.

Biased vs. unbiased

Since the born of Computer Graphics, one of the most sig-
nificant issues has been the communication of the product, 
created by the programmer or the artist, to its consumer. The 
software platforms for creating the virtual world, or the 3D 
object, always had unlimited possibilities of navigation, easy 
depending on the preparation of the operator. The finishing 
point of the work or research has always been achieved by 
creating constraint systems useful to focus the user’s atten-
tion on the particularities of the product sought by the devel-
oper who provides the finished product through them. The 
workflow on modelling software or managing 3D elements 
has always integrated image rendering engines to finalise 
the activity. In the scene of software houses, which over time 
have developed modelling and rendering platforms or only 
rendering engines, there are two types of calculation algo-
rithms, based on Biased or Unbiased methods (Cgviz, 2019). 
These typologies differ enormously in the final coding of Figure 6. The first CAD system, Sketchpad by Ivan Sutherland, 

1963, developed at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.
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the visual characteristics. For this reason, they appear to 
be quickly and highly distinguishable (Fig.7). From this, their 
different and opposite peculiarities allow their optimal 
choice depending on the most relevant result. In math-
ematical terms (simplifying the concept), the difference 
between the types is the way to achieve the “physically 
correct result” (Treddi.com, 2015). 
The Biased rendering engine allows the image to be ob-
tained through calculation settings that simulate the phys-
ical components of the real world, allowing the user to 
choose the quality and quantity, up to the exclusion itself 
of one or more parts. Among these components, the most 
significant is calculating the behaviour of light. Generally, 
in Biased engines, we find the possibility of varying defini-
tion parameters of Global Illumination, Caustics, refraction 
or reflection comportment up to the Sub-Surface Scatter-
ing. These components can be varied, altering the accu-
racy of the final scene and bringing the result as close as 
possible to the full simulation of reality but leaving out, by 
simplifying or reinterpreting, the visual components that 
distinguish and characterise it. The setting of the calcula-
tion parameters allows the user to check the speed of the 
calculation process in addition to the visual code to be 
obtained. This gives elasticity to the Biased engine con-
trol of the time/result economy. The Unbiased render en-
gine uses more complex calculation algorithms. It replac-
es or integrates the simulation components of the Biased 
engine, using much more precise physical and optical 
models, also introducing luminous interactions between 
the elements of the scene. In the end, the most effec-
tive implementation is always on the calculation of lights, 
where physical effects improve from spectral dispersion to 

optical aberration. However, this implementation gener-
ates a more rigid, or limited, control of the settings of the 
components; this is due to the vocation of the calcula-
tion process to achieve the result as close as possible to 
the reality, causing an increase in timing. More correctly, 
shifting the control of the time/result economy from the 
user’s control (as it was in the Biased engine) to the com-
ponent characteristics of the hardware hosting the pro-
cess (ChaosGroup, 2016). The current situation sees the 
Biased engine growing in the accuracy of the definition 
of physical behaviours, giving the operator the possibility 
to choose a very advanced photo-real representation, 
raising the level of calculation accuracy of the simulation 
components. With results that are not distorted compared 
to reality and averagely short calculation times, or in any 
case always quickly controllable. While the Unbiased en-
gine finds a strong reduction in the calculation times, al-
ways significant but necessary to obtain the most precise 
photorealism.

Photorealistic vs. non-photorealistic and “from representa-
tion to understanding”

The management of the virtual environment and the 3D 
objects contains in it is disseminated to the public through 
the image rendering process. At the end of the modelling 
and management phase and the rendering process, the 
operator chooses the visual coding of the final image: this 
coding is just the style of representation (Fig.8). 

The representation methodology of the rendering occu-

Figure 7. Same 3D digital model, rendering in Biased (on the left) 
and Unbiased (on the right) graphic engines.

Figure 8. Forte Giove, Elba Island, Italy, mix of photorealistic and 
non-photorealistic images aimed to help understanding the past 
aspect of this ruined fortification (A. Pasquali, A. Mancuso, M. 

Pucci).
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pies the range that goes from the technical drawing to 
the research of photorealism, passing through complex 
graphic codes. This is commonly simplified with the visual 
distinction of photorealistic and non-photorealistic. Fol-
lowing the previous paragraph reasoning, it is possible 
to connect the visual code to the choice of the optimal 
rendering engine to obtain it. In fact, a Biased engine, 
which at present can reach highly accurate photoreal-
istic levels, is the only one capable of computing more 
graphic representations (DAZ3D, 2015). Depending on the 
software house, some Biased render engines allow both 
the calculation with flat colour effects and the generation 
of lines, ordered according to the technical standards of 
representation. This is combined with the possibility of sav-
ing in vector or z-depth image formats, which will allow 
further management of the image file with other specific 
software. The Unbiased engine is the maximum security 
for achieving true photorealism, with the only problem 
of calculation times concerning the final disturbance of 
the image (quality), and therefore its pleasantness in be-
ing observed. With this specification, which of the two 
ways of representation is the most suitable? For sure, the 
final product should already be defined at the time of 
the work-flow planning. On most rendering engines, the 
non-photorealistic (or graphic) representation is strongly 
influenced by the mesh topology (or NURBS organisation). 
As in the photorealistic calculation process, the exclusion 
or reduction of secondary scene components may favour 
the decrease of the calculation time. The desired commu-
nication guides the choice. The non-photorealistic choice 
may be best suited for technical descriptions or focusing 
on peculiar components, while photorealistic choice will 
bring the image to a complete perception, mainly more 
romantic or direct. It is, therefore, possible to simplify the 
reasoning, combining the non-photorealistic with the abil-
ity to provide clear information. The photorealistic with 
more immediate perception, moving the observer in the 
“trick” of simulation of the most familiar reality, opening 
a perception of the rendering subject connected to the 
memory and the experience of the viewer: this may free 
the ease of use of the image to a generic public and, 
at high levels of processing, ending in indistinguishability 
between real and virtual images. The evolution of the ren-
dering engines has brought a significant change: in the 
biased and (largely) in the unbiased images, what comes 
out is a representation of the idea quite close, if not corre-
sponding, to the real aspect of the realisation. This moves 
the significance of the image from a mere representa-
tion to the field of evaluation a nd reflection. If a space 

comes out “dark” or some elements appear awkward, 
it should be not a matter of “retouching” or “correcting” 
the image (which thing is extremely well accepted from a 
graphical point of view), but the occasion to re-edit and 
rethink some parts of the project to allow a better result. 
In a certain way, the rendering phase moves itself from 
the very ending phases to any decisional moment of the 
processing. 

BIM, Building Information Management (or something like 
that)

The popularity of this acronym is just the first element to 
testify the extreme relevance of the step it indicates in 
the actual decade. Behind the many words that can be 
found (a simple Google search using “Revit BIM” as cri-
teria produce about 20 million results). It is important to 
keep in mind two very simple facts when approaching 
and while treating the argument in the professional and 
academic debate: 1) the BIM is not a single software but 
a whole procedure, and it involves multiple operators, its 
most difficult step to take is acting the “centrality” of the 
3D model in between them. 2) the production of the 3D 
model at the kernel of the process is not “drawing” the 
architecture. It realises a “digital twin” of the project to be 
used for the management and realisation of the project 
itself, the level of abstraction between real and digital is 
reduced. A fact that can be difficult to understand and 
manage for many professionals well used to basic CAD 
procedures. 

Generative Modeling... What?

Are the architects well inclined to informatics abstractions, 
scripting, and programming? Optimistically is it possible to 
answer: “some of them”. Thus, the set of software based 
on “procedural, parametric and generative” procedures 
is becoming more affordable by operators with traditional 
building processing in their minds. In Generative Model-
ling, inputs based on numerical and geometrical values 
are moved to define elements based on the interpreta-
tion of parameters. These procedures have brought two 
significant results, the development of an innovative se-
ries of buildings and the development of versatile tools 
for studying and implementing the analysis of places. The 
large diffusion of free plug-ins like Grasshopper (Grasshop-
per, 2019) for Mcneel Rhinoceros 3D and the recent com-
mercial implementation of Autodesk Revit by Autodesk 
Dynamo (Autodesk, 2019), have brought powerful tools 
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for developing fully generative projects in the context 
of previously “traditional” 3D modelling practice (Fig. 9). 
On the front of the architectural production, it is worthy 
of mention the realisation of sensational results from the 
Melbourne Rectangular Stadium by Cox Architects and 
Planners, built-in 2011 (Cox Architecture, 2019); to the Chi-
na Pavilion for the EXPO 2015 in Milano by Studio Link-Arc 
(Link Ark, 2018), to arrive at the recent Morpheus Hotel in 
Macau, by Zaha Hadid Architects (Zaha-Hadid, 2019) and 
the Galaxia Burning Man Temple, by Mamou-Mani Lon-
don (Mamou-Mani, 2019), both completed in 2018. On 
the front of the studying and analysis, the most significant 

are: the experience conducted by the Autodesk office 
and research space at the MaRS Innovation District in To-
ronto, wherein 2016, they brought on a project named 
“The Living Autodesk Studio” based on the application of 
generative algorithms to the production/solution of inte-
riors on the base of pre-defined parameters (The Journal 
of the American Institute of Architects, 2018). At the same 
time, the development of powerful tools like “City Engine”, 
released in 2008 and recently acquired by the software 
house ESRI (ESRI, 2019), and open tools like Cheetah, inte-
grating Grasshopper for McNeel Rhinoceros 3D and pre-
senting itself like “A Plug-in for Configurative Urban Design 

Figure 9. King’s Cross Station, London - 2012
Arup, John McAslan and partners, a good sample of generative modelling applied to architecture. 
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& Planning” (YouTube, 2013), has opened to the urban 
interventions the opportunity to apply rapid and efficient 
solutions, to study the situation of a place and analyse the 
variable transformations in relationship to multiple param-
eters. As demonstrated by the very recent software, the 
automatic procedures can little by little be integrated for 
better efficiency in the design process. It is the case of 
Finch, a tool to automatically generate floor plans based 
on the constraints of a site. Architecture studio Wallgren 
Arkitekter and Swedish construction company BOX Bygg 
collaborated to create this parametric tool, which “seeks 
to help architects understanding the potential site limita-
tions in the early stages of the design process” (Architizer, 
2019); and by TestFit (Clifton, 2019), a software capable 
of adapting various building solution from their volumetric 
definition to the elements of service, like the best fit of a 
parking area to a lot. 

Diagnostic and simulation tools, from the structural as-
pects to the environment

The development of software solutions to study and an-
alyse reality allowed a great improvement of all the pro-
cedures aimed to understand the behaviour of structures, 
decay, environment, complex human and/or natural 
phenomena. In all the cases, these tools need a clear un-
derstanding of the real, both in terms of shape and con-
sistency and in terms of the procedures used to study and 
analyse its behaviours. In all the cases, these tools need a 
clear understanding of how a structure works and studying 
the way the environment works related to the structure. By 
introducing architects to structural simulation in Autodesk 
Revit (Autodesk, 2019), the learning process is modified to 
work with visual thinkers—developing a stronger connec-
tion to the design process and improved direct feedback 
(visual in nature) to the ramifications and potentials of de-
sign decisions. 
The understanding of simulation tools is required to provide 
an additional level of vision to the architect. These tools 
give decision support to create a wider array of informed 
design alternatives. At now, these tools appear quite var-
ious but may be resumed in two-three main groups: 1) 
Simulation of the structural behaviours, with the analysis 
of the condition of the building or when stimulated by ex-
ternal phenomena like winds or earthquakes. 2) Simula-
tion of the environment, from the solar radiation to the air 
movement across spaces to the propagation of sounds. 
3) Other kinds of simulations, i.e., the “Virtual Crowd” tools, 
simulating the movement of a crowd, which may not be 

so striking in front of other simulations but may bring very 
interesting reports about the design choices. 
All these software solutions may be found with a stand-
alone solution or as plugins/integration of existing major 
CAD/modelling/BIM solutions. It is important to keep in 
mind that the simulation’s quality and reliability will be 
poor or consistent and realistic according to the quality of 
the data/information available and the accuracy of the 
model used for the simulation.

Conclusions 

This rapid summary enlists a wide series of tools, some-
times coming from different disciplines, but all aimed to 
influence the way of designing and planning architecture 
and the city. Is it an interesting challenge or not? How 
many architects consider the chances of contemporary 
technologies as something to be exploited appropriately 
in their interventions? 

Obviously, there is no need to dive into the digital world as 
a new victorious conqueror of the world. However, a pro-
found reflection about what the hardware tools offer and 
require in terms of opportunities, methods and strategy 
should be a fundamental step in reconsidering profession-
al teaching and evolution. At the same time, an “elastic” 
approach to the most advanced innovation should be 
made with a calm disenchantment, guiding the profes-
sional and academic choice to proper results and trying 
to produce the most in terms of comfort and stress-reduc-
tion for all the people living across the new digital layer 
existing in all the contemporary cities. 
The Software solutions for urban and architecture plan-
ning and/or analysis are continuously growing and are 

Figure 10. Two fully graphic presentations in Microsoft PowerPoint 
format commenting this paper can be downloaded from www.
laboratoriolia.com/IFAU2019/PPTX_00.pptx (it is possible to scan 

the QR codes here upon for direct link)
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focusing on procedures aimed at the “digital twin” logic 
step by step. The realisation of the digital model seems the 
opportunity to make less empirical the building process, 
enhancing the results, giving new options, augmenting 
efficiency and safety, reducing the costs. However, it is 
not a priceless miracle. It asks for understanding, learn-
ing, efforts in creating a new common ground between 
professionals and tools. The award is extremely interesting, 
especially in the scenario where the digital twins do not 
stop their usability at the completion of the courtyard but 
keep on overlaying the real for managing, dissemination, 
maintenance, and communication scopes. 
As a condition, it needs the full participation of the oper-
ators of the building process and where Architects and 
Urban Planners should be driving the path, with proper re-
search, experiences and sharing, starting from the Acad-
emy.
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Luigi Maffei, Massimiliano Masullo, Aniello Pascale

Introduction

The development of digital technologies has been push-
ing architectural projects towards more complex design 
solutions, very difficult to be represented by two-dimen-
sional drawings. As a result, the role of the 3D models 
has been increasingly consolidated. Today, about the 
modelling and its workflow, the industry is divided in two 
paradigms: Computer-Aided Design (CAD) and Building 
Information Modelling (BIM). While the former is best suit-
ed for free-form modelling (Zboinska 2015), the latter was 
conceived as a collaborative platform for the various spe-
cialities involved in a project (Daniotti et al. 2020). CAD 
geometry is free of BIM constraints and, thus, faster to gen-
erate and manipulate than BIM geometry. On the other 
hand, BIM objects have associated semantics, which fa-
cilitates and automates many of the tasks that have to be 
performed. Neither paradigm offers a satisfactory solution 
regarding the visualisation mechanisms available, par-
ticularly regarding the navigation through the 3D space 
in real-time. In fact, to fill this gap, Game Engines within 
the workflow for the representation and evaluation of ar-
chitectural projects and products has been introduced in 
the last decade. (Moloney and Harvey 2004). The use of 
Real-Time technology has paved the way for the increas-
ingly massive use of Immersive Virtual Reality, which today 
manages to achieve a very high degree of photorealism 
and interaction.
However, the mere visualisation of the architectural pro-
ject is not enough to represent a project in its entirety. The 
perception of the space around us is, in fact, entrusted 
to the combination of all the sensory stimuli involved and 
takes place in a holistic way (Calvert and Spence, 2004). 
This concept has prompted researchers to conduct exper-
iments on environmental perception through laboratory 
simulations that could reconstruct the package of stimuli 
necessary to reproduce the same sensations of a real ex-
perience on a user. In the first approach to multi-sensory 

design, these studies were based on the combination of 
the two most easily characterised and reproducible stim-
uli: acoustic and vision ones (Maffei et al. 2013, 2014, 2015, 
2016).Today, the concept of Human-Centered Design 
asks us to pay more attention to the centrality of a final 
user in the process of conceiving a project, including ar-
chitecture and design. Being the last user of the project or 
product, he automatically becomes an active part of the 
development process, providing continuous feedback 
to improve the product. Hence the future needs to have 
dedicated spaces, ready to simulate projects and prod-
ucts with a high degree of loyalty in order to be able to 
conduct testing campaigns on samples of people. Tech-
nological advancement today offers a variety of tools for 
simulating and monitoring feedback for all sensory stimuli.
In this direction, several research groups from different 
parts of the world are developing laboratories that com-
bine different technologies for stimuli simulation. Many of 
these focus more on the visual stimuli, thanks to the large 
projection spaces (Theater), tracking the users’ physiolog-
ical parameters.  On the other hand, others are complex 
sets of technologies capable of completely stimulating 
the user. At Polytechnic of Milan, for example, the ED-ME 
LAB Laboratory for Environmental Design and Multisenso-
ry Experiences offers a physical space in which to devel-
op experiences of digital, multimedia and multi-sensory 
world. The main equipment consists of a Virtual Theatre 
(Back-projected screen) with a 30-seat capacity, an inte-
grated system of sensors to detect user’s interaction, bio-
sensors  to  detect  physiological  parameters,  multi-sen-
sory  interaction  devices,  audio 
system and smart lights. The laboratory offers a chance to 
conduct studies involving complex activity  and multi-sen-
sory interactions in sectors such as design, biomedicine, 
environmental simulation, rehabilitation and learning. An-
other interesting example is the MSP Lab - Multisensory Per-
ception Lab of the University of Minnesota. As part of the 
Center for  Applied and  Translational  Sensory  Science  

MULTISENSORY LABS FOR THE PERCEPTION ORIENTED DESIGN
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(CATSS),   the   MSP   Lab houses integrated research tools 
for studying audio-visual perception in various simulated 
environments. About the equipment are available sound 
attenuation chambers, professional audio presentation 
systems, video projection systems (180-Degree), systems of 
motion and eye-tracking, a system for biofeedback (GSR, 
EEG). More, in Singapore, the Integrated Multi-Sensory Re-
search (IMSR) Laboratory of the Nanyang Technological 
University focuses on technologies that can aid research 
on the five human senses: sight, sound, touch, scent and 
taste related to the fields of social science and psychol-
ogy. Also, in this laboratory is possible to find equipment: 
Anechoic chamber and reverberant room for the acous-
tic control of the experiments, an olfactometer and venti-
lated experimental room with ambience and sound con-
trols for mood manipulation, equipment for physiological 
and behavioural responses. Based on these experiences, 
the new Sens i-Lab laboratory of the Department of Archi-
tecture and Industrial Design of the Università della Cam-
pania Luigi Vanvitelli, puts together the newest technolo-
gies in a testing environment for user sensory stimulation 
and analysis of movements, as well as biofeedback. All 
this, within an environment where it is possible to control all 
the surrounding conditions: lighting, acoustic and thermo- 
hygrometric.

The multisensory design: Basic approach

Starting in 2006, our research team began to experiment with 
the effects of different combinations of stimuli on the percep-
tion of the environment around us. From the beginning of this 
research activity, in step with technological advancement, 
Virtual Reality experiments were conducted, developed, 
and reproduced with technologies now considered primi-
tive. The approach has always consisted of the characterisa-
tion and simulation of audio and visual stimuli, administered 
according to precise protocols to samples of people in or-
der to monitor and acquire reactions related to the explored 
environment (Fig.1).Until now, several applications and case 
studies have been proposed, on the one hand, to investigate 
the complex phenomena of interaction between sensory 
stimulations, on the other to validate the effectiveness of Im-
mersive Virtual Reality (Audio + Video) as a tool for simulating 
environments and therefore for project evaluation.
In several studies on wind farms, for example, the effect of 
visual stimulus on the nuisance perceived by the noise of 
wind turbines has been demonstrated. Following evalua-
tion questionnaires on a sample of people, it emerged that, 
generally, with the same levels of noise produced, the wind 
turbines visually better integrated with the landscape (green 
colours) were less annoying (Maffei, 2013). 

Figure 1. Main flowchart for Multi-sensory researches. 
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Furthermore, some studies have been conducted to val-
idate the choice of different barriers for noise mitigation 
between rail traffic (Maffei, 2013). We also experimented 
with the use of virtual reality to study pedestrian safety with 
the advent of electric cars. For this experiment, samples 
of people were subjected to a behavioural test in which 
they had to decide the appropriate time to cross a road 
busy with electric cars. The variables consisted of different 
speeds associated with different signalling sounds emitted 
by cars. The results underlined important aspects regarding 
the sounds of new electric vehicles and pedestrian safety 
(Maffei, 2014). 
Furthermore, preliminary studies were conducted to de-
termine the elements that contribute to Restorativeness in 
urban parks in terms of environmental perception. The ef-
fectiveness of elements such as a stretch of water and a 
fountain, as well as their evocative reproduction, has been 
validated in a Virtual Reality environment (Masullo, 2017).
Today, it is possible to affirm that Virtual Reality represents a 
validated ecological tool to conduct this type of research-
es due to the fact that it involves at least visual and audi-
tory stimuli simultaneously, giving to the user an impressive 
sense of being inside the scene (Maffei, 2015, 2016).
All these studies have always shown encouraging results in 
pursuing the perception-oriented approach in the evalu-
ation of the project, especially if they are community pro-
jects or large-scale products.
Today, increasingly advanced technologies allow recre-
ating complex virtual environments with a high degree of 
photorealism and interaction. Thanks to the Game Engines 
and the diffusion of HMD devices in the mass market, this 
approach seems to be moving towards an increasingly 
consolidated path. 
Furthermore, significant progress has also been made in 
the acquisition and reproduction techniques of the sur-
rounding environmental sound; this allowed the research-
ers to recreate the sound field of an environment with an 
elevated degree of fidelity.

Human - Centred Design and new frontiers for the 
multisensory design

The concept of Human-Centered Design itself provides 
interesting points of consideration on the future of mul-
ti-sensory studies. The standard (ISO 9241-210: 2010 (E)), 
indicated in 2010 that the “Human-centered design is an 
approach to interactive systems development that aims 
to make systems usable and useful by focusing on the us-
ers, their needs and requirements, and by applying human 

factors/ergonomics, usability knowledge, and techniques. 
This approach enhances effectiveness, and efficiency im-
proves human well being, user satisfaction, accessibility 
and sustainability; and counteracts possible adverse ef-
fects of use on human health, safety and performance“. 
Despite the fact that the reference focus of the ISO stand-
ard is the development of hardware and software, it is 
worth to underline that the same concept is easily applica-
ble to all design processes, both of the product and of the 
Architecture project. In fact, testing a product or testing a 
project to bring the final result as close as possible to what 
the users wanted, therefore meeting their expectations, 
and with the direct involvement of themselves, is a guide-
line to perform for the Human-Centered Design. 
In this perspective, integrated systems are needed to be 
ready to conduct test campaigns in a serial way. The chal-
lenges for the future of the multi-sensory experimentation 
are therefore represented by (a) the implementation of 
technologies that allow for stimulating the greatest num-
ber of senses in combination so as to be able to make a 
clearer perception of simulated reality, (b) the collection 
of more data, feedback and sensation from users who un-
dergo tests. 
Technological advancement today offers cutting-edge 
tools that can cover these needs. For example, progress 
has been made in simulating haptic feedback. Hap-
tic technology refers to everything a user touches or is 
touched by to control or interact with an entity controlled 
by a computer. Some of these interfaces are energetically 
passive (a button, a keyboard), whilst some are energet-
ically active (force feedback devices, vibrotactile vests).
Another important aspect, which offers fertile research 
ground, concerns the interactions between the main stim-
uli (audio-visual) and the thermo-hygrometric conditions 
of the test environments. This is also a little addressed topic 
when it comes to multi-sensory stimulation. In the last dec-
ade, some manufacturers have experimented with wear-
able systems that allowed to reproduce the feeling of the 
wind by wearing masks or, more recently, with a suit- type 
full-body devices. However, for this aspect, there is no con-
solidated experimentation due to the lack of adequate 
devices. 
Next to the simulation of reality, the collection of perceived 
sensations becomes increasingly important. In addition to 
measuring scales of perceived quality, this latter should 
also have tools to analyse the user’s movements and bio-
feedback. The new full-body tracking technologies allow 
today to monitor with extreme precision the movement 
of rigid and non-rigid bodies within a control volume, us-
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be set up for the development of methodologies based 
on the concepts of learning by doing and action learning.
SENSI-Lab includes an experimentation room with an ad-
joining control room and a modelling and calculation 
room. The experimental room (Test-Room), has been set 
up inside the experimentation room, where sensory ex-
periences related to vision, microclimate, sound and light 
fields can be recreated, as well as kinesthetic ones de-
riving from interaction with the environment or with real/
virtual objects.
The Test-Room (c.a.4mx4mx4m) consists of a structur-
al frame to which modular light walls, Hydronic Modules 
(MID), Luminous Modules (MLU), Air Modules (MAE) and 
Acoustic Modules (MAC) are installed. The latter can re-
produce different sound absorption configurations of the 
walls. Three sets of MAC modules are planned; with high 
(MACHIGH), medium (MACMED) and low (MACLOW) 
sound-absorbing properties. On one of the walls of the 
Test Room, a modular video wall is installed, consisting of 
LCD screens for viewing the scenarios prepared by mod-
elling software or game engines (Fig.2a). The visualisation 
can also be achieved by using HMD devices for immersive 
virtual reality, such as Vive Pro, Oculus Rift-S.
A 3D sound reproduction system based on the Wave Field 
Synthesis reproduction technique has been set up in the 
Test Room. The system will allow accurate reproduction 
of any external sound field through the use of 25 speakers 
positioned along the walls of the room, managed via the 
Dante system (Fig. 2b).
Within the laboratory,  an air handling unit allows con-
trolling the temperature,  relative humidity, velocity, and 
indoor air quality. The radiant floor and two radiant verti-
cal walls of the test room allow controlling the mean radi-
ant temperature (Fig. 3).
The indoor air a fan-coil can also adjust the temperature. 
Both the air handling unit and the radiant systems are 
powered by an air-to-water vapour compression electric 

ing optometric cameras and passive markers. Moreover, 
a frontier about the motion tracking of the user is repre-
sented today by the tracking of eye movement: analysing 
which parts of an environment have captured the user’s 
attention the most. Today, in fact, there are several types 
of tracking systems that allow to carry out this analysis: (a) 
Desktop solutions that, positioned at the base of screens, 
allow you to track the movement of the eyes when the 
user is watching projected content;
(b) VR solutions integrated within the HMD viewers to mon-
itor eye movement when the user is exploring virtual en-
vironments. In order to complete the description of the 
possible investigations during a test, there are the different 
types of systems available today for monitoring Biofeed-
back: the main physiological parameters (ECG, Hearth 
Rate, Skin Conductance) represent consolidated data 
in investigations on cognitive perception and, in gener-
al, on the sensations perceived. In this regard, wearable 
solutions that monitor the user’s physiological parameters 
during the performance of complex actions are also inter-
esting.

The overall integrated simulation: The sens I-Lab

Thanks to the funding of the Valere Plus 2018 project, ac-
tivated by the Università della Campania L. Vanvitelli for 
the enhancement of the equipment of the departments, 
and thanks to the decades of experience made by re-
searchers from the Department of Architecture and Indus-
trial Design on these issues, it was possible the design and 
build up the Sens i-Lab. Actually, this lab is a human-cen-
tered, multi-physical and multipurpose laboratory for the 
creation, development and prototyping of environments, 
products and systems, physical and virtual, based on the 
direct experience of individuals.
From a didactic point of view, the laboratory presents itself 
as an environment where demonstration scenarios can 

 Figure 2. (a) The video-wall 4 screen based; (b) The array of 25 speakers system.
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heat pump and/or an air-to-water vapour compression 
electric refrigeration unit. The whole plant is integrated 
with two (hot and cold) thermal energy storage.
For the needs of tracking the movements of the human 
body, rigid bodies or other objects in the chamber, the 
Test Room has been set up with a Vicon Motion Tracking 
System composed of high-resolution optoelectronic cam-
eras with infrared illuminators. The tracking of the move-
ments is carried out in combination with retro-reflective 
IR markers and synchronised with analogue measuring 

instruments. All cameras are connected via the POE net-
work to the control Workstation for calibration, creation of 
rigid bodies and real-time data tracking.
Three different Eye tracking systems are available. The first 
system involves tracking eye movements from a fixed lo-
cation (Fig.4b), the second system consists of binocular 
loupes that can be worn to follow the subject during re-
al-world experiences, the third allows you to detect eye 
movements during virtual experiences from inside the VR 
viewers using specific adapters.

Figure 4: (a) Layout of the Motion Tracking System; (b) Eye Tracking recording from a fixed point.

Figure 3. Construction sequence of radiant floor and walls.
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Conclusions

The perception oriented design is an important approach 
of the general human-centred design. It emphasises and 
analyses the reaction of the users under several stimuli in a 
virtual scenario, and therefore, it can help in the optimisa-
tion of the project and in the evaluation of the best alter-
native. However, it seems clear that, in order to conduct 
experiments on projects and products with such a com-
plex degree of stimulation, it is necessary to set up labora-
tory environments able to integrate several technologies 
for the reproduction of physical stimuli and consequent 
acquisition of the results, explicit and implicit. These real 
testing rooms, such as the one realised at the Università 
della Campania Luigi Vanvitelli, to which companies and 
decision-makers can turn to conduct surveys in order to 
evaluate, support and improve development processes.
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Introduction 
 
One of the most interesting aspects of the evolution of 
contemporary cities is related to computational tech-
nologies, conveniently integrated into buildings. Despite 
being considered a consolidated process, the binomi-
al building/electronics has developments deserving a 
deep reflection in recent years. Contemporary buildings 
design evolves using the best available technologies to 
face societal challenges and perform in an increasingly 
“smart” way, for the assurance of “human needs”. The 
initial steps were certainly the integration of the already 
existing and well-tested domotic technologies applied to 
domestic environments, but the real paradigm shift will be 
represented by the integration of artificial intelligence in 
its declination of machine learning. This would be a real 
Darwinian co-evolutionary process where housing units 
“learn” to adapt to human demands and needs, even 
if they are unclear or unexpressed. This leads to a huge 
variety of possibilities: buildings equipped with advanced 
sensors and able to perceive the internal and external 
conditions will optimise their energy consumption with 
strategic savings for single inhabitants, community and 
environment while respecting the residents’ needs house. 
Those “intelligent” systems will safeguard residents from 
unauthorised intrusion, interacting with them in an increas-
ingly comfortable and smart way, contributing to ensur-
ing to disadvantaged categories (like elderly people, 
children and disabled) substantial support to care. The 
so-called artificial intelligence is anyway, just an extra tool 
for analysing reality, elaborating different scenarios, ex-
ploiting the high capacities of modern computer systems 
using advanced statistical algorithms, simulating human 
capacities of choice.
The Sapienza University of Rome, in collaboration with 
ENEA (Italian National Agency for New Technologies, En-
ergy and Sustainable Economic Development), proposed 
an innovative house design concept, developed for the 
Solar Decathlon Middle East 2018 competition, where the 
Sapienza Team designed and realised a prototype of a 
house entirely powered by solar energy. The engineer-

ing components, technology and management systems, 
matter of technological experimentations both in Italy 
and Dubai, are the “core” of the present project, revis-
ited in order to fit the Mediterranean climate. The goal 
is to realise a building classified as a Zero Energy Building 
(ZEB), based on BAT together with the principles of Energy 
Efficiency, Home Automation and Smart System Manage-
ment. This highly integrated domestic environment will 
be equipped with elements of artificial intelligence (AI), 
adapting the house both to the internal/surrounding envi-
ronment and the user profile and needs.

Design and realisation of the experimental prototype

The project’s main goal will be dealing with the new chal-
lenges of contemporary society, with a new integrated 
approach to buildings design, construction, and manag-
ing. The main objective is to create a Smart/intelligent So-
lar House able to ensure efficiency and effectiveness and 
provide an attractive, accessible, safe, comfortable built 
environment, competitive in terms of costs, and improve 
the quality of life.
Building on Italian tradition, it is introducing a new ap-
proach to Architecture, able to exploit all possibilities of-
fered by using micro-generation renewable energy and 
highly innovative technology and construction solutions 
with low environmental impact. The project is focused: 
not only on energy and environmental efficiency, usually 
connected to Zero Energy and Green Buildings but also 
on intelligence and flexibility criteria through continuous 
interaction with internal/external natural and built envi-
ronments. Gathered data and information will be used for 
building optimisation and quick adaptations to changes, 
even in the structure and size, meeting the family’s evolv-
ing needs, and adapting to existing buildings.  According 
to the innovative model of Architecture 4.0, the project 
will apply and test the most advanced tools, materials 
and technologies available today in the building industry.,
Taking advantage of the huge and still partially unex-
plored potential offered by digital modelling (BIM), mixed 
reality (virtual reality and augmented reality) and 3D print-

ZEB PROTOTYPE CONTROLLED BY A MACHINE LEARNING SYSTEM
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ing, the project is taking into account all different aspects 
of the building design while focusing on innovative design 
and materials, renewable sources and the latest genera-
tion Home Automation Systems (machine learning, virtual 
assistant, intelligent app).
Therefore the objective of the project is at the same time 
at a typological level (smart shape), relating to the shape 
and orientation of the building, positioning and sizing the 
openings and the distribution of interior spaces, in order 
to promote natural lighting and ventilation, the use of 
renewable energy and the reduction of energy needs; 
at a technical-constructive level (smart envelope), con-
cerning both the characteristics of the structure, in order 
to maximise its resilience and flexibility and reduce con-
struction costs and times, and the thermo-hygrometric 
characteristics of the envelope in order to reduce ener-
gy requirements and maximise levels of thermal, acous-
tic and luminous comfort; at a technological level (smart 
systems), promoting the use of high-efficiency solutions, 
the integration of renewable energy sources and the use 
of advanced Building Automation and Internet of Things 
(IoT) systems in order to reduce the consumption of prima-
ry energy from non-renewable sources and maximise the 
levels of internal comfort; at a socio-cultural level (smart 
people) through training and directly involving users who 
will be able to manage energy consumption and comfort 
levels in the best possible way and in a conscious manner 
through the use of home automation systems.
The criteria underlying the design concept are those of 
bioclimatic architecture and sustainable design, based 
on a strategic approach that allows to fully exploit the cli-
mate and the context in which it is located, realising the 
construction through the rational use of climatic and ener-
gy resources in order to ensure environmental well-being. 
The object is the result of a study aimed at the environ-
mental quality and the relationship/continuity between 
indoor and outdoor environments with particular focus on 
the following aspects:
Form and orientation: analysis and monitoring of climate 
parameters (use of ENEA climate station data); choice 
of materials and components of the building envelope: 
performance, comfort, standardisation, regenerable ma-
terials; internal distribution choices: comfort, functions; sus-
tainability: use of natural resources and renewable ener-
gy sources; Standardisation/prefabrication: development 
of a reproducible model for the realisation of innovative 
components constituting the building envelope.
The components of the building/systems are designed 
and built with standardisation criteria using technologies 

strongly oriented to prefabrication that allow a significant 
reduction in time and cost of construction and energy 
consumption, and environmental impact. Even the tech-
nological and system elements are mainly oriented to 
the concepts of standardisation, realised with “plug and 
play” assembly method and integrated with manage-
ment and control systems that allow being updated and/
or self-learn from the response to certain stimuli, optimising 
the management of the building-system throughout the 
useful life of the demonstrator.
The project is a prototype for a single-family home with a 
net area of 47 m2 organised in four areas: living area with 
open space kitchen, double bedroom and bathroom, re-
lated to a private patio.

The pitched roof is designed to integrate a photovoltaic 
system (32 modules) with an implemented automation sys-
tem able to manage and control domestic consumption 
through the management of external envelope (opaque, 
transparent, shielding), ventilation, lighting, winter/sum-
mer air conditioning, hot water production, IAQ control, 
micro-climate parameters, home automation users and 
security systems.
The construction system proposed is the innovative XLAM 
wood technology, a new way to conceive load-bear-
ing surfaces compared to framed or trellis wood sys-
tems, introducing the panel as a new basic element for 
wooden construction. The XLAM panel is an engineered 
wood product composed of at least three spruce boards 
crossed and glued together. This technology made possi-
ble load-bearing surfaces that can already be “cut-out”, 
depending on architectural requirements, for doors, win-
dows and stairwells, relying on a high degree of prefabri-
cation. The layers composing each panel are in the min-
imum resistance class C24 - S10 and are pre-fabricated, 
classified and joined by finger joints to ensure structural 
continuity between the lamellas that make up the single 
layer.

Figure 1. Solar House - Ground floor functional layout
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The structures made of XLAM have characteristics of en-
vironmental sustainability, energy saving, seismic and fire 
resistance and are used to construct the load-bearing el-
ements of the building, such as walls and floors.                                
      
Measurement and Monitoring Protocol

After designing the experimental section, CITERA and ENEA 
have developed a Measurement and Monitoring proto-
col based on the requirements imposed by the Solar De-
cathlon competition in terms of energy efficiency, energy 
management and sustainability. As shown from the graph 
in figure 4, these three criteria were among the most im-
portant of the building presented for the competition, but 
unlike the communication, architectural design and sus-
tainable transportation are likely to be further improved.
So to evaluate the house’s electrical energy self-sufficien-
cy, management and reduction of energy consumption 
have been realised a monitoring and measurement sys-
tem, collecting data of the different electric energy flows 
during the house functioning period. The main parameter 

Figure 2. Xlam Dolomiti Production technological section: example of wall-raft foundation stratigraphy and render views.

Figure 3. Quality requirements
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monitored every ten minutes are the electricity consumed 
for heating, cooling, ventilation and lighting, the electrici-
ty consumed by other house loads, load consumption for 
surface area, net electrical balance and temporary gen-
eration consumption.
Moreover, the system will evaluate the functionality and 
efficiency of the house design, systems and components, 
in addition to their contribution in reducing energy con-
sumption, demonstrating the higher level of functional-
ity of the house structure, envelope, electricity, plumb-
ing, HVAC, solar system, and their integration monitoring 
profile pattern correlation and efficiency of demand-re-
sponse devices
Many sensors integrated into the bacs equipment will eval-
uate the capacity for providing interior comfort through 
the control of temperature, humidity, lighting, quality of 
interior air and acoustic performance.
As an example of the monitoring systems outputs in Figure 
5 the net electrical balance in real-time of house energy 
production through PV system versus overall energy con-
sumption is shown.

Ai systems for PV production systems

In order to further improve the performance of energy 
efficiency, energy management of the demonstrator, it 
was decided to integrate the AI and Machine Learning 
in the base system through the use of the so-called “neu-
ral networks”, computational systems that are inspired by 
our nervous system. Therefore, the human being only has 
to monitor this learning process, correcting the program 
when it fails and providing positive feedback when it oper-
ates correctly. These computational learning techniques 

based on artificial intelligence have recently begun to 
take hold in the energy sector. The International Energy 
Agency (IEA) predicts that even in the energy field, AI will 
be decisive in the years to come and will fundamentally 
transform global energy systems, making them more inter-
connected, reliable and sustainable. In the field of clean 
energy production and energy consumption in general, 
there are many complex problems to which AI can find 
solutions, and there are already many projects started 
based on this technology.
As far as the production of energy from renewable sourc-
es is concerned, it is well known that uncertainty about 
weather conditions is a major problem. Being heavily de-
pendent on photovoltaic or wind power systems is risky 
because, in case of bad weather conditions, energy sup-
ply should be compensated by other sources, a very ex-
pensive and unsustainable operation. Therefore, it is rea-
sonable to think of AI to deal with these problems and 
optimise the production, transmission, and storage of en-
ergy produced by photovoltaic or wind systems scattered 
throughout the territory. By integrating real-time meteoro-

logical data with those from satellites, artificial intelligence 
systems can identify recurring patterns, maximise efficien-
cy, and minimise the risks for the supply of electricity. 
At the local level of microgrid domotics for reducing en-
ergy consumption and energy efficiency in buildings, the 
AI is perhaps having an even more decisive impact. IoT 
systems are based on a network of sensors that meas-
ure and communicate with each other via the Internet, 
providing a very large amount of data that is then pro-
cessed and translated into efficient solutions. The domes-
tic sector represents one of the sectors with the greatest 

 Figure 4. Overall energy consumption vs. energy production through PV system



449

potential as it is estimated that by 2040 there will be one 
billion “Smart Homes” and 11 billion smart appliances in 
the world, the optimisation of which through artificial in-
telligence would allow a reduction of more than 10% of 
domestic energy consumption. In addition to the fact that 
these interconnected networks are already producing an 
enormous amount of data that utility companies can use, 
solutions aimed at consumers will also come shortly after-
wards. Monitoring the use of household appliances, for 
example, can generate data that allow, with AI tools, to 
estimate the costs and project them on the hypothetical 
bill at the end of the month, helping the user to make the 
most sustainable choices. In practice, the built-in artificial 
intelligence software, in fact, records and interprets the 
energy needs of the family and then actively intervenes 
and eliminates all unnecessary consumption. If, for exam-
ple, the solar energy reserves are about to run out, then 
the system can automatically turn off a television set or 
turn down the lights at home, or even reduce the volume 
of the stereo or the intensity of a fan. At the level of con-
trol and management of the photovoltaic energy pro-
duction system with which the demonstrator is equipped 
then Artificial Intelligence (AI) techniques can be applied 
to three main areas: (1) Forecasting and modelling of me-
teorological data, (2) Basic modelling of solar cells and 
(3) Sizing of photovoltaic systems. Artificial intelligence (AI) 
can monitor multiple solar PV plants and their overall sta-
tus by integrating various data such as power generation, 
maintenance needs, and power generation efficiency in 
real-time. In particular, the platform enables on-demand 
maintenance services by tracking and forecasting various 
factors crucial to solar power generation, such as hard-
ware maintenance and partial component installations. 
Through real-time AI analysis, the system can notify users 
of potential power plant malfunctions, forecast power 
generation, and provide a comprehensive database for 
efficient operations of solar power plants.

Conclusions and further development

Although this project is limited to applying AI systems to 
microgrid domotics, there is no doubt that there is a great 
potential for these technologies in the near future of other 
sectors at national and global levels related to the world 
of energy. It is, therefore, reasonable to take a close look 
at the various projects and applications of AI aimed at 
increasing the efficiency of renewable sources and mak-
ing everyday consumption more sustainable. The future 
logic to reach the 2030 objectives is that it is not enough 

to have systems for energy production from RES installed 
in homes according to the logic of distributed micro-gen-
eration and local smart grid.
In order to save and correctly manage the self-produced 
energy, there must be a control and management sys-
tem capable of learning our consumption habits and, 
from time to time, programming the system according to 
our needs. The acquisition and management of Big data, 
managed by artificial intelligence, will make it possible to 
cross-check in real-time consumption data, self-produc-
tion data, and data from the market, strategically decid-
ing the best option without penalising the buildings’ en-
vironmental quality we live. This will be done, regardless 
of human intervention, while customising consumption 
profiles based on the real needs of users of a given envi-
ronment.
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Introduction 

The modernisation of cities could happen in different 
ways and at different levels, but development could not 
happen without energy, and sustainable development 
could not happen without sustainable energy (Holliday 
& Yumkella, n.d.).  Using the energy that comes from the 
sun is one of the earliest energy usages. However, modern 
solar systems offer the possibility of using solar energy in a 
wide area of urban and rural activities. Although present 
in every corner of the world (Kumar et al., 2016), solar en-
ergy usage is still under examination and constant techni-
cal improvement (El-Faouri et al., 2016).
Replacement of standard street lights with solar ones 
equipped with LED (Light Emitting Diode) lighting repre-
sents not only a technical improvement but also a signifi-
cant energy savings step (Alkholidi & Hamam, 2019), (Mi-
skovic, 2013). Solar street lights are more expensive than 
standard ones but combined with the LED technology, 
and they are more economical in terms of energy con-
sumption, reparation needs and maintenance (Spahiu et 
al., 2018). 
In this study, we examine the modernisation of cityscapes 
of three Balkan cities – Cetinje (Montenegro), Tirana (Al-
bania) and Belgrade (Serbia), through the introduction of 
photovoltaic (PV) street lighting. After giving the basic in-
formation on solar street lights, we present the solar street 
light systems in three Balkan cities and discuss these appli-
cations. 

Solar Street Lights 

Solar street lights consist of several parts:
• Pole
• Lighting fixture
• Battery
• Solar panel
Solar panels could be fixed on each pole (Figure 1, left), or 
solar energy could be supplied from a solar plant nearby. 
Solar cells could also be integrated into the pole (Figure 
1, right).

Solar street light is initially more expensive than usual street 
light and more exposed to theft since the components 
are expensive. It requires a change of batteries during the 
lifetime of the street light. The solar panel is also sensitive 
to snow, and when the solar panel is covered with snow, it 
does not produce electricity. 
The advantages of solar street lights are, however, numer-
ous. Electricity produced is non-pollutive, energy costs are 
reduced, maintenance requirements are lower and inde-
pendent of the power grid.

MODERNISATION OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT BY INTEGRATION 
OF PV TECHNOLOGY: THE CASE OF STREET LIGHT SYSTEMS

Figure 1. Solar street lights. The solar panel mounted and 
integrated into the pole
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Solar Street Lighting In Cetinje, Tirana And Belgrade
 
The cities of Cetinje, Tirana and Belgrade relatively recent-
ly have been equipped by pilot solar street lighting. The 
solar street lighting in Cetinje and Tirana are donations 
from the People Republic of China and German GIZ, re-
spectively, while the solar street lighting in Belgrade is an 
investment of the City Council.
Cetinje (Montenegro) 
Solar street lighting in the city of Cetinje is a donation of 
the People Republic of China to the Republic of Monte-
negro. Although all components came from China, the 
system is designed in accordance with all relevant nation-
al standards. 
Solar street lighting in Cetinje works in two regimes; one is 
an evening regime that lasts until 00.00h, and the other 
from 00.00h until insolation starts, when the traffic is low-
er. A controller installed with the system is responsible for 
the intensity of the light. The controller also controls the 
power available in the battery and switches the system 
to the grid if there is insufficient power in the battery.The 
following images (Figure 3) show a visible array of PV street 
lights in the Boulevard of Montenegrin Heroes (Bulevar 
Crnogorskih Junaka). Modernisation is evident compared 
to old power poles in the nearest proximity. The boulevard 
is 1200m long and 2x6m large. The poles (102 total) 10m 
high with 1.5m consoles have been placed 22m one from 
another, with the lights of 90W (Vučinić, 2015). 

The existing lighting system needed to be removed, but 
the existing power grid has been retained for the purpose 
of supplying power in the case that the solar system pro-
duction is lower than necessary. As a donation of German 
GIZ, the street lights in Skenderbej Street, also known as 
the Street of Embassies, in Tirana has been replaced with 
the LED ones. A photovoltaic plant has been installed 
nearby to supply the system with energy produced during 
the day. According to  IRENA (2017), Albania just began 
to use its solar potential, and by 2015 there were no on-
grid solar plants in the country.
Figure 4 shows the street illuminated with LED lights during 
the night-time (upper left), the equipment for operation of 
the system (upper right), the photovoltaic plant for power 
supply (lower left) and the power plant monitoring system 
(lower right) (Shkreli, 2018). 

Figure 2. Principle of solar street light function and front/
back views of the panel
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This modest but important example of lighting moderni-
sation represents the contribution to the project of Green 
Tirana  (EBRD Green Cities., 2018).
In the case of Belgrade, the capital of Serbia, solar street 
lighting was installed on the quay of Ada Huja in 2010/2011 
(Figure 5) as one of three experimental sub-projects within 
the Project Renewable Energy Implementation (Pavlović, 

2020). The installation has been done by the Belgrade 
Public Lighting Company (Ser. Javno Osvetljenje). It is the 
first installation of its kind in Serbia. The published sourc-
es considered this case are quite rare and are rather an-
nouncing the project in 2010 than promoting it in 2011 af-
ter installation (eKapija, 2010). 

Figure 3. Solar street-lighting in the Boulevard of Montenegro Heroes, Cetinje, Montenegro (photo G. Radović)
Tirana (Albania) 

Figure 4. The light of LED lights in Tirana; Equipment; Solar power plant supplying the power and the monitor of the powerplant.
Belgrade (Serbia) 
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The installed system consists of a total of 40 poles with so-
lar panels and LED lightings.  It is intended to be environ-
mentally friendly, reducing the use of fossil fuels, with easy 
installation, no electricity bills, minimal maintenance costs, 
and a considerable long lifetime. Since the installation has 
been done with outdated technology, it needed to be 
complemented by the usual lighting system, so in Figure 5 
it is visible two systems, traditional and solar.

Discussion 

The introduction of solar street lights in Balkan cities is still 
a rare exception rather than a usual practice. Two of the 
presented three examples come from foreign donations, 

so we could not talk about the wide use of this technology 
in SEE (South-East Europe). However, encouraging experi-
ences of the installed systems could be a good example 
for other cities, towns, and even villages, some of them far 
from national power greed (Balkan Energy Foundation, 
2017).
If we observe the installed capacities as experimental ones 
in their respective build environments, the effect of solar 
street light use could be considered moderately encour-
aging. It is affirmative not only as of the street lighting solu-
tion but also as the application of solar energy in general. 
The authors propose the introduction of public electronic 
panels showcasing the efficiency of the systems, energy 
savings reached, CO2 emission reduced and similar data, 
approaching technology to ordinary citizens.

Figure 5. Solar street lighting at Ada Huja – Belgrade (Photo Filip Pavličić, www.kurir.rs)
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There is a critical question of integrating solar lighting in his-
toric parts of the cities. The aesthetic appearance of polls 
with PV panels mounted does not meet the requirements 
of historic parts of the cities. Presenting and analysing the 
pilot projects from three Balkan cities, the case of Tirana 
indicates that solar street-light could even approach his-
toric city centres under certain circumstances when the 
power comes from a well-positioned PV plant. 

Conclusions 

The modernisation of cities through the application of PV 
technology is still in an infancy stage in the cities of the SEE 
region (IRENA, 2017). PV systems are most often mounted 
on the rooftops of buildings. Application of PV electricity 
production integrated with street lighting is present in three 
relatively modest yet important examples in the capitals 
of Albania and Serbia, as well as in the city of Cetinje in 
Montenegro. Two of the three examples are a donation of 
foreign countries, the People Republic of China donated 
the solar lighting to the city of Cetinje, and German GIZ 
donated LED lighting with a PV power supply to the city 
of Tirana, while Belgrade made an investment in its pilot 
project. All three examples are operative, and they might 
influence other implementations. No one of the examples 
presented is equipped with a public monitor showing cit-
izens the power production and energy savings through 
using the systems, which is a recommendation of authors 
in terms of popularisation of the technology applied.
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66
Gjergj Ruci, Bleona Dhamo

The functions of colour in urban setting

Colour, inseparable from light, is an integral part of our 
total sensory and perceptual experience. It not only grabs 
information about our surroundings but also has a great 
impact on our psychological reactions and well–being. 
The complexity of the phenomenon of colour is evident 
in the different meanings it has in disciplines such as psy-
chology, linguistics, philosophy, physics, art, architecture.

Colour has been neglected and considered supplemen-
tal in the architect’s education for being a matter of in-
dividual expression and taste. Through the centuries and 
history, the partnership between architects and painters 
in exploring colour and spatial effects is found. Various 
factors that influence a city’s character are undoubted-
ly essential factors for creating a particular city. City form 
represents conceptual order, the plan of building volumes 
and spaces, city colour shapes perceptual experience.

BUILDING COLOURS IN TIRANA CREATING ADDED VALUE, TANGIBLE AND 
INTANGIBLE

Figure 1. Tirana colours.
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Figure 2. Exploration of colour and spatial effects

Figure 3. Guanajuato, Mexico
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A sense of colour is the most direct visual signature. Prefer-
ences are evident in the vernacular. People select colours 
in their surroundings, exhibiting a taste for certain combi-
nations and avoiding others. A collective eye seems to 
guide these choices rather than individual inclination. Ur-
ban colour scape directly reflects the urban history and 
overall design style of the town. It is an urban feature, an 
important component of urban charm, a symbol of urban 
character. It is not only related to the urban external im-
age but also affects the environmental quality of public 
space. It influences urban life and reflects urban politics, 
economy and culture.
Considering the outstanding beauty of nature and colours 
of nature, continuing urban colour scape history as some 
clues that can help choose and apply the most proper 
colour scape. In proposing a colour plan for the city, plan-
ners and designers must first set their goals for urban colour 
scape, investigate the trends and be aware of the effects 
of colours.

Urban colour scape: the five cities of colours

In the various factors that influence a city’s character, col-
our with its “first sight” is undoubtedly a basic factor for 
creating a particular city. As city form represents concep-
tual order, the plan of building volumes and spaces, city 
colour shapes perceptual experience. A sense of colour, 
in fact, is the most direct visual signature.

“Colour is a direct expression and represents a response 
of the people to the characteristics of the natural envi-
ronment, to its harshness or abundance, desolation or lux-
uriance, relative presence or absence of sunlight. Colour 
experience and colour sense appear to be the collective 
and vernacular expression”. 

Guanajuato, Mexico

During the 300 years of the Spanish invasion, the cities of 
Mexico were built from the beginning following the tra-
jectory of Spanish architecture: Gothic, Renaissance, 
Baroque and Neoclassical. However, local influences 
and variations such as light-coloured putty and pale pink 
stone fill the dominant Spanish architecture with a distinct 
regional flare.

Chefchaouen, Morocco

Startlingly beautiful and simply unmissable, the Northwest-
ern Moroccan town is painted in varying shades of blue. 
Founded in 1471, the tradition of painting the buildings 
stems from the Jewish community who settled there in the 
15th century after being expelled from Spain. Nowadays, 
the city is inhabited by the Berber people and Muslims – in 
addition to descendants of the original Jews – all of who 
live in picturesque harmony.

Figure 4. Chefchaouen, Marocco
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Figure 4. Chefchaouen, Marocco

Figure 5. Havana Cuba
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Havana, Cuba

Havana’s colourful architecture is a product of its his-
torical development. Havana of the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries was a highly coloured urban space. 
Chronicles written by Dutch, English, French and Spanish 
visitors provide an image of Havana as a city painted 
in blue and green. After all, this was the period in which 
the well-known “colonial blue” was born. These colours, 
of course, were highlighted by the highly elaborate roofs 
done in the Moorish style. All you have to do is gaze upon 
the old colonial house at the corner of Teniente Rey and 
Aguiar in the heart of Old Havana to see one of the best 
examples of Havana’s colonial architecture.

Cinque Terre, Italy

Cinque Terre is not a city but a series of five fishing villages: 
Monterosso, Vernazza, Cerniglia, Manarola and Riomag-
giore, each connected with its own scenic footprints.

What distinguishes it is the architecture and the many 
uses of colours giving the facade of a city that will al-
ways be remembered as one of the most beautiful plac-
es.
According to a story, fishers painted their homes in dif-
ferent colours to easily spot their homes from the water 
as they returned home from the sea. One story claims 
that the reason the fishermen wanted to pick out their 
homes was so they could ensure that their wives were 
still in their houses. Who knows what the real truth is… but 
either way, it made for a beautiful collection of villages.

Jaipur, India

Jaipur is known as the Pink City, and on arrival, visitors 
will immediately understand the reasoning behind the 
name. 
Every building within the walled historic centre is painted 
a terracotta “pink” colour, and there are few exceptions 
to this uniformly colour scheme.

Figure 6. Cinque Terre, Italy
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The historical reason for the uniform colour of central Jai-
pur lies with the absolute power of the Maharaja (Sawai 
Ram Singh) over his capital and his extreme strategy to 
impress Prince Albert during his 1876 tour of India.
The colour chosen was terracotta pink, as this colour his-
torically represents welcoming and hospitality. The paint 
was produced from a calcium oxide compound and is 
extremely durable in the arid conditions of Jaipur.
Urban colour scape directly reflects the urban history and 
overall design style of the town. It is an urban feature and 
an important component of urban charm. It is also a sym-
bol of urban character. Urban colour scape is not only re-
lated to the urban external image but also affects the en-
vironmental quality of public space. It fully reflects social 
civilization and development.
Colour is a significant part of urban beauty, and it is a fac-
tor that influences urban life quality. Colour itself is an ur-
ban historical heritage. Some kinds of colour reflect urban 
politics, economy and culture. With respect to all these 
aspects of colour in the urban setting, urban designers 

and planners should attach more importance to the do-
main of urban colour scape. But doing so, they would en-
counter another challenge: there is no simple formula for 
using colour. Work done in analysing, codifying and de-
veloping colour systems provides no sure success for ex-
citing and harmonious use of colour in the environment. 
Although some principles, if taken into account, might 
help us develop a more attractive and harmonious col-
our scape. Considering the outstanding beauty of nature 
and colours of nature, continuing urban colour scape his-
tory, and considering the functions of each district in the 
whole town are just some of these clues that can help us 
choose and apply the most proper colour scape. Planners 
and designers in proposing a colour plan for the city must 
first set their goals for urban colour scape and investigate 
the trends of colours while being aware of the effects and 
characteristics of colours. Finally, we have to remember 
that we cannot inject the same colour palette into all as-
pects and districts of current modern and multifunctional 
cities. In other words, there is no need to change the col-
our of every feature in urban settings.

Figure 7. Jaipur, India
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Figure 8. Tirana 2000

Figure 9. Facade painting in Tirana
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Tirana in the 2000’s – a brief of history

Tirana, which was still a small town just after the declara-
tion of independence, turned into an epicentre of Alba-
nia’s political and economic development. Transforma-

tions have been ongoing for Tirana. There have been built 
numerous buildings based on different decisions over the 
years. There have been many proposals and strategies for 
the city enlargement over the years, apparently increas-
ing the number of facilities and the number of inhabitants 
of the continuously and ever-growing Tirana.
After the communism in Albania collapsed, all that was 
left behind was a state of misery and monotony.
We had inherited a city without life, filled with grey cubes 
of pre-cast concrete, multiplied and distributed all over 
the town, without any name and identity.
These grey, rational volumetric defined urban boundaries 
(Fig. 10).
In the 2000s, Tirana’s budget was squandered, rampant 
corruption and crime was the norm. Then an idea came 
out: A grey building was painted bright orange.
Later on, more of the city was painted; these interven-
tions erased the rationalist identity and perception of 
the residential blocks built during the communist period.
“Compromise in colours is grey” – so the city was mas-
sively painted in loud, bold, bright colours.
When colours came out everywhere, a mood of change 
started transforming the spirit of the people.
People started to drop less litter in the streets. They start-
ed to pay taxes. They started to feel something they had 
forgotten. Beauty was giving people a feeling of being 
protected. This was not a misplaced feeling — crime did 
fall.
Since then, the city has seen substantial changes in its 
appearance. 
The dull communist-style apartment blocks have been 
painted over in bright colours with abstract patterns by 
an artist turned mayor (Edi Rama, the current prime min-
ister). This is not only a quick fix but also an uplifting expe-
rience for inhabitants and visitors alike.

Colour the city: artists vs architects

Modelling the city’s image is a work for many people, 
but the architect’s role is to be the coordinator of all. 
The building itself is a result of an agreement between 
the architect-designer, the owners-inhabitants and local 
municipality-administrator of the public space.
Every urban intervention must consider this agreement. 
Artistic intervention is mainly interested in the surface of 
the façade.
Doing so, we erase the definition of a building. We erase 
the perception of the volume, architectural details, his-
tory, function, and identity. We erased the building iden-Figure 10. The grey residential block
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Figure 11. Residential block colour study
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tity.
Even in advanced colour interventions like those of the 
artist Friedensreich Hundertwasser the building and his 
inhabitants were the centres of his ideas. He declares 
that he outlines the boundaries of every apartment in 
the building to give its inhabitant a sense of individuality 
and self-esteem. 
Furthermore, the coloured outlines of the windows are 
a manifestation of the inner space in the outside world. 
Every person who lives in a specific room paints the 
outline of his window with a colour of choice and only 
the surface he or she can reach with the brush in their 
hands.

The FAU Laboratory

In the period 2010 - 2020, a study experiment was con-
ducted on a yearly basis with the 5th year students of the 
Faculty of Architecture and Urban Planning to analyse 
the above-mentioned residential blocks, the nature of the 
intervention carried out, the impact that this intervention 
has caused, focusing on the positive and negative as-

pects that this intervention brings, as well as bringing new 
conceptual proposals for intervention to the façades of 
these buildings, in the perspective of an architect.
The experiment follows two main directions: the first is 
based on existing colour interventions and analyses the 
reaction of the inhabitants towards them, during the sec-
ond direction follows a virtual path; through a question-
naire analyses the influence of colours on the decision of 
possible buyers.
The method by which this experiment was developed is 
based on several steps of analytical research: the history 
of the building, function, site location, construction mate-
rials, original volume and additions, architectural details, 
the state of degradation, colours of the building, colours 
of the site, sidewalks, streets and urban furniture, window/
façade ratio, etc. 
Other steps are:
1. SWOT analysis of the information gathered from the 

previous phase.
2. Intervention concepts and ideas: the colour interven-

tion is used as the problem solver for the main issues 
observed during the analysis to preserve the building’s 

Figure 12. Different graphs, trying to understand the relationship between the three main actors of this action.
The boyer, the owner and the architect
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identity.
3. Testing of the ideas: different concepts of the colour 

intervention are discussed with the community of in-
habitants of the building, trying to choose the best 
solution for physical and visual problems.

4. The research  tents to produce a tool to help the ar-
chitects and developers to design coloured façades 
based not only on their preferences but also on the 
people they build for.

5. As a result, different graphs have been produced, try-
ing to understand the relationship between the three 
main actors of this action: the buyer, the owner, and 
the architect.

Conclusions

In the last century, Albania experienced radical changes 
in her political and socio-economic systems. The last rev-
olution we saw was an artistic one. Tirana, the capital of 
Albania, has been covered in rainbow dust, and its once 
grey buildings are now a full-colour palette.

• Urban colour scape directly reflects the urban history 
and overall design style of the town.

• Planners and designers in proposing colour plans for 
the city must first set their goals for urban colour scape, 
investigating the trends and being aware of the ef-
fects of colours.

• Colour experience and colour sense appear to be a 
collective and vernacular expression.

• Artistic interventions are erasing the visual architectur-
al identity of the city.

• Artistic interventions do not resolve the physical deg-
radation of the old housing buildings.

• Arising the elements that define the building identity 
will erase the visual image of the building itself.

• Albanian architects must reclaim their role in the pro-
cess of reshaping the image of Tirana.

• Colour interventions impact the interaction between 
inhabitants and the urban space positively (tangible).

• Every colour intervention should consider the specific 
characteristics of the building.

• Inhabitants should have their voice during the process.
• There are tangible and intangible aspects of colour 

impact in the city life
• It is verified that buyers’ interest is increased after the 

colour intervention in the existing façade of a building 
(intangible).

• The transformation of its inhabitants accompanies the 

transformation of a city
• The transformation of an existing façade through 

colour intervention should be applied not only in the 
visual context, but it should include intervention that 
improves the energy performance of the building by 
adding systems ( intangible).

• Experts should implement the interventions in the field 
of architecture since tangible and intangible aspects 
of intervention need to be taken into consideration.
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