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What happens when culture becomes a tool to rethink the city?
How can architecture, urban design and cultural policies con-
verge to transform the city?
This volume explores forty years of the European Capital of 
Culture (ECoC) Programme as a critical lens through which to 
read, design and imagine the contemporary city. Beyond cel-
ebratory narratives, the volume analyses ECoCs as complex 
devices of cultural diplomacy, civic imagination, participa-
tion and morpho-functional regeneration of urban space.
Through the investigation of 40 case studies, thematic essays 
and comparative mappings, the thesis of the “city as a cultural 
project” explores the possible combinations between architec-
ture, temporary and ephemeral events and short, medium and 
long-term urban strategies, as a vector of new city paradigms.
From Athens 1985 to Nova Gorica/Gorizia 2025, the book traces 
the evolution of the European Capitals of Culture from symbol-
ic events to political and structural projects for the city.
The volume is the result of the study and design activity carried 
out within the RRR Lab - Integrated Design Studio of Architec-
ture and Building in the academic years 2023-24 and 2024-25, 
thanks to the work of the student Collectives COLGO! and VAGO, 
the teachers of the Laboratory and the partners who in these 
two years have accompanied and supported the teaching and 
research activities carried out. Written by architects, schol-
ars and designers involved in these paths, between local and 
global, the book proposes an interdisciplinary approach, which 
claims the city as a space of collective authorship, as a field of 
experimentation for the future of Europe and its communities.
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This book is the result of a didactic and research journey developed by 
the RRR Lab – Integrated Design Studio for Architecture and the Built 
Environment at the University of Trieste.

Over the past two academic years (2023 - 25), the Design Studio has 
systematically explored the urban and architectural impact of the European 
Capitals of Culture, initiating collective design experiences through two 
student groups – COLGO! Collective and VAGO Collective – and involving 
numerous faculty members, researchers, teachers, and institutional partners.

The volume brings together contributions from both teaching and research: 
comparative analyses, critical essays, thematic maps, and case studies. 
It represents the first organic attempt to systematize the urban projects 
generated by the ECoC programme over the past forty years.

Edited by Thomas Bisiani, Sonia Prestamburgo, and Adriano Venudo, 
with contributions from faculty and researchers affiliated with the RRR 
Lab (Alessio Bortot, Luigi Di Dato, Michela Lupieri, Giulia Piccinin) at the 
Department of Engineering and Architecture, the book documents an 
experimental teaching experience and, at the same time, a research project 
developed in dialogue with institutions, territories, and communities involved 
in the GO!2025 Nova Gorica - Gorizia European Capital of Culture initiative.

The COLGO! Collective is composed of the following students from the 
Integrated Design Studio for Architecture and the Built Environment 
RRR Lab, academic year 2023 - 2024:  
Simone Biasiol, Victoria Boljesic, Sara Cantarutti, Giulia Ceciliot,  
Alessandro De Cesaris, Valentina Esposito, Alessia Giacomini,  
Marta Grimolizzi, Yana Kalynovych, Isabella Leiter, Martin Predan,  
Matilda Sain, Davide Stefani, Raffaella Terracciano,  
Ivan Vinciguerra, Sara Zuppin.

The VAGO Collective is composed of the following students from the 
Integrated Design Studio for Architecture and the Built Environment  
RRR Lab, academic year 2024 - 2025: 
Giada Allegretto, Emmanuel Battista Delgado, Nicoletta Bellotto,  
Pietro Calligaro, Giulia Cettul, Vedran Cvetkovič, Elisabetta De Luca,  
Enrico Del Favero, Niccolò Fabbro, Camilla Favretto, Giulia Ferrante,  
Greta Fragomeni, Egnis Guni, Anna Krajnik, Stivi Kruja, Vittoria Montanino, 
Federico Pinto, Massimo Radovcic, Pietro Raimo, Chiara Scarel,  
Caterina Scoch, Anna Sforza, Veronika Sosič, Samuele Torresin.

The contents of this book are one of the outcomes of the teaching and 
research activity carried out within the Institutional agreement RRR 
Lab 2022–25 between the Department of Engineering and Architecture 
(University of Trieste), the Municipality of Gorizia, the EGTC-EZTS, the ATER 
of Gorizia, and the CONSUNIGO.
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Light design for urban events
Alessio Bortot and Giulia Piccinin

Since the earliest times, the organisation of big scale events, 
fairs or festivals, lay or religious, has involved urban and archi-
tectural interventions able of transforming cities, either perma-
nently or temporarily. The holding of processions, rituals, games, 
events, etc., has often altered the urban and natural environment, 
even irreversibly, as in the case of Venice’s canals burying during 
the Napoleonic era, to ensure the holding of triumphal military 
parades. We are aware of many temporary interventions on an 
architectural or urban planning scale through written accounts, 
surviving project drawings (“paper architectures”) or pictorial 
works: dismountable structures capable of transforming cities 
into grand theatres. Some architectural historians argue that 
these ephemeral architectures were a prelude to later perma-
nent architectures, like the sketch of a sculpture1; according to 
this recent interpretation, temporary architectures have played 
an important role in history, instead of being regarded merely as 
superficial or fake constructions. 

The book Feasarchitektur analyses how ephemeral construc-
tions have influenced the transformation of cities to represent 
the spectacle of absolutism, from the Seventeenth century to 
the present day2. Beyond any geographical or historical con-
text, the architectures of major events are characterised by 
a strong desire for spectacularity, capable of impressing vis-
itors with scientific apparatuses developed according to the 
era. Temporary architectures evolved during the centuries 
thanks to material elements, but also throughout immaterial 
ones such as light projection and sound, components able of 
interacting profoundly with sensorial perceptions. 

From the Renaissance, but especially in the Baroque period, in 
the fields of art and architecture it is clear the production of 
works designed to foster “a state of wonder” in the observer. 
This wonder can refer to objects, rooms or entire buildings in-
spired by experiments carried out in scientific contexts on nat-
ural phenomena and perception of them through human senses. 
Perceptual, acoustic and sight limits were exploited to induce 
a state of estrangement in the viewer, a sort of “sensory short 
circuit” capable of astounding and not simply surprising. The 

process was not an end in itself: the art of wonder — in the Sev-
enteenth century based on the creation process of the famous 
wunderkammer3 — was able to promote a fertile state of mind 
for learning. The marvellous effects produced by nature — once 
investigated with a scientific attitude — were gradually stripped 
of their mystery and magic component, to gain, through the ex-
perimental method, the rigour that will become scientific in the 
following centuries. Research topics such as the nature of light, 
the existence of the void, optics and acoustics — which were es-
sential for the relationship between human being and enclosed 
space — will inspire the so-called “experiential architecture”. It is 
in this context that we can mention Athanasius Kircher’s “magic 
lantern” (fig. 1), a projection tool invented and employed by the 
Jesuit monk to convey religious messages, but which was soon 
used at fairs for simple entertainment. A further instrument ca-
pable of exploiting the optical laws of projection will have great 
success from the 1600s onwards: the camera obscura. Used in 
the Middle Ages by Arab scientists to demonstrate the laws of 
sight, it would become in the Renaissance the tool of painters to 
create perspective views, but also an object of fascination and 
entertainment for common people during city festivals. As we 
know, from 1800 onwards, this tool would allow the creation of 
the first photographic images. The light projected by magic lan-
terns or captured inside camera obscuras, appears as a magic 
element according to a typical baroque aesthetics.

The quest for wonder does not seem to have died out with 
the passing of the centuries, so much so that it can be con-
sidered one of those meta-historical passions of human soul 
which is protagonist of an evolution that goes hand in hand 
with knowledge. It is equally difficult to claim that the rela-
tionship between the art (or science) of wonder and architec-
ture has exhausted its wide range of possible declinations. 
The international exhibitions of the Twentieth century cele-
brated the great developments in technique, once again the 
use of light played a key role in lending monumentality and 
making cities more fascinating, according to a spectacular 
neo-baroque aesthetic. The baroque tools of wonder — mag-
ic lantern and camera obscura — evolved in that period cre-
ating an ideal marriage between art and science. Describing 
the use of light and sound for the international exposition in 
Paris of 1937 (fig. 2), Robert Weddle affirms: 
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«The nocturnal displays borrowed from baroque traditions in 
which plays of water, light, and fireworks were infused with 
musical and spoken-word performances to form an encom-
passing sensual spectacle. These traditions were modernized, 
however, through new technical means including up-to-date 
pumping, lighting, and amplification capabilities as well as ad-
vanced electrical control systems and distribution networks 
that allowed fairgoers to interact with the displays—sometimes 
literally through manipulating their effects, but always through 
a sense of physical immersion within the spectacle»4.

The Paris Exhibition of 1937 is best known for the use of tech-
nologically advanced instruments for the time (light projectors, 
smoke machines, audio amplifiers, speakers, mechanical foun-
tains for water games, etc.) controlled from a centralised studio 
floating on the Seine and connected to the installations by sub-
merged electric cables. This “electrified cityscape show” was 
planned and controlled by the architects Eugène Beaudouin and 
Marcel Lods; their way of creating spectacle led to the develop-
ment, in the years to follow, of a field of application of new tech-
nologies called “illuminating engineering”, a skilled work able of 
strongly influencing the visual landscape. 

Angela Ndalianis, in her analysis of the relationship between the 
Baroque style of the Seventeenth century and the use of enter-
tainment technology in the contemporary era, emphasises how 
the strategies for involving the visitor in the work have remained 
unchanged: the desire is to give the public an immersive experi-
ence, altering the visual perception of space through the use of 
optical techniques that blur the line between reality and fiction5. 
In the same field of research, other authors6 compare the large 
painted illusory baroque perspectives on the ceilings of Seven-
teenth century churches and palaces (fig. 3) to contemporary 
video art installations. Here too, the role of the observer emerges, 
who does not observe the work from the outside, but is an integral 
part of it and occupies the same space. 

Contemporary magic lanterns give the chance to realise large 
projections on building façades, important international festi-
vals are dedicated to light installations or video mapping, they 
are generally called Fête des Lumières. The video mapping tech-
nique involves the projection not on flat screens, but on large 
three-dimensional elements inserted into the urban context, 

1: Athanasius Kircher, Ars Magna lucis et umbrae (1645), 
representation of the magic lantern.

2: The Seine illuminations for the Exposition of Paris in 1937. 
Rendering by Eugène Beaudouin, L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui, (March 
1935). © 2007 Artists Rights Society, New York/ADAGP, Paris.
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3: Giovan Battista Gaulli, Trionfo del nome di Gesù (1679), ceiling of 
Chiesa del Gesù in Rome.

4: Projection mapping on the court of the Hôtel de Ville at Lyon, 
image from: <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cour-hotel-
ville-lyon-fete-lumieres.jpg>.

mostly building façades (fig. 4). The action of light creates an 
illusory effect capable of dematerialising architectural surfaces 
or transforming them into scenarios for storytelling, «projec-
tion mapping is growing as a medium for artists and designers 
around the world. As a result, more festivals and events em-
ploy projection mapping to tell stories, teach history and de-
light viewers of all ages»7. Light festivals are now widespread 
throughout the world, the most famous however probably re-
mains the Fête des Lumières in Lyone, whose origin dates back 
to 1852: that year, against a backdrop of social unrest, recur-
ring floods and radical urban change, was taken the decision to 
erect a statue of the Virgin Mary on Fourvière Hill. The inaugu-
ration was scheduled for 8th September, the date of the tradi-
tional procession of Aldermen, but flooding delayed delivery of 
the statue. The event was therefore postponed to 8th December, 
the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, but once again, official 
ceremonies had to be abandoned. Seeing the weather improve 
as night fell, the people of Lyon spontaneously placed lit can-
dles on their windowsills and balconies, a symbol of the people 
coming together in a spirit of solidarity. The tradition of 8th De-
cember continued over the following decades and the citizens 
of Lyon are now very attached to this popular annual event8. 

Several capitals of culture have decided to use light installa-
tions to create spectacle or enhance local cultural aspects, in 
an edutainment — a word that alludes to the combination of “ed-
ucation” and “entertainment” — perspective. In 2016, San Sebas-
tian in Spain was designated as the Capital of Culture9. Among 
other initiatives, sustainable lighting interventions were pro-
moted within the city, either permanent or temporary, aimed at 
encouraging people to think about the intelligent use of energy 
resources. The project was based on the research of Nora Imaz, 
a professional with a degree in Architectural Lighting Design. In 
2020 it was Galway’s turn to be named Capital of Culture, for the 
occasion, architect John Gerrard designed the Mirror Pavilion, 
a parallelepiped structure with a roof and three fully reflective 
walls and a fourth covered in LEDs to act as a projection screen, 
on which images of the city’s historical tradition run. Finally, we 
can mention the cities of Bergamo and Brescia, Cultural Capi-
tals in 2023. Among the events organised there was a festival of 
light entitled Light is Life, with fifteen light installations in Bres-
cia Castle and twelve installations in Upper City of Bergamo.

244



Bibliography
S. Bonnemaison, C. Macy, (ed.), Festival Architecture, New
York, Routledge, 2008.
M. Hvattum, “Essence and Ephemera, Themes in Nineteenth
Century Architectural Discourse”, unpublished conference
paper, Richmond, Society of Architectural Historians Annual
Meeting, April 2002.
A. Kircher, Ars Magna lucis et umbrae, Roma, 1645.
A. Lugli, (ed.), Wunderkammer, Venezia, Electa, 1986.
A. Ndalianis, Neo-Baroque Aesthetics and Contemporary
Entertainment, Cambridge, The MIT Press 2004.
W. Oechslin, A. Buschow, Festarchitektur, Stuttgart, Verlag
Gerd Hatje, 1984.
F. B. Stengel, Andrea Pozzo et l’art vidéo. Deplacement et 
point de vue du spectateur dans l’art baroque et l’art contem-
porain, Paris, Isthme éditions, 2006.
R. Weddle, “Sound, light, and the mystique of space: Paris
1937”, in: S. Bonnemaison, C. Macy, (ed.), Festival Architec-
ture, New York, Routledge, 2008, pp. 215-237.

Sitography
<https://www.aristaproav.com/article_d.php?lang=en&t-
b=5&id=744>.
<https://www.fetedeslumieres.lyon.fr/en/page/story-be-
hind-festival>.
<https://www.sansebastianturismoa.eus/en/to-do/cul-
ture-art-architecture/donostia-2016#:~:text=DONOSTIA%20
%2F%20SAN%20SEBASTI%C3%81N%202016,innova-
tion%20in%20the%20cultural%20sector>.

Notes
1	 M. Hvattum, “Essence and Ephemera, Themes in Nineteenth 
Century Architectural Discourse”, unpublished conference paper, 
Richmond, Society of Architectural Historians Annual Meeting, 
April 2002.

2	 W. Oechslin, A. Buschow, Festarchitektur. Der Architekt Als 
Inszenierungskünstler, Stuttgart, Verlag Gerd Hatje, 1984.

3	 A. Lugli, (ed.), Wunderkammer, Venezia, Electa, 1986.

4	 R. Weddle, “Sound, light, and the mystique of space: Paris 1937”, 
in: S. Bonnemaison, C. Macy, (ed.), Festival Architecture, New York, 
Routledge, 2008, p. 216. 

5	 A. Ndalianis, Neo-Baroque Aesthetics and Contemporary 
Entertainment, Cambridge, The MIT Press, 2004.

6	 F. B. Stengel, Andrea Pozzo et l’art vidéo. Deplacement et point 
de vue du spectateur dans l’art baroque et l’art contemporain, Paris, 
Isthme éditions, 2006.

7	 Arista ProAv, “10 Global Art and Light Festivals to Inspire Your 
Projection Mapping Events”, in: Arista ProAV, <https://www.
aristaproav.com/article_d.php?lang=en&tb=5&id=744>; site 
accessed on 11/01/2025. 

8	 Fête des Lumières, “The story behind the festival”, in: Fête des 
Lumières, <https://www.fetedeslumieres.lyon.fr/en/page/story-
behind-festival>; site accessed on 11/01/2025. 

9	 San Sebastian tourism, “European Capital of Culture. Donostia/
San Sebastian 2016”, in: San Sebastian tourism, <https://www.
sansebastianturismoa.eus/en/to-do/culture-art-architecture/
donostia-2016#:~:text=DONOSTIA%20%2F%20SAN%20
SEBASTI%C3%81N%202016, innovation%20in%20the%20
cultural%20sector>; site accessed on 09/01/2025.

During the workshop On intangible matter, held as part of the 5th

year RRR Lab at the faculty of Architecture in Gorizia, the stu-
dents were asked to integrate a light pavilion into their overall 
project for GO!2025, a privileged place, indoors or outdoors, in 
which to place a light installation inspired by the works of some 
contemporary minimalist artists. The aim was not to create 
lighting effects for their own sake, but rather to enhance the 
relationship between design and context through intangible 
matter. The idea was represented through a conceptual model, 
a 50 cm “cube of light” with a peephole to observe the interior, 
lighted with artificial lights or with openings in the box wall cal-
ibrated to let in natural light. The physical model has become a 
tool for experimentation and study, before becoming a medium 
for representation, able to compensate the limitations of dig-
ital instruments. Controlling the behaviour of light requires us 
to tune it to the space, as musicians do with their instruments.
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