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Speculations on the image of beauty. Public spaces and global coastal cities 
investigates the evolving forms and meanings of urban open spaces 
within twelve global coastal urban contexts in Abu Dhabi, Cape Town, 
Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Marseille, Naples, Oslo, !ijeka, !io de Janeiro, 
Sydney, Tangier and Trieste. The research has been articulated in two 
complementary sides, each returned in one of the two volumes. 
Volume One gathers the theoretical, historical, and interpretative 
reflections that frame the conceptual ground of the investigation, while 
this second one concentrates on the empirical outcomes and case 
studies, proposing the current configuration of a significant part of each 
city which is described and illustrated through original drawings, historical 
maps, iconographic materials, and a thematic critical essay specifically 
developed by an invited contributor for the occasion.
Volume Two specifically focuses on a reading – or re-reading – of the city, 
of open spaces, of the relationships between built spaces and of the 
ways in which space can be practised and transformed in the broadest 
sense. It is in these dynamic environments that the changes taking place 
in societies are revealed and become particularly evident. In light of the 
epochal socioeconomic and climatic challenges to our contemporary 
society, and given an increasingly complex transformative framework, this 
volume posits that open space gives space to reflection on the quality 
and value of contemporary urban planning, allowing us to define new uses 
and performances in an ambitious and prescient way. By investigating the 
forms, connotations and devices with which the open space is equipped, 
by identifying the semantic values of inclusion and exclusion in the ways 
in which open space is used and occupied, the contributors develop an 
active critical reflection on the potential of open space as a project.
Taking these elements as its starting point, the volume proposes a reasoned 
and critical reading of open space in its various aspects, investigating some 
notable urban experiences chosen among global coastal cities. In such cities, 
the challenges caused by climate change and by the search for an 
increasingly fragile balance between economic development, justice and 
social inclusion manifest themselves in a more explicit and paradigmatic way. 
During the creation of this volume, the work of mapping, measuring, 
reasoning and representing the cities, both textually and graphically, took 
on an increasingly important role for the reflections shared between its 
contributors. The Nolli Map itself seemed to us to be the most suitable 
conceptual and operational reference for exploring significant portions of 
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the twelve coastal cities. While reference to the Nolli Map is by no means 
a new exercise in itself,1 this volume is innovative in its comparison of 
twelve global coastal cities through a Nolli-style mapping and in a 
redesign based on solids and voids along coastal strips.
The final and overall result is comparable to a kaleidoscope. While staking 
no claim to exhaustiveness or permanence, this volume seeks to reveal 
essential and significant features of the urban environments and to 
investigate them in their different manifestations. The authors of this 
volume give space to a number of questions and points for discussion, 
some of which can be listed briefly as hypotheses for future 
discussions in the field of urban studies. Oorvi Sharma describes the 
accelerated transformations of urban spaces which are entirely 
disconnected from the traditions present in Abu Dhabi. Sabina Favaro 
turns her attention to the difficulty of implementing an effective spatial 
justice project capable of decolonising an altered urbanity in Cape 
Town. Gianni Talamini looks at the tortuous project of infrastructure and 
densification of the city, producer of devices of inclusion and exclusion 
within the controlled sphere of contemporary public space in Hong Kong. 
Ilaria Mazzoleni discusses the ecological tensions inspiring new 
cohabitations in Los Angeles, which are hoped for as possible 
foundations of an unprecedented redistributive spirit that may be able 
to overcome the contradictions of the Anthropocene.  
Giuseppe Biasi narrates the emotional and experiential charge in the 
landscapes of Marseille, where the need for urban renewal passes 
through the construction of an idea of a constantly evolving society.  
Giorgia Aquilar and Davide di Martino trace the almost ancestral 
porosity and radical planning that can be summed up in the potential of 
the hybrid, physical and historical spaces of Naples. Giambattista 
Zaccariotto examines the paradox of the capitalist project, a clear 
contradiction of an induced and, at times, forced renewal, capable, 
however, of reconquering and reformulating unprecedented spatial 
relationships in the city of Oslo. Luka Skansi illustrates the complex 
semantic and geopolitical stratification of a modernity that has 

1 See for example, among the most recent experiences, the mapping exercise 
of the city of Nanjing described in Ji and Ding (2021) or even before that, the 
famous mapping of the Las Vegas Strip by Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour 
(1972). Other design experiences and contemporary theoretical reflections 
can be found in Verstegen and Ceen (2013). 
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perhaps become both too fluid and an unresolved urban design 
paradigm of the present in !ijeka. Matteo D’Ambros looks at the 
constant cumulative capacity for storing a composite biodiversity, made 
up of naturalness and socio-cultural heritage, which together build a 
capital and are fundamental for constant survival and regeneration in 
!io de Janeiro. Urtzi Grau turns to the young, artificial and hyper-
planned modernity that celebrates a hierarchical and exclusive 
neoliberal idea, aimed at progressively stabilising Sydney’s urban 
development. Hakim Cherkaoui captures the constant search for 
identity and reformulation of public space in the need to achieve an 
image of semblance with an international character in Tangier. Finally, 
Francesco Krecic turns to the choice to transform and modernise that, 
though hoped for, is, never fully achieved, or grasped, in Trieste. 
Through a vibrant debate resulting from multiple experiences and points 
of view, these themes and issues can and should contribute to the 
construction of a renewed project for the city.
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The exploded axonometric views on pages 10-16 render the accessible 
coastal area in the urban contexts of the twelve cities – Abu Dhabi,  
Cape Town, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Marseille, Naples, Oslo, Rijeka,  
Rio de Janeiro, Sydney, Tangier, Trieste – considered through solids and 
voids. All drawings are of the same scale.
This volume was conceived and created by ideas and reflections 
developed within the “Theories and design of public space” course of the 
Master’s Degree in Architecture at the University of Trieste, conducted by 
Ludovico Centis and Matteo D’Ambros in the academic year 2023-2024. 
During the semester, the students were coordinated and distributed into 
working groups.
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NOLLI MAP RELOADED

In the following pages, some glimpses of Abu Dhabi, Cape Town, 
Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Marseille, Naples, Oslo, Rijeka, Rio de 
Janeiro, Sydney, Tangier and Trieste are briefly presented. Each 
section dedicated to the cities begins with zenithal views that 
frame a significant portion of the territory, extending over a 
surface of 800x1500 meters. The three views include: an aerial 
photogrammetric image, an ichnography of the current state of 
the city and an interpretation of the open space system inspired 
by Nolli’s method of representation. The latter was developed by 
expanding and reinterpreting the graphic indications of the 1748 New 
Plan of Rome and its legend. In particular, the graphic code has been 
updated to reflect the contemporary use of the spaces.

Finally, each city is described through historical maps and significant 
panoramic images, which highlight a relevant aspect of its evolution 
over time. At the end of each section dedicated to the cities, an essay 
broadens the perspective, focusing on themes and issues related to the 
current topicalities of the urban project.
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Map of the 12 global cities inspired by  
R. B. Fuller, S. Sadao, Dymaxion Airocean World Map, 1954
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This volume proposes a reasoned and critical reading of open space in its 
various aspects, investigating some notable urban experiences chosen among 
global twelve coastal cities – Abu Dhabi, Cape Town, Rijeka, Hong Kong, Los 
Angeles, Marseille, Naples, Oslo, Rio de Janeiro, Sydney, Tangier and Trieste –, 
and illustrated through original drawings and historical maps, iconographic 
images and a thematic critical text, specifically developed by a guest contributor 
invited for the occasion. In such cities, the challenges caused by  
climate change and by the search for an increasingly fragile balance between 
economic development, justice and social inclusion manifest themselves in  
a more explicit and paradigmatic way. The starting point for observing ongoing 
phenomena and defining new research trajectories is not only physical or 
geographical but also concerns the complex socio-ecological and systemic 
dimension of coastal territories, where nature, infrastructure, and settlements 
interact in an interdependent way. 
Current configurations of the twelve cities are studied revealing the relationship 
between solids and voids along the coastal edge. Within the iconographic 
section of the volume, a Nolli-style mapping is used as a tool to explore significant 
portions of the cities. The New Map of Rome completed in 1748 by Giovan 
Battista Nolli – one of the most famous and most lastingly influential cartographic 
representations – seemed to be the most suitable conceptual and  
operational reference for bringing to light the value of open spaces in the 
contemporary city and to uncover some of its inherent contradictions.  
By investigating the forms, meanings and spatial devices that shape the open 
space, and by identifying the semantic values of inclusion and exclusion 
embedded in its use and occupation, we develop diverse perspectives and a 
critical understanding of its potential as a project.
All these elements are the starting point for advancing a reasoned interpretation 
and critical reading of open space in its various aspects, assuming that  
global coastal cities are the places most affected by the challenges caused by 
climate change, and that it is precisely here that reflection on the quality  
and meaning of contemporary urban planning and design can be encouraged.


