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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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Analogous capital. 
Capriccio, collage and remix  
as meta-techniques of continuity
Thomas Bisiani

«It is not enough for the poet to analyze his experience as 
the scientist does, breaking it up into parts, distinguish-
ing part from part, classifying the various parts. His task 
is finally to unify experience1».

«To understand monuments also as pieces of cities, sedi-
mentations of materials, that can be transformed, adapted 
and arranged for a fresh life, does not mean a cultural adven-
ture but a great project for the principal nations of Europe2».

«The description of the bricoleur is far more of a ‘real-life’ 
specification of what the architect-urbanist is and does than 
any fantasy deriving from ‘methodology’ and ‘systemics’3».

The idea of the European Capital of Culture (ECoC) pres-
ents itself as a complex construct, not without inherent 
contradictions. While aiming to celebrate and promote 
the cultural wealth of European cities, the implementa-
tion of this “temporary” and “itinerant” designation raises 
fundamental questions about the relationship between 
culture, events, and architecture — understood here as 
the physical consistency of the city.

The ECoC initiative is conceived as an action that transforms a 
selected city, granting it a symbolic “title” meant to enhance its 
«image»4 and strengthen its significance on a European scale.

To identify the essential features embedded in the ECoC con-
cept, one might start from its name and how it has evolved 
over time — a shift that enables a first disciplinary reflection. 
From 1985 until 1998, the original designation was European 
City of Culture, a title that, starting in 1999, was officially re-
defined as European Capital of Culture.

From city to capital
A useful reflection may begin with the notion of the “city”, as 
defined by the geographer Franco Farinelli. According to him, 
the city is «any place capable of producing a material, public 

and therefore shared image of the form and functioning of 
the world, or of a part of it»5.

Farinelli helps us to view the ECoC process not merely as 
an occasion for regeneration or a form of promotion, but 
as something deeper — something that touches the very 
nature of the urban entity. The ECoC can be understood as 
a process that transforms the designated city into a pow-
erful generator of “material images”.

These images are of strategic importance. According to 
Farinelli, «every rivalry between cities expresses itself, at 
the highest level, through the struggle for the affirmation 
and dissemination of the images they produce»6. The same 
logic applies to the ECoC selection process, in which cities 
compete to assert their ability to represent European values 
and visions of urban development.

The subsequent transition — from the simple status of “city” to 
that of “capital” — is a sublimation of these ideas. It entails an on-
tological metamorphosis that elevates the city to a symbolic and 
representative status, transforming it into a «mystical body»7.

While the designated city remains, in its everyday reality, 
a «ragunanza d’huomini»8, for the duration of one year, it 
becomes a singular and transcendent entity. It comes to 
embody and represent the «European citizens’ sense of be-
longing to a common cultural area»9.

According to Farinelli, the capital city thus becomes the el-
ement that gives the European space a “geometric body”. In 
doing so, it assigns a condition of «isotropy»10 to the “cultural 
space” — creating a structure in which every point in the net-
work is equally related to a single, recognizable centre.

The bid-book: the form of the ECoC
This transformation is not only reflected in the change of 
name, it also lies in the progressive evolution of the selection 
process. What began as a direct appointment of cities has 
become, over time, a competitive and structured procedure.

In this context, the “bid-book” becomes the primary artefact 
around which the selection revolves. It is a planned and ide-
alised representation of the city and its cultural programme. 
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In other words, it is a project — an anticipatory image — that 
defines the city as a European Capital of Culture for one year.

The bid-book embodies both the “logic” and the “form” that each 
candidate city offers. It responds to predefined criteria: Euro-
pean dimension, cultural programme, management, and legacy. 
It “translates” local ambitions into the language of the ECoC.

As such, the bid-book is an act of urban self-representation. It ex-
presses an awareness not only of a city’s nature, but — above all — 
of its desires. In this sense, the city and its bid-book are co-con-
stitutive elements, each shaping and being shaped by the other.

Ephemeral and permanent, diverse and conforming
The symbolic and projective power of the bid-book, so central 
to the selection process, also generates a series of tensions. 
The very idea of the ECoC, as shaped by this mechanism, is 
not free from internal “crises”. While the historical city has 
emerged as a complex artefact — stratified over time, often 
beyond the scope of strong and deliberate planning — the 
ECoC approach sometimes risks adopting a logic driven by 
“ideal visions” of the city and of culture, rather than being root-
ed in the tangible urban elements that truly “compose” the city.

This contradiction reveals itself in the friction between the 
ECoC’s ambition to make a real impact on a defined urban con-
dition and its celebratory, event-based nature. It is a dichotomy 
between the desire to deliver a year-long cultural programme re-
flecting a coherent, unified vision, and the inevitable encounter 
with the material, fragmentary, and divergent reality of the city.

The city — understood both as urbs and as civitas — is the raw 
material of the ECoC. A particular trait of the urbs, as the physi-
cal dimension of the city, is its “European” character: a built ar-
chive of history and culture. The ECoC draws upon this to enact 
transformations that operate on at least two levels. The first 
is temporary and representational, activating the city for the 
duration of the event. The second, more subordinate, implies 
lasting morphological changes to the city-as-work.

These two layers of transformation represent the first an-
tinomy of the ECoC, which oscillates between the ephemeral 
and the permanent. The bid-book tends to define the ECoC 

primarily through its programme of events, activities, and 
projects — that is, through its content. In this light, the ECoC 
appears as a cultural, social, and managerial construct, ani-
mated by a sequence of actions that act upon the civitas. If 
we were to identify a form, we could describe the ECoC as an 
“urban performance”, defined by the “here and now”.

Nonetheless, EU programmes explicitly pursue a “legacy”. 
This is the ECoC’s ambition for permanence: the desire to 
produce long-term effects through physical transformations. 
Yet these risk becoming weak if they are conceived merely as 
functional by-products of the annual programme.

A second antinomy lies in the dual nature of the ECoC. It aims 
both to «highlight the richness and diversity of cultures in 
Europe»11 and to «celebrate the cultural features that Euro-
peans share»12. This dual mandate creates a tension between 
the locus of the host city and the representational demand for 
shared European values and meanings. The ECoC therefore 
risks either becoming too endogenous or overly decontextu-
alised. However, this yearly re-rooting into a specific and lo-
cal context — essential to generating content — appears less 
problematic than the selection methodology itself, which is 
based on evaluation and planning criteria that implicitly pro-
mote a model of cultural conformity.

Culture, and re-signification
The concept of the ECoC, however, goes further than act-
ing solely upon the civitas and the urbs. It also recognises 
and promotes a third operative dimension: “culture” — un-
derstood as a «contribution [...] to the development of cit-
ies»13. Culture is here conceived not only as a repository 
embedded in the material fabric of the city, but also as a 
form of capital that is continuously re-integrated by its 
inhabitants through an ongoing “process of transforma-
tion”. These transformations, at least in part, settle into 
the city’s constructed heritage.

From this perspective, the ECoC may be defined as a stra-
tegic “recombination” of a system of relationships composed 
of cultural, spatial, and social resources, all mobilised to pro-
duce a new image of the city.
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The conceptual — and simultaneously physical — operation at 
the core of an ECoC thus corresponds to a process of re-sig-
nification. This does not mean merely enhancing the status 
quo, nor does it consist in reversible or temporary interven-
tions. Rather, it implies the inscription of new signs and trac-
es into the architectural body of the city.

The Trimurti
From an architectural standpoint, the designation of a Eu-
ropean Capital of Culture activates those areas of the dis-
cipline concerned with how architecture and the city are 
constructed, inhabited, and perceived as complex phenom-
ena. Within this conceptual framework, three seminal works 
form what might be described as a kind of canonical “Trim-
urti”: Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture by Robert 
Venturi, L’Architettura della città by Aldo Rossi, and Collage 
City by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter.

Venturi’s essay is particularly valuable in showing that the con-
tradictions embedded in the very notion of an ECoC are not to 
be resolved through design. On the contrary, they should be ac-
knowledged and embraced as a generative force within the de-
sign process. For Venturi, it is precisely in the logic of what he 
calls «The Phenomenon of ‘Both-And’» that the richness of archi-
tecture resides. This richness is measured by the stratification of 
multiple layers of meaning, which are «readable and workable in 
several ways at once»14. Furthermore, he affirms that the making 
of valid compromises is «one of the chief tasks of the architect»15.

Ambiguity and paradox, therefore, are not incidental — they 
are structural components that generate a productive ten-
sion in the process of re-signification that an ECoC simul-
taneously demands and produces.

While Venturi allows us to frame the ECoC as an inherently archi-
tectural matter — one that deliberately avoids «plain discursive 
simplicity»16 and aspires instead to a more layered and ambiguous 
«unify experience»17 — the other two volumes, The Architecture of 
the City and Collage City, provide powerful tools for investigating 
the relationship between time, architecture, and the city, particu-
larly in the European context. They help establish both conceptual 
and operational tools appropriate for architectural intervention.

Studying the ECoC through the lens of these works thus al-
lows for a deeper interrogation of its interaction with the 
“form” of the city — not only as a visible image or a collection 
of buildings, but as a «man-made object […] that grows over 
time»18, shaped equally by history and collective memory.

Objects, facts, and memories
An approach that proves even more effective within the 
specific temporariness of the ECoC context, where — op-
erationally speaking — the information available to sup-
port a project aimed at fostering effective and lasting 
transformation is often partial or untimely, and at the 
same time, action cannot be postponed. 

An effective ECoC programme, understood as a tool for trans-
formation, must therefore have the capacity to “stimulate” a 
sensitivity toward urban facts as a «work of art»19. It must 
“reactivate” the collective sense of memory, while also being 
capable of “interrogating” the exhausted spaces of the city. 
In doing so, it must establish new relationships and thereby 
nurture new architectural and urban meanings.

From this perspective derives the strategic role of the archi-
tect. It lies in its critical ability to engage with the available 
architectural material — whether by recognizing its value or 
attributing new meaning to those heteroclite objects that, like 
a «bricoleur»20, the architect is called to select and recombine.

Meta-techniques of re-signification
From the disciplinary contributions of Rossi and Rowe, we 
can identify two types of «meta-techniques»21 that allow us to 
work on the notion of re-signification: capriccio and collage.

Through these recombinatory actions, it becomes possi-
ble to explore the representability of the city and the sys-
tem of its form, starting from the idea that architecture 
is made from other architectures. On this basis, capriccio 
and collage may at first appear as equivalent or inter-
changeable approaches. This apparent interchangeability 
is also suggested by the cross-references: for instance, 
Rossi’s use of collage to illustrate his essay Architettura 
per i musei (1968)22, is formally close to the technique and 
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language of Hans Kollhoff’s City of Composite Presence 
(1976)23, which illustrates the flyleaf of Rowe’s Collage City 
(1978). Similarly, in the final chapter of Collage City, titled 
Excursus, Rowe claims proximity between his thesis and 
Canaletto’s Capriccio con edifici palladiani24, which Ros-
si himself describes in the Introduzione all’edizione por-
toghese de ‘L’architettura della cittá’ (1975)25.

Capriccio
However, capriccio and collage do not represent the same me-
ta-compositional method. Capriccio is an exercise of imagina-
tion fueled by memory, one that produces an image grounded 
in plausibility. It envisions a possible world that does not nec-
essarily correspond to reality, where each part maintains its 
own unity and recognizability, and the composition consists of 
finite elements, organized in relation to one another.

The resulting image may appear “spontaneous” as a whole, yet 
its components are in fact selected with intent, chosen for 
their semantic value, and drawn from the archives of history.

Historically associated with Eighteenth-century vedutis-
mo painting — Canaletto, Bellotto, Piranesi — capriccio is 
defined by Costantino Dardi as a form of «architectural 
montage»26, one that distorts the coordinates of its origi-
nal elements to create a «space of surprise»27. Capriccio is 
both «free invention and rigorous matches, programmed 
play and combinatory art»28.

Although oriented toward an ideal or hypothetical plan, ca-
priccio relies on the juxtaposition of «certain elements, root-
ed in the history of architecture and of the city»29. It alludes 
to «a theory of architectural design in which the elements are 
predetermined, formally defined, but where the meaning that 
emerges at the end of the process is the authentic, unexpect-
ed, and original sense of the research»30.

From a compositional perspective, capriccio is character-
ized by recombination and permanence. It corresponds 
to the Vitruvian dispositio: the «arrangement in space of 
known elements»31. In this type of composition, the parts 
are familiar, but their mutual relationships are renewed 
through new placements in space and time.

Collage
Collage, by contrast, emphasizes the re-semantisation of 
the parts it employs, which are subordinated to the overall 
composition. It presupposes a fundamental transformabil-
ity of the original materials from which fragments are ex-
tracted. This often entails a loss or alteration of form and 
meaning in the original artifacts.

Whereas capriccio seeks a formal unity of the whole as a dom-
inant objective, collage instead embraces the heterogeneity of 
its parts as a defining characteristic. The decomposition of fig-
ures and the shift in meanings challenge the identifiability and 
origin of the components. The “spontaneity” that may be per-
ceived in capriccio can also be observed in collage, though here 
it stems from the use of “available” materials — pre-existing 
elements chosen from a limited and heterogeneous repertoire, 
the result of contingency and circumstance. These materials 
constitute deposits of forms, rather than archives of meanings.

Compared to capriccio, collage involves more radical analog-
ical leaps, driven by fragmentation and the loss of the orig-
inal meanings of its components. This makes it potentially 
more fertile from a compositional standpoint. However, the 
re-semantisation it entails demands a greater compositional 
effort to establish a formal language that remains intelligible 
despite its inherent “fragmentariness”.

Capriccio, by contrast, is more limited in terms of compositional 
advancement, as it draws on a “semantic capital”32 which, how-
ever vast the historical archive may be, remains ultimately finite.

Continuing from a compositional perspective, capriccio im-
plies a general coherence — a closed, defined order in equi-
librium with its constituent elements. Collage, instead, pro-
duces a more open, incremental composition, marked by the 
coexistence of different and at times dissonant fragments.

In both cases, however, these elements or fragments re-
tain a degree of autonomy — depending on whether they 
are semantic or formal in nature — which generates a pro-
ductive tension within the overall composition.

Another common trait of both capriccio and collage is the use 
of estrangement as an “inventive technique”33. In the case of 
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capriccio, estrangement is triggered primarily by the reposi-
tioned object, in collage, by the shift in meaning.

This understanding opens up an interpretation of capriccio and 
collage as particularly complex constructs. They are animated 
not only by estrangement but also by other inventive proce-
dures, such as the association of diverse elements, the manip-
ulation of familiar ones, and disarticulation. Hence the hypoth-
esis that they may be understood as “meta-compositions”.

In capriccio, these techniques aim to construct a new chain 
of meanings and a recontextualization. Collage, on the other 
hand, tends toward the concatenation of formally autono-
mous and decontextualized elements.

Two extremes. Knowledge and the capacity to manipulate
If capriccio and collage are to be understood as powerful 
engines capable of generating new images of the city, their 
application is not without consequences. Each necessarily 
entails a redefinition — and thus a transformation — of the 
finite elements, parts, or fragments on which they respec-
tively rely, albeit to varying degrees.

Capriccio and collage can thus be regarded not only as 
metaphors or rhetorical devices but also — and especially 
in this case — as speculative methods of inquiry and oper-
ative tools to engage with the intrinsically contradictory 
nature of the European Capital of Culture.

These two meta-compositions identify two poles which, 
though not mutually exclusive, are undoubtedly divergent. 
They may serve as reference points to map a space of com-
positional actions, defined by their proximity to — or distance 
from — the operational logics specific to capriccio and collage.

The distinct actions associated with each pole can be iden-
tified as follows: for capriccio, the key is “knowledge” and 
the resulting “ability to select”; for collage, the operative 
core is the “capacity to manipulate”.

These two actions define an ideal Cartesian space — a field 
of “re-composition” — in which one axis might represent our 
capacity to manipulate an architectural object, and the other 
the depth of our knowledge about it.

This small hermeneutic system allows us to identify a third 
position within that ideal space, one where re-composition is 
equally nourished by the informed selectivity typical of capric-
cio and by the manipulative versatility characteristic of collage.

Between capriccio and collage, the remix
Alongside capriccio and collage, a third combinatory me-
ta-technique emerges, offering greater flexibility in negotiat-
ing between the consolidated and shared materials of urban 
reality and the heterogeneous, contingent phenomena that 
tend to overlap and act upon that corpus.

This possibility, retraced through the chronology of creative 
recombination practices, can be identified as the remix. From 
this perspective, the remix is a re-composition with system-
atic and unified characteristics, constructed from parts or 
elements extracted from pre-existing sources.

The remix therefore requires certain, identifiable source 
materials, as in the case of capriccio, but it also involves the 
manipulation of these originals, as in collage. The result is 
a re-composition that generates a formally new outcome in 
which, nevertheless, the original work remains recognizable 
and may still claim the status of a precedent.

Compared to other inventive techniques, the remix demands 
a deep knowledge of the original work. This level of under-
standing allows for its disarticulation, based on the composi-
tional rules that originally generated it, so that one can then 
proceed with its re-composition — either by rearranging the 
elements derived from it or by associating them with entirely 
new ones.

In the remix, the construction of new relationships thus occurs 
at a deeper level, enabled by operations of decomposition and 
reassembly. This sets it apart from the dispositio of completed 
and recognizable parts that characterizes capriccio.

Compared to capriccio and collage, estrangement in the re-
mix proves to be a weaker inventive device, due to the depth 
of knowledge required of the original. This intimate familiar-
ity often precludes the author from acting on the object «as 
though seeing it for the first time»34.
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Finally, the remix also generates a concatenation. It entails 
a sequence in which the design outcome is not perceived 
as isolated but — however autonomous and independent — 
explicitly positions itself in relation to one or more “original” 
works, which in turn assert their role as “antecedents”.

The culture of continuity as a field of inquiry
On the basis of this theoretical framework, a more in-depth in-
vestigation into the ECoC model emerges — one that can now 
be interpreted as a form of “heterology”, that is, «a ‘non-uni-
vocal’ interpretation — complex, but not ambiguous»35. This 
is not an incidental inquiry; rather, it constitutes a privileged 
field of research through which to study how the meta-tech-
niques of re-composition operate within such heterologies, 
and what outcomes they produce in terms of new architec-
tural signs and meanings inscribed in the physical body of the 
city. It is a promising research subject, whose central themes 
revolve around the notion of a “culture of continuity”.

Several research trajectories may be pursued. One such 
path involves a reconsideration of authorship, especially 
in relation to the possibility that a “second project” might 
actively intervene on an existing artifact. Another entails 
the recognition of a sensibility toward the built environ-
ment — one that entails a poietic, that is, generative and 
transformative, interpretation of the existing, rather than 
one based on philological understanding or documenta-
ry preservation. These are strategies for overcoming the 
event-based nature of the ECoC by introducing transfor-
mative interventions capable of generating a lasting lega-
cy, rather than a return to the pre-existing status quo.

The culture of continuity, together with the meta-techniques of 
re-signification, provides a conceptual bridge between the ide-
alized visions of the bid-book and the fragmented, divergent ma-
terial reality of the city. The aim of this inquiry is thus to identify 
those physical transformations which, by adhering to the logic of 
meta-techniques, become part of the collective biography of the 
city and thereby attain the status of architecture.

Such criteria, however, must be interpreted with a degree 
of flexibility, as meta-techniques do not constitute rigid 

taxonomies. Their value lies precisely in their capacity to 
manipulate and reorganize relationships between elements, 
emphasizing both the autonomy of the original components 
and their potential for metamorphosis. The results of this 
process will rarely conform perfectly to the three models 
discussed — capriccio, collage, remix — but will more likely 
materialize as intersections among them.

Setting aside these methodological caveats, a brief survey 
of recent ECoC editions already yields compelling cases. The 
twin-city of Nova Gorica - Gorizia, designated for 2025, pres-
ents itself in its forma urbis as a collage city straddling the 
Italy-Slovenia border — its layout echoing the schwarzplan 
of Wiesbaden’s center depicted on the cover of Collage City 
by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter. Here, the issue of re-signifi-
cation and legacy arises at the scale of the city — or rather, 
two cities — that for decades developed in mutual disregard, 
and now seek to overcome an accumulation of infrastructural 
contradictions and urban discontinuities.

A second emblematic case is that of Esch-sur-Alzette 2022, 
whose title theme, Remix Culture, was interpreted through a 
spectrum of lenses, from nature to contemporary art. In par-
ticular, the Belval industrial site became the focal point of a 
strategy of selective demolition and architectural grafting 
that gave form to a new urban quarter, articulated around the 
concepts of culture, memory, and transformation.

Finally, in this scalar descent, we encounter the twelve Maisons 
Folies built across France and Belgium during Lille’s 2004 ECoC 
designation. These architectural folies or capricci — social, eco-
nomic, and urban relics — were repurposed into a cross-border 
network of cultural factories and artist residencies.

While partial and heterogeneous, these examples begin to outline 
a distinctly European condition — one that resists nostalgia, imi-
tation, or replication, and instead cultivates a culture of continuity 
that does not relinquish the task of imagining its own future.
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