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is precisely in this aspect that its interest lies: 
the photographic shot can in fact assume an 
unexpected autonomy ex post, with respect to 
our gaze, with respect to the “impression” we 
had at the moment, allowing us to see – at 
least a little – beyond our gaze. Photography 
thus allows a form of “retro-duction”, it allows 
us to ideally return to places and see them 
again with a “different” gaze, which can allow 
us new observations, the emergence of unex-
pected data and consequently a broadening 
of knowledge.

tain effectiveness. Just think of , the 
photographic essay, which is also a lesson in 
architecture and a declaration of poetics, by 
John Pawson. 
Today, more than ever before, it is extreme-
ly easy to take photographs, or perhaps we 
could say with a paraphrase “to produce im-
ages”, to distinguish between the authorial 
work of the photographer and the shooting 
we can do on a daily basis with a smartphone. 
The fact remains that ever-increasing quanti-
ties of images are deposited in architects’ dig-
ital memories. They can be of different natures, 
visual notes and memos, image surveys, visu-
al documentation of the realization of a work, 
but also attempts to capture the atmosphere 
or spirit of a place, “impressions”. 

 from this point of view also wants to 
have this character. Testimony – analytical as 
possible – of a place and a moment. Memory 
even, certainly obtained in a more expeditious 
manner than a systematic collection of data, 
perhaps punctual, but nevertheless effective. 
Photography thus seems to take on reassuring 
tones, because intuitively one tends to consid-
er it an objective medium.
Derivative
Photography, however, is also a semantic de-
rivative, and probably in this dimension lies the 
greatest value for the architect. Photography 
we actually know cannot be objective, the eye, 
the framing, is already a form of interposi-
tion. This basic action of composing – it could 
correspond to the act of “fencing” or “crop-
ping” – has a selective character, it produc-

what, more or less consciously, we decide to 
keep within the perimeter of the photographic 
shot. It is a copy of reality, not reality itself. It 
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Adriano Venudo

[…] And now, as far as the narrowness of space 
allows, we would like to extend this concept to 
the point of saying that the city is the only prin-
ciple by which the thirty centuries of Italian his-
tories can be reduced to a clear and contin-
uous exposition. Without this ideal thread, the 
memory gets lost in the labyrinth of conquests, 
factions, civil wars and in the assiduous com-
position and decomposition of states; reason 
cannot see the light in a rapid alternative of 
power and weakness, virtue and corruption, 
wisdom and imbecility, elegance and barbar-
ity, opulence and desolation; and the soul falls 
back, saddened and oppressed by the feeling 
of a gloomy fatality. From the very beginning, 
is the city different in Italy from what it is in the 
east or north? […]1

I begin with this text from Cattaneo’s work 
-

 because, prior to delving into 
the intricacies of the “body of the city” and 
its narrative, a subject that has perpetually 
resonated with humanity as a fundamen-
tal need and desire for describing and dis-
cussing cities, I wish to draw attention to 
the concept of the “Italian difference.” This 
notion, recently acknowledged by Alber-
to Ferlenga2, resides specifically within the 
realm of the city – in urban architecture as 
an anthropological underpinning, a univer-
sal principle, and notably as a cultural and 
distinctive facet of community formation, of 
shaping “space and society.”

In this text and throughout the associated book, 
we approach the city as an organism, viewing 
it through the lens of a biological-functional, 
historical-evolutionary entity, and as a genet-
ic-cultural legacy of humankind. Through the 

propose a perspective that views the city as a 
matter of the “culture of corporeality.” Reimag-
ining the city as a corporeal entity, we interpret 
the urban phenomenon as a conglomerate of 
bodies, intertwining and interacting in a com-
plex tapestry of urban life.
The uniqueness of the Italian context, as ar-
ticulated by Alberto Ferlenga, revolves around 
the notion of “urban protagonism,” an intrinsic 

-
tory. Italy has perennially been characterized 
as a “nation of cities,” despite their relatively 
modest scale, often referred to as “small cit-

-

and urban studies, are seen as the founda-
tional elements of settlement development, 
embodying a distinctive urban ethos that has 
shaped Italy’s urban landscape.
Italian cities have wielded a profound and 

and evolution of the nation’s territorial fabric. 
Alberto Ferlenga further posits that this legacy 
has transformed Italy into a veritable “open-air 
urban archive” on a national scale, where the 
unique qualities and diverse characteristics of 
cities are vividly showcased, akin to living enti-
ties that narrate the rich tapestry of Italy’s ur-
ban heritage.
Throughout the ages, Italy has held a unique 
position as a muse for artists from around 
the world, inspiring them to capture its natu-
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ral, rural, and urban landscapes in countless 
ways. In his often-overlooked work 

3, Piero Maria Lugli 
points out that from ancient Roman times to 
the rich medieval depictions, the representa-
tion of human events has been consistent-
ly intertwined with urban settings. This artistic 
tradition has highlighted the humanization of 
the urban environment and its formal values, 

a deep connection between people and the 
cityscape.

-
phy from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance 

-
ing in Italian art. This architectural context not 
only serves as a visual backdrop but also sym-
bolizes the organization of social life and the 
community’s collective needs. The structured 
integration of city and countryside in Italian 
artistic expressions evokes a unique essence, 
blurring the boundaries between urban and 
rural spaces. This harmonious relationship 
echoes the ancient principles of blending the 
rural and urban, as articulated by Vitruvius in 
his concept of .
In essence, Italian civilization exhibits a dis-
tinctive urban character, where the city and 
countryside are seamlessly intertwined to 

-
ty” embodies a holistic vision where the urban 
landscape is not merely a physical setting but 

-
lationship between architecture, society, and 
the natural environment.
The peculiarity of Italian cities lies in the fact 
that they have not been uniformly homoge-
neous, but have developed in a wide range 
of variations, always maintaining their own vi-

tality, which has manifested in the sedimen-
tation of time. This diversity has contributed 
to shaping a diverse urban landscape, rang-
ing from rare «small metropolises»4 to villag-
es. Cities, both large and small, have been 
the cornerstone of building the identity of a 
certain part of Europe (Italy, Austria, Germa-
ny, Hungary, and the entire Central European 
area) over the centuries, serving as political, 
cultural, and economic centers5. Think of the 
analogies in the medieval formation of villag-
es and towns between Germany and Italy as 
studied by Francesco Tentori, regarding the 
«Mediterranean settlement principle and the 
German settlement principle»6. Colonies and 
Siedlungen. As Emilio Sereni7 points out, this is 

the Italian agricultural landscape because the 
adherence of rural communities to cities has 
generated an inseparable bond between city 
and countryside, with cities representing not 
only a geographic reference point but also 
fundamental political and social entities. This 
bond was particularly evident during the tran-
sition from rural life to citizenship, in the various 
cycles of urbanism, which occurred through a 
dual process: a general belonging to the city, 
to the urban world, and simultaneously a bodi-

those derived from the era of the “thousand 
Municipalities.”
The cyclical dynamics of “rurbanization” have 

-
logical aggregation and in the urban articula-
tion of fullness and emptiness, resulting in an 
Italian tradition of “urban morphologies” that 
not only confers identity but precisely that ma-
teriality inherent to the city phenomenon, and 
which we propose to re-read now and here as 
a body, …”the body of the city”.
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present, individual and communal spaces. 
It does this by always following a principle of 
part hierarchy and a logic of continuity. The 
city, although in different forms and models, 
expresses and develops connection and per-
meability as a principle of life and “instinct for 
survival.” Whatever may be said, a city cannot 
be a-gerarchical, discontinuous, and imper-
meable, but we can discuss the levels and 
intensities at which these phenomenologies 
manifest. Just as it happens with living beings. 
Permeability between internal and external 
parts, between city and surrounding environ-
ment. A system of relationships, body, and 
embodiment, which constructs the distinctive 
character of each city, and today we will say is 
crucial in qualifying urban life: the relationship 
between settlement and nature, transforming 
natural elements into an integral part of the 
urban fabric.
Cities - all of them - despite their variety and 
diversity, share a number of universalities re-
lated to faith, politics, languages and culture. 
These are spiritual dimensions, which consti-
tute the soul of the city, and are manifested 
through the presence of churches, squares 
and other places. It is the topos, which history 
and geography have loaded with meanings 
through symbols: the .
The reinterpretation through the metaphor of 
the urban body is not only distinguished by its 

etc.), but represents the central aspect of ur-
ban protagonism (character and tempera-
ment) as a social and cultural dimension that 
then extends to the relationship with the terri-

-
nection with history, which is the true identity 
of man, the community and therefore the city. 
According to this interpretation, the concept of 

-
hoods, districts, and quarters contributing to 
strengthening the bond between residents 
and their urban environment according to 
the analogy of the organs of the body and 
the modalities of symbiosis. This peculiarity of 
Italian cities lies in the process of progressive 
growth through different parts that have inte-

-
tion, while always maintaining their own formal 
and cultural characteristics, generating what 

creating a sort of “city within the city,” or “city 
of cities.” Similarly to organic dynamics, evolu-
tion is simultaneously incremental and meta-
morphic: from unicellular, evolution progress-
es into multicellular organisms until becoming 
complex, conscious beings with character 
and souls.
This prominence of the urban body anticipat-
ed the modern concept of globalization by 
centuries, based on vastly different econom-
ic and political dimensions, as belonging to 
the world is closely linked to belonging to the 
city, which acts as a local representation of 
the world itself, a metaphor for the global. The 
role of city-bodies in interpreting, but especial-
ly in “assimilating and metabolizing” external 

landscape, context – has manifested through 
architecture, particularly through “urban ar-
chitecture,” which played a crucial role in em-
powering dominant classes, representing their 
prestige through eloquent language, and giv-
ing meaning to place. Architecture and logos. 
Architecture and power. Architecture and pol-
itics. .
Hence, the language of urban architecture 
speaks about both the ordinary and the ex-
traordinary. It speaks about the past and the 
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We could try asking the city itself.
Below a short - imaginary - interview with the 
Body of the City (CdC):
AV: Adriano Venudo
CdC: the Body of the City

AV: Where does this parallelism between 
city and body originate and how does it de-
velop?
RE: CdC: The city as an urban body is an 
ancient metaphor and a profound analogy 
with you humans. In the intricate fabric of my 
(urban) history and culture, I emerge as a liv-
ing organism, an “urban body” to accommo-
date other human bodies. I breathe, I evolve 
and I interact with the environment in ways 
strikingly similar to you humans. This analo-
gy between city and body is an ancient story 
that reveals deep aspects between you and 
me since the origins of life on Earth. My struc-
ture, my skeleton, my muscles, my growth and 
my identity are intrinsically linked and similar 
to your vital organs in their functioning.
AV: What kind of body are you?
RE: CdC: Geography and strategic location 
are my anatomical foundations. Like the body 
of you humans, I am shaped by geographical 
relationships and “more or less” strategic po-
sition in the larger context of nature. The phys-
ical features of nature - the mountains, the 
rivers, the sea - act as my skeleton and mus-

Similarly, my location, since I am no longer no-
madic and have decided to put down roots, is 
always a choice of strategy in relation to your 
needs, defensive lines, trade routes, secular 
cultural communities, and in relation to what 
the environment is, i.e. the presence of rivers, 

the urban body takes on an even broader and 
more complex dimension, because cities are 
not simply ensembles of buildings and streets 
where people stay or move, but true living or-
ganisms that dynamically narrate, evoke and 
interact with the surrounding territory, accord-
ing to organic dynamics of profound reci-
procity. Cities integrate harmoniously with the 
natural environment, adapting to the topo-
graphical and climatic characteristics of the 
place, but the surrounding territory also ac-

-
rials, and development of cities, contributing 
to shaping their identity, character, languages, 

the 19th century, the urban milieu8. The context 

context. According to this approach, the con-
cept of the urban body extends beyond the 
physical boundaries of the cities themselves, 
embracing also the surrounding territory and 
the natural environment in which they are 
embedded. Cities are connecting nodes be-
tween man and the land, between man and 
the Earth, between man and nature. Cities are 
ganglia that embody symbiosis with the sur-
rounding environment in what, even contra-
dictorily, is called “protagonism of the urban 
body”, and, with unfortunately not always pos-
itive meanings, is today one of the symbols of 
the anthropocene.
But now, after all these considerations, if it is 
clearer to us where and how it all begins, and 
we have some more data on the “living to-
gether” between the body of the city and ur-
ban protagonism, we have to ask ourselves:
What is the body of the city?
And when we speak of the city as a body, who 
are we referring to?
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“space and society”, are for my body lymphat-
ic systems that keep all organs in communi-
cation and constantly transmit signals, build-
ing networks for me lymphatic, for you cultural 
and tissues for me epidermal, for you social, 
thus keeping my body, the body of the city, 
alive.
Like the cells of your organism, communi-
ties work together to support my growth and 
well-being, as a whole, contributing to my vi-
tality, which is what characterizes my identity.
AV: How and with whom does the body of the 
city communicate?
RE: CdC: Architecture is the language of the 
city body. We bodies of the city communi-
cates through you, the man-citizen. The ar-
chitecture of the city is our language and with 
architecture we express ourselves and tell ours, 
which is also your history, culture, and above 
all memory. The combination of these three 
themes is our identity. Our skin consists of our 
facades, decorations and ornaments, mon-
uments, gardens and squares. This architec-
tural embodiment tells our stories of growth, 
change and adaptation over time (we repro-
duce ourselves in so many ways, by expansion 
or implosion, by subtraction or addition, by lay-
ering or by integration of parts, etc.) and bears 

that have shaped us over the centuries.
AV: What is the identity - and soul - of the city 
body? Who are you? 
RE: CdC: I am the living manifestation of his-
tory. I am geography. I reveal myself as a liv-
ing manifestation of human culture and his-
tory. I am a complex organism that breathes 

your actions, your desires of your needs, but 
also those of nature. In short, I, the body of the 

mountains, seas, prairies, etc., to favour or limit 

feed my development and growth over the 
time of history. My (urban) body lives on rela-
tions in time.
AV: What is the city body made of?
RE: CdC: Urban structures are my functional 
organs. The bodies of the city are all differ-
ent, but the vital and functional organs are 
always the same. Within the city, the different 
urban structures - the buildings, the streets, the 
squares, the neighbourhoods - are the func-
tional organs that work together and accord-
ing to principles of hierarchy and connection, 
to support the life and activities of you peo-
ple, you city dwellers. Like your cardiovascular 
system, for me the streets and urban transport 
act as arteries that carry you and your goods 
from one point to another, while the squares 
and public spaces and buildings are my beat-
ing heart (sometimes more than one) that 
nourish your social and cultural life.
AV: What is the metabolism and how does it 
feed the body of the city?
RE: CdC: Local communities are the living 
cells that feed the functioning of the organs 
of my body. Within the urban complexity, not 
the individual, but the local communities act 
as your cells, those of the metabolic and lym-
phatic system. Communities are alive, and 
live through shared values, which always arise 
from places, and then become logos, symbols, 
common feeling.
Communities for my body are systems of as-
similation and then digestion that produce 
energy for the body of the city, nourishing me, 
and which then also expel residues.
Communities and their spaces, let us also say 
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body that always exists with respect to what is 
around it, and which manifests itself in a “be-
ing present and in relation”, hence in a pro-
tagonism that can be good or bad, beautiful 
or ugly, but always with respect to the rest, to 
the context to the other, which is nature. It is 
a co-protagonism that is born from both a 
desire and a survival instinct. It is a body that 
always manifests itself with “necessary urban 
protagonism”.
Our conclusions on the city as a body outline 
a comprehensive view of the dynamic rela-
tionship between the urban environment and 
its population, emphasizing the relevance and 
utility of the concept of the city as a living or-
ganism. In brief, we want to place particular 
emphasis on the Italian urban landscape, rec-

-
tural and historical identity of our country. Cit-
ies, far from being static, reveal themselves as 
entities in continuous evolution, shaped by the 
complex socio-economic dynamics and en-

architecture emerges as a crucial element 
in conveying the collective memory, culture, 
and identity of the communities that inhabit 
them. In light of these considerations, the im-
portance of adopting a holistic perspective to 
promote urban regeneration and actively en-
gage local communities is emphasized, aim-
ing to ensure the vitality and sustainability of 
cities in the long term.
All this applies to Gorizia, to San Pietro, to Sal-
cano. Nova-Gorica has another genealogy, 
it is a “foundation city”, whose history is limit-
ed in time, but whose body is nevertheless a 
protagonist in this “short history”. The bodies 
of Gorizia and Nova-Gorica live in symbio-
sis and together constitute a further body, a 
cross-border superbody. And with respect to 

city, hold the environment and the community 
together. I have also been called the habitat 
of man, but that seems a bit reductive to me.
Because I mould myself to you and the envi-
ronment, but I, the body of the city also mould 

-
munities, their ways of living and their relation-
ships.
This analogy between my body and yours 
helps us better understand the profound na-
ture of intrinsic connection between you and 
me, both living.

I conclude by reminding you that my body is 
born in relation to nature and your needs (eco-
nomic, commercial, communicative, political), 
and I can also die for the same reasons. For 
these same reasons I can be reborn through 
cures that you, Man, can put in place. I am 
committed to urban regeneration, architec-
tural reuse, landscape and urban redevelop-
ment, and spatial and functional reconversion.
We have evidence of numerous forms of her-
mitism and semi-solitary life, but man inevita-
bly lives in community, he has an intrinsic need 
for relationship that drives him to “live together”. 
After that, we can discuss the intensities, mag-
nitudes and forms of “living together”, which 
always depend on the extent on Earth and in 
relation to nature to exist. Intensities, magni-
tudes and forms that range from the village to 
the suburb, from the city to the metropolis, up 
to the megalopolis. But man is a social animal, 
as Socrates said, and we would also add po-
litical and poetic. The polis that hosts him and 
that he poetically constructs himself in order 
to “live together” is representation, metaphor, 
form and meaning of his own embodiment, it 
is ethical and aesthetic body. But it is also a 
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evolutions, profound differences without hav-
ing to include them in a theory capable of ex-
plaining relations, cause-effect relationships in 
a deterministic manner. Of course, there were 
recurring elements and they were very evident, 
especially among cities that had developed 
in homogeneous historical and social con-
texts. The sharing of common elements in the 
origins led to very evident recurring aspects 
such as to facilitate the understanding of ur-
ban fabrics and the relationships between the 
elements, despite which there were differenc-

unifying theories, but on the condition of losing 
the ability to fully understand the soul of cities.
Among all cities, the ones most dear to him 
had always been water cities. In his person-
al ranking, those located on the sea occupied 
a primary role over river cities. The incessant 

to his mind a sense of melancholy, as well 
as the one-way motion a sense of constraint 

its very nature was the place from which to 
depart towards distant destinations along dif-
ferent routes, with the possibility of charting 
new ones. A sense of possibility and hope that 
could also include the concept of return. He 
had to recognize that the port could be con-
sidered, once again, as the heart of the city. He 
could not deny it. But it was always the variety 
of evolutions that attracted his attention the 
most.
Domina
its form by the water that surrounded it, per-
meated by liquid arteries, with more or less 
generous widenings that retained the ancient 

thickened buildings, joined in such a way as 
to hold each other up and share a precari-

-
ually in balance between destruction and the 
will to resist that had always been for him an 
emblem of human endurance, of the posi-
tive faith in a future that sooner or later might 
have failed, but that was never able to make 
its inhabitants give up the will to believe and 
to ingenuity in order to achieve the realiza-
tion of the dream. An emblem of the slowness 
and inexorable work of people. The decision 
to make it a city out of time pained him, even 
though he understood the need to protect 
such a vast and important repertoire of cul-
tural beauty. Somehow, the city had given it-
self free territories in which to experiment the 
future so that they became places for the 

the rest of the world. Lab-places in which to 
welcome, experiment and criticize. Avant-gar-
de places within an open-air museum for the 
use and consumption of tourists. Was it still a 
real city? Would that have been its designat-
ed future? Teaching-related enclaves stood in 
the middle of events as beacons destined to 

further evolution, and recent technological in-
novations, though hard-fought, represented a 
chance not to succumb in the face of a des-
tiny that for many was doomed to disappear. 
Helsa, an exotic and extreme destination be-
cause of its climate, had been one of the plac-
es of learning. Its harbour, fundamental to the 
economy of the entire nation, had helped to 

sea, at the same time the variety of situations 
determined by the islands and peninsulas that 
made up the territory occupied by the capi-
tal had characterised the city, giving it a truly 
unique relationship with the natural elements. 
Nordic pragmatism had done the rest, allowing 
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other places. What had struck him was how the 
struggle against a hostile climatic reality had 
stimulated the search for a widespread qual-
ity, where nothing was by chance and every-
thing was a synthesis of beauty and function-

made people turn towards a sense of practi-
cality devoid of aesthetic quests. Not here. On 

combined with a desire to be projected into 
the future, seeking innovative solutions and 
trying to be at the centre of the world despite 
the geographical location. Geography as des-
tiny was, in this case, perhaps more related to 
how people’s souls were forged. The result was 
a narrative devoted to experimentation, where 
people felt part of an international future and 
the rootedness of traditions, even constructive 
ones, did not detract from this propensity. 
In the end, Trigesta represented a return to 
the places of his roots, to the territory where he 
had grown up. A place of enquiry and at the 
same time an unexpected destination given 
his desire to leave again for faraway places. 
Likewise, the continuation of training in such a 
place had been unexpected. Here, the parts 
of the city were expressed in a manner as ev-
ident as were the physical signs of the evolu-
tionary phases and the importance of an in-
frastructural legacy that had allowed the port 
and the city to become what it is today. 
In this case, geography contributed little to 
the understanding of urban evolution, but it 
did further explain the evolution of the politi-
cal history of a territory that represented the 
maritime outlet on the Adriatic and therefore 
on the Mediterranean of a now dissolved em-
pire. A city that for a long time was immersed 

in the torpor of those who think they are pow-
erless in the face of their own destiny, only to 
rediscover themselves at the centre of a larg-
er territory when compared to their own urban 
and national borders. A city that has had to 
rediscover itself as international and not just 
cross-border. Compressed in its geography in 
a visceral relationship between Karst land and 
sea. A tale extended in time, just as its shape 
and projection was equally stretched. 
This had always been his favourite point of 
view: cities as open narratives, stories to be told 
by trying to grasp the interweavings and nu-
ances according to multiple, even contradic-
tory paths, as are the situations one can come 
across on a journey within the most complex 
and fascinating human creation: the city.
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