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ESSAY EDITORIAL

PLACES, SPACES AND

THRESHOLDS OF THE ‘OTHER’
EDITORIAL

Edited by Elisa Boeri (Politecnico di Milano), Luca Cardani
(Politecnico di Milano), Michela Pilotti (Politecnico di Milano) and
Rosa Sessa (Universita di Napoli Federico II)

Issue No. 4 of the Journal of Architectural Design and History addresses the
theme of places of exclusion within cities and territories, in relation to
architectural heritage and the built environment. Through a collection of
essays and contributions, this issue explores the topic in its broadest
interpretative sense, demonstrating that it cannot be confined to a single
definition. It highlights how contemporary challenges call for a repositioning
of our perspective on the concept of exclusion in its various forms — urban,
social, political, ritual, and beyond.

The Essay by Images develops a narrative through an artistic photographic
approach, focusing on a recent exhibition that redefined the role of
architectural imagery produced by patients in former Italian psychiatric
asylums. It reveals the imaginative power of a reality beyond the walls of
confinement.

In her introductory essay, Giuseppina Scavuzzo draws attention to the
relevance of the issue within architecture, emphasizing a paradigm shift in the
conception of otherness — not as a condition of diversity, but as one of
possibility. This shift opens up the field for critically designed values of
disruption, precisely through the “deviance” of heterotopia in relation to the
domain of technique.

The call for papers resulted in fourteen essays covering geographical areas
across all continents, offering a selective yet global perspective on the topic.
Approximately half of the contributions originate from Italian research,
highlighting the strong relevance of the subject in architectural discourse,
both from design and historical standpoints.

The architecture of “total institutions” plays a predominant role, beginning
with articles on prisons by Gjiltiné Isufi and Gianfranco Orsenigo. Isufi reveals
the hidden spatial dynamics within the architectural spaces of Gjilan Prison in
Kosovo, while Orsenigo presents an applied research project on San Vittore
Prison in Milan, aimed at transforming spaces of confinement into places of
community engagement through the use of art.

Another important section, introduced by essays from Eliana Martinelli and
Simone Barbi, focuses on ongoing research into the urban and architectural
role of mental health facilities in Italy following the closure of psychiatric
hospitals under the 1978 Basaglia Law. Martinelli’s work aligns with the urban
regeneration strategies inspired by the design theory of Florentine master
Giovanni Michelucci. Barbi, on the other hand, explores the analogical reuse
potential of an abandoned pavilion from a former mental hospital in Siena.

With regard to typological transformation, Ginevra Rossi highlights the value
of continuity in the architectural form of the cloister, focusing on the policy of



repurposing convent buildings implemented under Austrian rule in
Lombardy at the end of the 19th century. Continuing the historical analysis of
how forms acquire new meanings over time, Amalya Feldman examines how
the wall on Carrer de Vent in Palma de Mallorca gained commemorative value
for the religious community during the transformation of a synagogue into a
church.

Taking a different approach, Tara Bissett contextualizes the positivist role of
female reformers, illustrating the relationship between living spaces and the
educational objectives of the re-education process. Exclusion as a temporary
space for learning is also the focus of Teresa Serrano Avilés, who explores the
case of the Alami Farm School, founded in 1949 in Jericho, Palestine, to foster
aregenerative and ecological landscape culture while providing a place of
refuge for its community.

The controversial issue of temporary exclusion in the context of political
asylum is examined by Giulia Furlotti, who highlights the critical
shortcomings of spaces intended to provide refuge—places that often end up
isolating individuals for extended periods rather than fostering integration.
Luis Felipe Flores Garzon and Angela Person present another complex and
ambiguous case, addressing the tension between protection and
marginalization through the lens of traditional housing for Indigenous
populations threatened by the industrialization of the Amazon rainforest.
Turning to Brazilian cities, Eduardo Mantoan and Paulo H. Soares de Oliveira
Jr. provide a precise analysis of the consequences of the 1964, dictatorship on
the diminishing social role of architectural design. They highlight how this
shift contributed to the rise of elite compounds in contrast to marginalized
suburbs, while also asserting the continued relevance of architecture’s
democratic potential today.

Regarding Italian suburbs, Anna Veronese compares two projects by Mario
Fiorentino which - despite aiming to integrate new neighborhoods into the
expanding city — ultimately exemplify the marginalization of peripheral areas.
In contrast, the unusual case of Villaggio Coppola-Pinetamare, analyzed by
Giorgia Strano, reflects the aspiration to create a settlement for an elite
community, introducing an unexpected model of tourism to the Campania
coastline.

Finally, Fabio Gigone's article also addresses elitism and voluntary seclusion,
examining living conditions in the Vatican during the Conclave and offering a
reflection on the spatial and temporal pressures embedded in the ritual of
electing the Pope.

Among the editorial contributions is a transcription of Des Espaces Autres, a
lecture delivered by Michel Foucault in 1967, in which the French philosopher
offers an in-depth reflection on the concept of heterotopias.

As part of the editorial team's Recommended section, we highlight three
books. Beatrice Moretti revisits Allan Sekula’s Fish Story (1995), an intense and
multifaceted photographic research project that explores the global shipping
industry and its implications for labor, capital, and the environment.
Francesca Giudetti, questioning the place of women in cities designed by and
for men, reviews one of the most influential feminist urban studies
publications in recent years: Feminist City: Claiming Space in a Man-made
World by Leslie Kern. Finally, The Houses of Others: The Touristification of
Naples' City Center and Public Policies in the Age of AirBnB by Alessandra
Esposito, introduced by Rosa Sessa, analyzes the issue of overtourism as a
driving force behind the forced displacement and exclusion of local residents
from the heart of their cities.
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To summarize, drawing on categories proposed by thinkers such as Erving
Goffman - who, in his seminal book Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of
Mental Patients and Other Inmates (1961), introduces the concept of 'total
institutions' - and Michel Foucault - who, in Des espaces autres (1967),
theorizes spaces ‘outside of all places,’ or heterotopias - the ADH Journal
approaches the theme of exclusion from multiple and diverse perspectives.
While not aiming to offer a definitive conclusion on the topic, the editorial
team and the authors have sought to bring the issue of exclusion to the
forefront of the debate, drawing attention to the urgent need to rethink
contemporary urban paradigms, which remain, unfortunately, strongly tied to
heterotopic prototypes.



ESSAY

DESIGNING THE OTHER:
CRITICAL PLACES, SHARED
LEGACIES

By Giuseppina Scavuzzo (Universita degli Studi di Trieste)

This text is an invited essay, and we would like to thank Prof. Scavuzzo for
agreeing to contribute to this issue of the journal.

THE OTHER

Who is the other, what form do they take, in what body do they incarnate,
where do they appear and materialize? The title of this journal issue draws
attention to a crucial dimension in the mechanisms of exclusion: the
relationship with the other. Considering the architectural domain, this topic
challenges the ways in which space is constructed, inhabited, and regulated
with respect to those who deviate from the norm, the average, or the majority.
Franco Basaglia, emblematic figure in the deinstitutionalization of the
mentally ill, alienated (from the Latin alius, meaning “other”), the others by
definition, described the above-mentioned majority as “deviant™.

This evokes what Michel Foucault termed “heterotopias of deviation”. If
heterotopy is the “other space”, the heterotopias of deviation are spaces such
as asylums, prisons, designed to contain those perceived as a threat due to
their deviation from social norms.

By overturning the label of deviance, attributed to the majority, Basaglia aims
to redirect attention to the system that exclude, to the collective, political, and
social logics that enable, or even systematize, exclusion.

A powerful allegory of the heterotopia of deviation, proposed by Foucault
himself, is the image of the stultifera navis — the ship of the mad— embodying
the myth of those no land wishes to receive. Rejected and condemned to
eternal wandering, the mad are surrounded not only by the sea but also by a
symbolic boundary they carry like a brand.

This image resonated today with disturbing relevance. Ships laden with
migrants, turned away in the name of national borders, remind us that the
dynamics of exclusion which deny space and recognition to the other — are
not at the margins of history, but rather at the heart of our present.

Another philosopher, Jacques Derrida, in Plato’s Pharmacy, investigates the
motives of exclusion, both in social and urban scale, by invoking the figure of
the pharmakos.

The clear reference is to the ritual practice of scapegoating, present in ancient
Greek cities, is expelled by the city to be purified and redeemed. The
pharmakos is a man, chosen for his physical repulsiveness or perceived abject
or uselessness, who is fed and kept by the city, only to be expelled or killed
during ritual occasions or crises. The expulsion serves to assuage the
community’s anxiety in the face of contamination or looming danger. Hence,
the pharmakos is, at the same time, an outcast and a savior, allowing the
community to restore its equilibrium and safety.

The ritual, following Derrida’s interpretation, has both a spatial meaning and
implies oppositions such as interior/exterior, inside/outside:
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The inner body of the city thereby reconstitutes its unity, closing in upon
its own security [...] by violently excluding from its territory the
representative of threat or external aggression. This figure represents the
alterity of evil that infects and infiltrates the inside. [...] The pharmakos
ceremony thus occurs at the limit of inside and outside, which it must
continuously trace and retrace. Intra muros/extra muro?.

ARCHITECTURE

The central question guiding this issue is how architecture, through its
history, in contemporary practice and in inherited legacies, has addressed —
and continues to address — the seemingly inescapable issue of the other and
of exclusion. Far from being neutral, architecture structures social life, guides
the use of resources and shapes urban futures. Through its forms and tools, it
reflects and enacts spatial policies and power relations, influencing access to
heritage, culture, and care—ultimately shaping how society perceives and
engages with alterity. This role and responsibility are often underestimated.
Also Michel Foucault, while acknowledging the spatial dimension of
power—especially in psychiatric settings—paid limited attention to the
person who designs space: the architect. When questioned about the political
potential of architecture3, Foucault considered its influence minor,
subordinate to that of physicians, priests, or administrators. He added, with
disillusionment, that “there are no liberatory machines.”Thus, architecture
often remains relegated to a pre-political realm, its social and discriminatory
effects ignored, even by law4.

A rare exception, at least in Italy, is found in the 1978 Law 180, which explicitly
prohibited the construction of psychiatric hospitalss: one of the few instances
in which an architectural typology was outlawed due to its inherently
exclusionary nature.

Although the abolition of some isolated institutions, the “wall” as a device of
separation and segregation has not disappeared from our gaze or even from
our relational landscape: it has only taken on new forms. In the field of mental
health, invisible barriers still continue to divide the “inside” from the
“outside,” the so-called normal from the abnormal, in the form of stigma—a
symbolic mark still borne by those with psychological suffering.

There is also a widespread form of invisible exclusion embedded in the urban
fabric through hostile architecture: design elements and furnishings intended
to discourage the presence of bodies or behaviors deemed
inappropriate—particularly those of homeless individuals—thus pushing
them out of public space.

INCLUSIVE AND EXCLUSIVE

Despite the celebratory rhetoric surrounding “inclusion” in public discourse,
the term often risks becoming hollow when reduced to a slogan. Inclusion
implies a complex set of strategies aimed at embracing and valuing difference,
but it also necessitates concrete choices—about which differences to
recognize. Herein lies its ambiguity. It is telling that “exclusive,” that is, the
antonym of “inclusive,” often bears positive connotations—elegance, prestige,
desirability. Gated communities exemplify this contradiction: contemporary
heterotopias where privilege is preserved through segregation.

In architectural practice, another risk lies in outsourcing inclusion to narrow
disciplinary domains—for example, relegating it to accessibility standards for
people with disabilities. Reducing inclusion to a matter of technical



compliance reflects an overly simplified view of difference, stripping it of its
social and civic implications. What is lost is architecture’s deeper
responsibility: to express, represent, and give dignity and visibility to
differences and vulnerabilities in public space.

When the project engages with these issues, it may provoke fears of
“disciplinary transgression”—of becoming “too sociological.” But this
remains—and must remain—architecture. The question is not whether these
themes belong to architecture, but what role architecture can and must play
in addressing them.

Key figures of the discipline, during periods of institutional upheaval, have
assumed this responsibility, demonstrating that architecture cannot remain
neutral or indifferent but must “keep pace with major social transformations”
6

In 1978, the journal Hinterland devoted a monographic issue titled Segregation
and the Social Body’ to exclusionary spaces such as prisons, psychiatric
hospitals, facilities for the disabled, and elder care homes, adopting a common
and transdisciplinary lens.

In the editorial, Guido Canella identified three adjectives to describe
architecture’s potential stance toward these realities: propositive, autonomous,
and dialectical. He called for dialogue across disciplines and institutions,
asserting a central role for design in imagining alternatives to exclusion.
Canella also spoke of collective reappropriation of spaces and themes of
exclusion.

The term “inclusion” was not in vogue at the time, yet this concept closely
aligns with what was then framed as collective responsibility toward
conditions of vulnerability and dependence.

To architecture, and to its capacity to express and transmit values, falls the
task of materializing and representing the collective act of care.

PLACES OF EXCLUSION AS HERITAGE

Today, in a vastly different cultural and historical context, the transformation
of decommissioned exclusionary spaces—psychiatric hospitals, prisons,
reformatories—into shared heritage is neither simple nor uncontentious. Yet
this very difficulty can foster a new system of values capable of confronting
contemporary exclusion without rhetorical detachment.

This is a complex legacy, since in these spaces the very idea of community has
been negated. Such spaces reveal how communities define themselves—who
they include and who they exclude, ostensibly in the name of the “common
good.” Reimagining them as common goods requires communities to
interrogate themselves, their contradictions, and their ability—both
symbolically and concretely—to make space for the other.

The regeneration of such sites differs from that of typical urban brownfields.
It is not merely about reactivating built heritage or returning abandoned areas
to the public. Here, the project must engage with a memory of exclusion
inscribed into the place and with the imperative to resignify space.

Former psychiatric hospitals and prisons are emblematic spaces of
separation—between a reassuring, normative “us” and a perceived deviant or
dangerous “them.” These are sites that reflect the past but in which current
dynamics remain visible—especially the fragility of belonging to that “us”: a
diagnosis or a social origin is enough to forfeit rights and legitimacy.

Each prison reflects society’s ambivalent and often contradictory relationship
with its most vulnerable or troubling members. This produces a stigma that
also taints the physical space, consigning it to symbolic contamination and
urban oblivion (damnatio memoriae).

13
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Yet such places can become shared heritage—if returned to the community
not as neutral containers, but as repositories of critical memory and platforms
for new social processes.

In this case, restitution is twofold: first, as the reintegration into the urban
fabric of spaces condemned to marginality and oblivion by their own histories;
second, as a restitutio textus—an interpretative act that reconstructs,
reinterprets, and conjectures new uses. In this sense, architecture becomes a
tool for reading and transformation: a scaffolding upon which collective
practices and social experimentation can grow—practices capable of resisting
the binary and pathological logic of “us” versus “them,” which architecture
itself has too often helped construct.

This is an opportunity to reimagine spaces whose institutional function has
ended, closed in the name of hard-won rights and politics, and which
architecture must now open to the community to safeguard rights never fully
guaranteed.

HETEROTOPIA AS REFLECTION TOWARD A
POSSIBLE UTOPIA

The pressing question today is how to design an architecture that counters
exclusion, in a world still more inclined to build walls than bridges. Certain
institutions—prisons, nursing homes, migrant centers—cannot simply be
abolished. They require architectural approaches that sustain their highest
aims: rehabilitation, care, and hospitality. Otherwise, they risk degenerating
into spaces of segregation and marginalization.

The history of asylums shows how their descent from places of care to sites of
abandonment and abuse coincided with the marginalization of the architect’s
role—reduced to mere executor of disciplinary psychiatric reasonings or
bureaucratic logic®.

This history warns us: architecture cannot retreat from spaces of exclusion.
Rather, it must maintain the critical, autonomous, and propositive stance
advocated by Canella. This means not relegating design to a purely technical or
specialist function, but asserting a cultural and civic role, capable of
questioning and transforming spatial dispositifs.

Mauro Palma, former National Ombudsman for People Deprived of Liberty,
urges us to rethink the architectural device of separation—the wall—not as a
“signal” of otherness or stigma, but as an “object” with a specific function, to
be transformed through systems of connection with the outside. Heterotopias
must also interrogate those who remain outside, destabilizing the certainties
of the so-called normal world, and “sowing doubt within our unconscious, self-
sufficient well-being.” The outside, after all, is not innocent—it actively
participates in constructing the separation, “it is the builder itself”?.

Vittorio Gregotti, citing the philosopher Theodor W. Adorno, affirmed that
“Architecture, while autonomous, is also bound to purpose; it cannot deny
people as they are, even if, by virtue of its autonomy, it must”°.

Architecture must engage with human reality as it is—without ceasing to
pursue what it might become. For Gregotti, the discipline’s task is to confront
this tension and translate it into design®.

If cities and societies still seek to identify their scapegoat—their pharmakos
—to declare themselves “healthy,” then we can envision an architecture of
resistance to that logic. An architecture that refuses to be a merely technical
or functional tool, and instead embraces its critical and cultural
responsibility.

This also requires overcoming the misconception of disciplinary autonomy as
detachment or individualism. Following Palma’s call, we may imagine
heterotopias—spaces of deviation and marginality— as thresholds of
reflection, capable of opening fissures toward a possible utopia.
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BEYOND THE WALL: AN
EXHIBITION OF CREATIVE
EXPRESSIONS IN FORMER
ITALIAN PSYCHIATRIC
INSTITUTIONS

Edited by Elisa Boeri (Politecnico di Milano), Luca Cardani
(Politecnico di Milano) and Michela Pilotti (Politecnico di Milano)

an exhibition curated by
Elisa Boeri, Luca Cardani, Davide Del Curto
with Giorgio Bedoni

with the scientific contribution of
Marta Colombi, Renate Karjavcenko, Michela Pilotti

exhibition planned and promoted by

Politecnico di Milano - Mantova Campus

UNESCO Chair in Architectural Preservation and Planning in
World Heritage Cities
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In Mantua, within the evocative setting of the former Church of
San Cristoforo, the exhibition “Beyond the Wall. The City
Imagined from the former Italian asylums” curated by Elisa
Boeri, Luca Cardani, Davide Del Curto with Giorgio Bedoni,
Marta Colombi, Renate Karjavcenko and Michela Pilotti was
held in the month of May 2025. Made possible through the
collaboration between Mantovarchitettura and the Mantua
Campus of the Politecnico di Milano with the Associazione
degli Amici di PalazzoTe e dei Musei Mantovani. The illustrated
essay in this issue of the Journal of Architectural Design and
History seeks to retrace, through photographs and words, the
narrative of an exhibition intended as a starting point for new
research and deeper insights into the role of
architecture—whether real or imagined—within total
institutions.

Source: View of the exhibition setup (photo by Giuseppe Gradella)

The exhibition focused on the timely and pressing theme of
spaces of care, particularly those dedicated to psychiatric
treatment. Such spaces have long reflected broader cultural
attitudes toward mental health, institutional authority, and
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society’s complex relationship with the "other." Between the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the emergence of grand
and monumental asylum buildings was observed, constructed
according to principles of containment and order. These were
spaces conceived not merely as places of healing, but as
instruments of control—designed to separate, isolate, and
even “correct” individuals deemed mentally ill, and therefore
“different.”

In Italian archives that—often with difficulty and great
care—preserve memories in the form of correspondence,
medical records, and black-and-white photographs, one
frequently encounters flashes of acute visions of the
“outside”; utopian or strikingly concrete cities, landscapes,
alien worlds, or starkly contemporary realities imagined by
patients as possible forms of escape.

The San Lazzaro Psychiatric Hospital in Reggio Emilia, San
Niccolo in Sienaq, the Volterra Psychiatric Hospital, and San
Giovanni in Trieste are the main asylum institutions where the
works on display were conceived: drawings, sculptures, and
graffiti that represent a profound act of resistance—an
assertion of identity in the face of the dehumanization
inherent in spaces of psychiatric confinement.
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IMAGINING THE CITY BEYOND THE WALL

Source: Perimeter Wall of the Lombroso Pavilion (“Pavilion for the Dangerous and Criminally Insane”), San Lazzaro Psychiatric Hospital, Reggio Emilia

Although the perimeter wall of the Lombroso section—the
pavilion reserved for patients considered the most
dangerous—was demolished several years ago, a number of
photographs preserved in the Carlo Livi Library in Reggio
Emilia partially reconstruct the image of this space. Isolated
from the other pavilions of the psychiatric complex and itself
enclosed by an inaccessible boundary wall, the Lombroso
Pavilion was a site of profound segregation.

The photographic record reveals how the wall had become a
surface upon which patients projected an imagined world
composed of houses, buildings, and urban vistas—often
anonymous—that reflect a deep, intimate longing for alost
sense of normality within the dynamics of the total institution.
These images depict ordinary landscapes, suburban settings
reminiscent of many Italian peripheries, envisioned as a
hoped-for visual horizon. Among these views, a Renaissance-
style perspectival scene adds a poetic dimension to the
narrative.
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The authors of these mural drawings remain unknown.
However, we do know the name of one patient, Vincenzo G., to
whom many of these cityscapes can be attributed. His
visions—echoing the urban landscapes of Italy’'s economic
boom in the 1960s—were rendered on the outer wall of the
most tightly confined ward of San Lazzaro using herbs,
pigments, and brushes.

THE EXOTIC AND DREAMLIKE CITIES OF GIUSEPPE
RIGHI

Source: Imagined architectural drawings by Giuseppe Righi (photo by Giuseppe Gradella)

Admitted to San Lazzaro in 1916, Giuseppe Righi (1876-1944)
dedicated himself, between 1930 and 1940, to producing small-
and medium-format drawings in black ink. In his visionary and
imagined cities, Righi almost systematically excludes the
presence of the human figure. Landscapes and vistas unfold
in arhythm of dreamlike tranquility, concealing miniature
details and decorative elements. Decoration, in turn, is
expressed through friezes and initials, which Righi patiently
added to the correspondence he sent to his family.
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A RAILWAY SYSTEM FOR THE SAN LAZZARO
ASYLUM

Source: One of Corrado Angiolini's drawings

Born in Gonzaga (Mantua), Corrado Angiolini (1877-1943) was
first admitted to the Roncati Psychiatric Hospital in Bologna on
May 3,1909. A few months later, he was transferred to the San
Lazzaro Asylum in Reggio Emilia, where he was permanently
institutionalized in 1914 with a diagnosis of “manic-depressive
psychosis.”

Angiolini never participated in the artistic activities of the San
Lazzaro Atelier; instead, he worked in solitude on a single,
large-scale project: a system of tracks for wheeled carts
designed for the distribution of meals and linens within the
pavilion-based asylum complex.
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TOWERS AND SKYSCRAPERS OF THE
CONTEMPORARY CITY: BETWEEN OBSESSION AND
REPETITION
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Source: Views of the Infinite Towers by Mauro Mazzinghi (photo by Giuseppe Gradella)

Mauro Mazzinghi (1956-) was admitted to the Morel 2, and later
the Morel 1, pavilions of the Volterra Psychiatric Hospital,
where he began aninitial body of work focused on machines,
turbines, bulldozers, and tracked vehicles. His experimentation
eventually shifted toward the theme of skyscrapers, which
became his artistic obsession.

His drawings were produced on improvised materials—scrolls,
sheets of paper, old posters—and created using basic tools
such as rulers, protractors, pencils, pens, or markers.
Mazzinghi's series of axonometric skyscraper drawings is
characterized by repetition and an upward thrust, evoking a
condition of liberation, as suggested by the title of his recent
solo exhibition: “Up... Up... to the Sky!”
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THE GRAFFITI OF FERNANDO ORESTE NANNETTI -
N.O.F.4 (1927-1994)

Photographic installation by Pier Nello Manoni with fragments of graffiti by Fernando
Oreste Nannetti, engraved on the wall of the Ferri Pavilion, Volterra Psychiatric Hospital
(photo by Giuseppe Gradella)
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In 1956, following an arrest for contempt of a public official,
Fernando Oreste Nannetti was institutionalized at the Santa
Maria della Pieta Psychiatric Hospital in Rome.

In 1958, he was transferred to the Volterra Psychiatric
Hospital in Tuscany, where he would remain until his death in
1994. During more than thirty years of confinement, no one
ever visited him, and the asylum effectively became his home.
At Volterra, Nannetti began a patient and utopian act of
engraving the perimeter wall of the inner courtyard of the
judicial ward in the Ferri Pavilion—a two-story building with a C-
shaped floor plan enclosing a rear garden. By scratching the
wall with the buckle of his vest—a part of the so-called
“madman’s uniform”-Nannetti inscribed an open-air book
narrating the cosmogony of his imagined world: a 180-meter-
long and approximately 2-meter-high graffito now regarded as
one of the most significant examples of Art Brut.

Exposed to the elements for many years, the few surviving
fragments—now detached—are preserved at the Volterra
Asylum Museum. To fully grasp the scale and complexity of
the work, one must rely on the remarkable photographs taken
in 1980 by Pier Nello Manoni, a tribute to the memory of the
artist Nannetti and to those "fantastical places of the mind, to
madness, as a human response to marginalization, loneliness,
andillness.”
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MARCO CAVALLO BREAKS THROUGH THE WALL
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Source: The papier-méché and wood sculpture Marco Cavallo, featured within the exhibition

In 1973, within Laboratorio P-housed in an empty ward of the
San Giovanni psychiatric hospital in Trieste—staff, patients,
and artists worked intensively for two months to create a
large papier-maché sculpture of a blue horse. Inside its belly
were placed letters and personal writings, poems filled with
hope, imagination, and fantasy.

Alongside the psychiatric patients, sculptor Vittorio Basaglia
and theater director Giuliano Scabia coordinated an artistic
action that would soon become the symbol of the asylum
deinstitutionalization movement led by Franco Basaglia.

On February 25,1973, Marco Cavallo crossed the boundary
walls of the asylum for the first time. Accompanied by a
jubilant crowd of patients, doctors, artists, students, and
citizens, the sculpture triumphantly entered the center of
Trieste—symbolically tearing down the wall that had long
separated the asylum from the city, and moving beyond the
wall of indifference that for centuries had divided life on the
outside from the world "inside" the psychiatric institution.
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CULTURAL RESILIENCE, NON-WESTERN DESIGN, SELF-DETERMINATION, SPATIAL EXCLUSION ESSAY

A SPACE OF EXCLUSION AND

RESILIENCE THE ‘JEA’AS A
COUNTER-SITE INACHUAR
COMMUNITIES OF THE
ECUADORIAN AMAZON

By Luis Felipe Flores Garzon (University of Oklahoma) and Angela

Person (University of Oklahoma)

ABSTRACT

The Amazon region remains a contested space between competing visions of
conservation and development. While international organizations invest in
biodiversity preservation, they also support governments that promote
extractive industries, exacerbating environmental degradation and
Indigenous marginalization. The Achuar people of the Ecuadorian Amazon
exemplify this paradox, experiencing multidimensional exclusion through
geographic isolation and externally imposed economic, political, and cultural
frameworks that disregard their intrinsic connection to nunkui (mother
earth).

Drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept of heterotopias — counter-sites that
reflect or resist dominant societal structures - this article explores the Achuar
communities of Mashientz, Sharamentsa, and Pumpuentsa as sites of both
exclusion and resistance. Their cultural practices, such as the construction of
the Jea (traditional house), persist largely due to their spatial and ideological
separation from external pressures. However, this vernacular architecture
remains unrecognized as cultural heritage within Ecuadorian society,
undermining local efforts to protect it from state-led development projects.
Based on ethnographic fieldwork conducted from May to August 2024 and
informed by Indigenous scholarship, this article centers on firsthand
narratives that reveal the tangible and intangible structures of exclusion the
Achuar navigate daily. Their marginalization is reinforced through
dependencies on external actors, including NGOs and government agencies,
where access to basic services is often conditional on compliance with
external expectations. This dynamic forces communities to navigate a
precarious balance between autonomy and imposed dependence. Limited
access to healthcare, infrastructure, and education further defines their
exclusion, reinforcing the fragile boundary between the “protected” and the
“excluded”.

One key focus is the shift from traditional Achuar housing to Western-style
housing models, illustrating how spatial practices embody both exclusionary
pressures and cultural resilience. By examining the physical space of the
house, the social space of the community, and the surrounding forest as both a
spatial and spiritual entity, this study uncovers how Achuar cosmology shapes
their experience of landscape and belonging. We argue that these dimensions
collectively foster a unique heterotopia where the Achuar's marginalization is
redefined through Indigenous resilience and advocacy.
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Ultimately, this paper argues that Achuar exclusion is not merely a
consequence of physical remoteness but a broader societal positioning that
pressures them to choose between cultural preservation and developmental
inclusion. Rather than imposing external models of sustainability or progress,
we encourage approaches rooted in Indigenous autonomy, amplifying Achuar
voices and asserting that meaningful inclusion must emerge from
communities themselves.

INTRODUCTION

Since European colonization in the 16th century and the rise of modernity as a
developmental project in the 1960s, Indigenous groups in the Ecuadorian
Amazon have faced systemic exclusion®. This exclusion, shaped by geography,
government policies, and broader societal structures, manifests as
multidimensional or “deep exclusion”, impacting all aspects of life, from
access to healthcare and education to political, economic, and cultural
disenfranchisement?. As a result, Indigenous communities are both
marginalized and, paradoxically, integral to the functioning of dominant
societies3. The Indigenous Achuar people of Ecuador exemplify this condition.
Their exclusion is first evident in their geographic isolation — until recently,
most of their 91 communities could only be reached by boat or small aircraft.
Additionally, access to their territory often requires approval from the Achuar
Nationality of Ecuador, their governing body. The difficult navigability of their
rivers, the dense tropical forest, and its associated natural dangers have
historically blocked colonization and permanent settlement in these areas.
Their remoteness and constant protests protecting their territory have
enabled them to resist extractive industries and the encroachment of
modernity, but it has also reinforced their social and political
marginalization.

Achuar isolation extends beyond geography; they are also socially
marginalized within mainstream Ecuadorian society. Ecuadorians living in
urban areas know little about their way of life, with public awareness rarely
extending beyond outdated school lessons on Indigenous groups. In the media,
the Achuar are largely absent from mainstream discourse, appearing only
once or twice a month in coverage focused on government projects, cultural
traditions, or land rights conflicts - often in the context of protests*>.
However, their daily realities and aspirations remain largely overlooked. This
limited representation in education and national discourse reinforces their
marginalization. The Achuar also experience exclusion through imposed
Western frameworks. Under these standards, they are often classified as
“underdeveloped” or in “multidimensional poverty”, alongside other
Indigenous groups in the country®. This classification correlates with the poor
condition of healthcare centers and educational units in their territories.
However, the issue extends beyond infrastructure; it encompasses how these
institutions function, interact with, and sometimes conflict with Achuar
culture and worldviews. It also reflects an ongoing debate over whether road
access should be granted to Achuar lands and the varied effects such
agreements have had on Achuar communities like Pumpuentsa. There, road
access introduced cheaper, mass-produced building materials, diminishing
the value of traditional construction techniques. Additionally, the community
lost benefits like emergency air transportation and became vulnerable to
threats such as illegal logging, unregulated settlements, and uncontrolled
agricultural expansion. While leaders like Governor Tiyua Uyunkar advocate
expanding road networks across Achuar lands, elders like Julian Illanes worry



that this state-driven approach could lead to rapid cultural and material
assimilation”.

Furthermore, the Achuar face exclusion regarding their heritage. Vernacular
buildings have historically been positioned outside of what is considered
“architecture”®, despite their essential role in heritage cities?. For the Achuar,
their traditional dwelling, the Jea is far more than utilitarian - it is deeply
embedded in their cosmogony, reflecting their knowledge systems,
environmental adaptation, and intergenerational traditions. The Jea,
however, lacks heritage recognition by institutions such as UNESCO, unlike
colonial architecture found in Ecuadorian city centers. Historically, this bias
exists because colonial authorities controlled what counted as heritage,
prioritizing structures that reflected their own identity'. As a result, heritage
preservation often reinforces dominant Western narratives of national
history, marginalizing indigenous cultures such as the Achuar™. The lack of
recognition further alienates them from national identity narratives.

FOUCAULT'S HETEROTOPIAS IN ACHUAR
SOCIETY

Understanding Foucault’s definition of heterotopias as “real” spaces that
operate as “other” within dominant society, Achuar communities may be
considered counter-sites, or enacted utopias that have existed since the very
foundation of their society. In contrast to mainstream Ecuadorian society, the
Achuar experience a parallel yet distant reality from the colonized, and thus
Westernized spaces of the Americas. While the Achuar, alongside other
Indigenous groups with linguistic ties to the Aénts Chicham language, have
inhabited the Amazon region between Ecuador and Peru for centuries, they
have largely remained outside the rapid, capital-driven development
unfolding globally. Initially, this isolation was voluntary, reinforced by the lack
of state resources and the inability of local governments to invest in the
Amazon region. Over time, however, for some communities it has transformed
into a struggle for Indigenous autonomy against Westernization and various
forms of extractivism - a fight that is now well known*2.

However, the Achuar’s isolation also presents an opportunity to consider
whether their exclusion acts as a tool for protecting their culture, preserving
their ancestral knowledge, and fostering autonomy and happiness. While this
may seem paradoxical, fieldwork in more remote Achuar communities
revealed a deep-rooted sense of happiness among their inhabitants — an
observation commonly noted by anthropologists since the 1960s'4. This
isolation has never been an easy choice for the Achuar; it has been a struggle,
fought across generations. In the past, they retreated deeper into the Amazon
to avoid Western contact; now, they find themselves surrounded by a
development model that, as seen throughout the region, is gradually
consuming both the rainforest and the Achuar way of life's. For the Achuar,
the forest and their Jeq, exist in a state of symbiosis. They do not perceive
themselves as separate from nature but as an integral part of it. This
perspective challenges current conservation strategies that seek to "protect”
the Amazon by modifying how Indigenous people live and interact with the
forest. By analyzing the Jea as a space that fully embodies Achuar cosmogony,
this research suggests that the consequences of altering these heritage
environments, which for centuries have been the sole man-made structure in
these communities, contribute to changes in Achuar cultural identity.
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LOCATING THE ACHUAR

The Achuar are riverine people - communities that live along riverbanks,
relying on them for mobility, subsistence and cultural practices - who have
habited the Upper Amazon region for centuries, across a vast territory that
today spans across Ecuador and Peru (fig. 1). Their territory lies within a
tropical rainforest - temperature between 18°C and 33°C, an altitude of 200-
500 m a.s.l., characterized by its richness in terms of faunal and floral
biodiversity. The Achuar people are one of the 14 Indigenous nationalities
recognized in the Ecuadorian constitution - 11 of which are present in the
Amazon region. Administratively, their territory falls primarily within the
southeastern Ecuadorian provinces of Morona Santiago and Pastaza. These
provinces are some of the poorest in Ecuador, with more than 60 percent of
their residents living on less than $3 per day'. Currently, 91 Achuar
communities are spread across these provinces, with a total population of
approximately 7,865 people managing 1,017,014 hectares of land®. Of this,
884,000 hectares are legally titled to the communities rather than to
individuals'. Due to their geographical isolation, the majority of Achuar
communities can only be reached by air or river.
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Figure 1. Achuar territory in the Ecuadorian Amazon, 2025 (maps by the author. Base maps by ESRI World Imagery)
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ACHUAR & NON-ACHUAR ARCHITECTURE

The architectural landscape of Achuar people, particularly their Jea, is deeply
embedded in their cosmology, social structure, and Traditional Ecological
Knowledge (TEK)?°. As the only known man-made structure adapted to
dispersed-nomadic living and polygamous extended families, the Jea is more
than just a shelter; it is a sacred space imbued with deep symbolic meaning?'.
Morocho Jaramillo et al indicate that Achuar settlements are closely tied to
natural elements like gjas (family-cultivated gardens), rivers, forests, and
waterfalls, shaping daily life and rituals®2. Likewise, Garzon-Vera mentions
that mythology provides guidance on subsistence practices, construction, and
spiritual purification, reinforcing the Jea as a sacred microcosm where
physical and spiritual existence intertwine, transforming it into a temple of
daily life?s.

The Jea, a traditional thatch and pole house, is an inherently ecological
structure, constructed entirely from biodegradable materials sourced from
the surrounding forest. Its periodic reconstruction reinforces
intergenerational knowledge transfer and strengthens kinship ties. As an
Achuar family grows, they will witness the cycle of building and dismantling
their home multiple times throughout their lives. During a conversation with
an elder from Mashientz, he explained that a well-built house typically lasts
between 10 to 15 years. Over a lifetime, a family may need to build a new Jea
between four to five times. This process is a collective effort, with the entire
household—typically four to eight members or more—participating in its
construction, regardless of age or gender, except for infants. This generational
involvement sustains and transmits TEK within the community*+. Kroeger
describes the Achuar’s Jea as follows:

Their houses were nearly oval-shaped with walls of chonta palm staves (
Gullielma utilis), a roof of woven palm thatch (campanaca or toquilla), and a
floor of stamped earth?s.

Due to material shortages for traditional housing, the erosion of TEK, and
widespread poverty in Achuar territories, the state — through the Ministry of
Urban Development and Housing (MIDUVI) - introduced affordable housing
programs in 2007, implementing them in Mashientz in 2009 and Pumpuentsa
in 20132427, The MIDUVI housing was developed without Achuar participation
in the design or construction process?®. Under the agreement with MIDUVI,
households provided wood, land, and part of the labor, while the government
supplied prefabricated materials such as zine roofing, door locks, and nails -
along with construction equipment and hired carpenters. While these
standardized, Western-style structures have increasingly disrupted Achuar
construction heritage, replacing traditional spatial practices and deepening
socio-cultural exclusion, the Jea remains a symbol of resistance and
continuity in most communities (fig. 2).
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Figure 2. Achuar communities included in the study, circa 2024 (maps by the author. Composite satellite images from @Maxar, @Mapbox, and

@OpenStreetMap)
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METHODOLOGY

This research is based on primary data collected with the participation of the
communities of Sharamentsa (S), Mashientz (M), and Pumpuentsa (P)?. To
understand multidimensional exclusion over time, a literature review on the
social and spatial history of the Achuar people in the Ecuadorian Amazon was
also conducted. To collect primary data, between May and August 2024, the
lead author conducted three two-week ethnographic visits in each
community. These visits combined participant observation of hosting families
(M=2, P=1, and S=5), in-depth interviews (M=3, P=3, and S=3), and walking
interviews (M=9, P=8, and S=10). Fieldwork documentation included notes,
ground-level and aerial (drone) photography, architectural sketches, and
diagrams of houses. In the field walks, discussions focused on traditional
houses (Jea) and MIDUVI housing, as well as environmental conditions,
natural resources, the state of communal facilities, and both construction and
socio-cultural knowledge systems. Staying with volunteer host families in
each community offered opportunities to engage in daily activities such as
farming, fishing, eating, bathing, and participating in rituals like wayusa.
Following this immersion, field notes and interviews were transcribed and
analyzed. Using the systematic classification process of coding and identifying
themes or patterns, we identified key consistencies and meanings®°. Finally,
the research findings were reviewed by selected community leaders, who
provided feedback, leading to necessary adjustments before finalizing this
study.

STUDY SITES

Initial conversations with Achuar communities and the Achuar Nationality of
Ecuador (NAE) began in 2021, and this fieldwork took place three years later,
in 2024. The three communities described below—Sharamentsa, Mashientz,
and Pumpuentsa - chose to welcome us. Each of these communities presents
unique perspectives as “counter-sites”?'. Sharamentsa, the most
geographically isolated, lies further along the Pastaza River in Montalvo Parish
and directly manages 10,549 hectares within a broader collective title of 53,678
hectares shared with four other communities3?. Mashientz, located along the
Pastaza River in Sarayaku Parish (Pastaza Province), is the least visited by
outsiders and shares a collective land title of 50,000 hectares with four
neighboring communities under the name Mashientz-Kapawari33.

In contrast, Pumpuentsa, situated on the Macuma River in Morona Santiago
Province, is recognized as the oldest Achuar settlement and co-manages
44,084 hectares of communal land with four other communities3*. Together,
these communities illustrate the varied degrees of isolation, historical
significance, and collective land governance among the Achuar. More detailed
information about each community is presented below (fig. 3).



Figure 3. Spatial and social contexts of selected Achuar communities (table by the author, prepared based on information shared during participant
interviews)
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RESULTS

This section presents findings from this study of the Jea within the Achuar
communities of Sharamentsa, Mashientz, and Pumpuentsa, focusing on its
role in the Achuar cosmogony, construction practices, and its influence on
social and familial dynamics. The results are organized around the Jea's
significance in life, its role in key rituals, and the impacts of modern housing
models on traditional practices.
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Figure 4. Multi-generational household cluster in Sharamentsa: grandfather, grandmother, their son, his wife, and eight grandchildren (map by the author, July
2024)



A1 Jea House-1
Achuar Traditional House,
no palisade (Tijiras typology)
Builtin 2019
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Built in 2021
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Built in 2014
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platform (Kanutai typology)
Built in 2020 (after CTC)

Figure 5. Housing typologies in Sharamentsa (photographs by the author, July 2024)
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Figure 6. Multi-generational household cluster in Mashientz: grandmother, two adult daughters, and six grandchildren (map by the author, May 2024)



Figure 7. Housing typologies in Mashientz (photographs by the author, May 2024)
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A1 Jea House-1
Achuar Traditional House
Built before 2009

A2 MIDUVI House-1
State-sponsored housing

Typology 1
Built in 2009

A3 Hybrid House-1

Self-built house following the

MIDUVI example

Typology 1
Built in 2012

A4 Hybrid House-2
Self-built house based on
Kitchwa architecture
Typology 2
Built in 2022
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Figure 8. Multi-generational household cluster in Pumpuentsa: grandfather, grandmother, son, daughter, her husband, and two grandchildren (Map by the
author, July 2024)



Figure 9. Housing typologies in Pumpuentsa (photographs by the author, July 2024)
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A1 Jea House-3
Jea with palisade (Kanutai typology)
Built in 2012

A2 Jea House-4
Round Jea House (Muntsu typology)
Built in 2013

A3 MIDUVI House-2
State-sponsored housing
Built in 2013

A4 Hybrid House-2
Self-built house referencing
urban housing models
Builtin 2016



THE JEAIS ALIVE

In Western contexts, discussions about the Jea houses typically prioritize
their morphological, conceptual, or historical aspects over their spiritual
dimensions. Yet for the Achuar people, the Jea lies at the very heart of their
cosmogony353%, Descola, for example, indicates that the Achuar share an
animistic relationship with nature3”. Similarly, Duin explains that many
Amazonian Indigenous communities perceive non-human entities as
possessing their own subjectivity and the ability to form personal
relationships, attributing social qualities to animals and spirits3®. Building
upon Duin’s perspective, we find that, for some Achuar families, the house
itself has a spirit and forms a relationship with the "organisms" inhabiting it.
In addition, it is important to recognize that, before Western contact, the
main and only built structure within Achuar communities was the Jea. This
relationship was exemplified during a conversation with a 33-year-old Achuar
man, head of a household in Sharamentsa. He explained: “For us, the house
keeps us alive; without it, we could not survive in the jungle”. Participatory
observation further revealed that the Jea is not only considered “alive” but is
also deeply intertwined with every stage of an Achuar individual’s life, from
birth to death.

THE JEA BRINGS LIFE

While visiting a five-member family constructing their Jea in Mashientz, it
was evident that every stage of the process — extracting timber from the forest,
transporting materials on the shoulder, assembling posts and beams, and
weaving the thatch roof — was a family effort. Although the man typically leads
the construction, his wife and children actively contribute by preparing food
and chicha, collecting palm leaves, and weaving them into thatch. Additionally,
this traditional building practice fosters long-term ecological planning:
families reforest areas with hardwoods and plant palm trees to ensure future
construction materials. In some cases, NGOs have supported such
reforestation efforts as seen in Sharamentsa and Mashientz.

When a young couple decides to marry, they first seek their families' approval
during the Wayusa ritual - a daily tradition held before dawn, where families
discuss important matters after drinking Wayusa tea. The tea cleanses the
body through vomiting. If both families reach an agreement, the groom is
permitted to live with his wife's family for a few months before fully
integrating into their community. During this time, he learns their customs
from his father-in-law and assists in hunting and cultivating the land.
However, once the young woman confirms her pregnancy, her husband begins
planning the construction of a house for their new family, usually in an area
relatively close to her parents' home, as explained by a community member in
Sharamentsa.

Since building a Jea takes from six months to one year, the couple usually
build a small house for themselves prior to having kids. However, during a
conversation with an elder in Pumpuentsa, the man explained:

After building a new house, we must first light the firepit and hold a chicha
celebration before bringing in a newborn; otherwise, the Jea could take the
baby's spirit, causing the child to die.

Stories like this illustrate the Jea’s importance in shaping an individual's
identity. In fact, several rituals are closely associated with inhabiting the Jea,
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providing a sense of belonging and a feeling of being blessed or permitted to
use it. For example, during an interview with one of the families in
Sharamentsa, they mentioned:

After building the house, we [the couple] are deprived of sexual activities as
well as from making or eating certain types of food, like chicha or
chontacuros [worms], to make the house last longer.

They later explained that the thatched roof, made from specific palm leaves
found in the forest, deteriorates more quickly if these activities take place
inside the house. This is because comején (termites) will nest in the roof,
creating holes until the structure collapses.

Among the three visited communities, it became evident that the number of
single-parent families was higher in Mashientz and Pumpuentsa, while
virtually nonexistent in Sharamentsa, which maintained a more traditional
lifestyle compared to the other communities. Participant observation revealed
that single-parent families — primarily women - struggled to uphold the
tradition of building a Jea, as male labor is crucial to achieving this goal.
Consequently, most single-parent women in Mashientz and Pumpuentsa did
not live in a Jea, but in houses offered by the Ministry of Urban Development
and Housing, MIDUVI houses??, (see fig. 2) or with their parents instead.

THE JEA IN DEATH

Death is an ever-present reality in Achuar families. The Ecuadorian Amazon,
for instance, has one of the highest child mortality rates in the country,
according to the 2010 Census*°. A member of Pumpuentsa explained that
when a family member dies, they are often buried beneath the Jea. He shared
his personal experience, telling us that his two children, who passed away
from an illness at a young age, are buried under their current home. He said:

For us, family must remain close. Death is just another state of life, but they
are still with us, in spirit. That is why we are not afraid of the dead, they
protect us and stay with us.

This form of burial has traditionally been possible because Jeas were built
with compacted earth floors, which facilitated the practice.

Previous scholarship has explored the relationship between death and the Jea
41 Descola explains that in traditional Achuar households, when the father -
who is typically the head of the family — dies, the house is burned, symbolizing
its death alongside him. The remaining family members then relocate,
constructing a new Jea nearby. However, as Jeas evolve and incorporate
modern materials, such as concrete floors as seen in Sharamentsa and
Pumpuentsa, this burial practice becomes increasingly difficult to sustain.
The transition to new building materials not only alters traditional spatial
arrangements but also disrupts deep-seated cultural practices surrounding
life, death, and the spiritual presence of ancestors in the household.
Sharamentsa, for instance, has its own internal law regulating what can and
cannot be built within the community. This law was established to protect the
vernacular architecture of the Jea.



THE JEA IS THREATENED

Among the three Achuar communities visited, only Mashientz and
Pumpuentsa exhibited government-sponsored housing. MIDUVI houses are
structured into four spaces: a balcony, a living area, and two bedrooms. While
designed for four-person households, some in Mashientz accommodated up to
ten occupants. To date, only two MIDUVI housing prototypes have been
introduced in Achuar communities: a rectangular layout (Type 1) built in 2009
in Mashientz and an ovoidal layout (Type 2) constructed in 2013 in
Pumpuentsa. Based on observations, 50 MIDUVI houses were built in
Mashientz and 39 in Pumpuentsa. To qualify for this type of housing, Achuar
beneficiaries had to be registered in the national census and classified as living
in 'extreme poverty' according to international human development indices.

For many, the MIDUVI house is primarily used for sleeping and storage.
During the day, it is mostly unoccupied as residents prefer to spend time in
the Jea. When asked why they preferred the Jea, a family in Mashientz
responded:

"We like this place because we can see each other, stay with the animals, and
easily access the gardens and river". Unlike the MIDUVI house, the Jea has no
interior partitions, creating a sense of openness and transparency — qualities
that, based on participant observation, appear common among Achuar living
patterns. The gendered organization of space in the Jea is not defined by
physical barriers but rather by how household members perform specific
activities in designated areas within the open layout. The arrangement and
design of furniture — particularly the tutan (male or chief’s seat) and the
chumpui (female seat) - symbolize clearly defined gender roles. This gendered
spatial dynamic is evident in the presence of outsiders. Women, for instance,
avoid direct interaction and often turn their backs while sharing space within
the Jea, maintaining a distinct yet subtle separation within the same open
structure. Some families also construct palisades around the Jea’s perimeter
for minimal separation between indoor and outdoor environments. The
structure, however, "breathes" through the gaps between vertically arranged
wooden slats, ensuring constant cross-ventilation. Built directly on compacted
earth, the Jea allows domesticated animals - dogs and monkeys - to share the
living space. In contrast, the MIDUVI house, elevated on stilts with wooden
floors, limits these direct interactions.

Today, some Achuar people still practice polygamy, despite missionaries’
efforts to eradicate this way of life and impose monogamy, as recorded by
Salesian missionaries*?. Traditionally, men have resided with their wives and
children under the same roof. An elder in Mashientz described in an
interview:

I used to live with my three wives in the same house. However, after the
government offered those [MIDUVI] houses, all my wives wanted to live
apart. That’s why now I live one month with each of them, rotating between
houses.

He disliked the MIDUVI houses and continued living in his own Jea, while two
MIDUVI houses next to his Jea remained largely unused. After visiting each of
his wives, we learned that, like many other families, each wife had hired a
builder from the community to construct a Jea next to her MIDUVI house,
primarily for use as a kitchen. While these housing changes have granted
individuals in Mashientz - particularly women - greater independence, the
elder’s account suggests that the transition from Jea to MIDUVI housing has
weakened traditional household structures. Many women, however, regard
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the shift as a necessary trade-off for greater independence within a still
patriarchal structure.

For many, the MIDUVI house is primarily used for sleeping and storage.
During the day, it is mostly unoccupied as residents prefer to spend time in
the Jea. When asked why they preferred the Jea, a family in Mashientz
responded: "We like this place because we can see each other, stay with the
animals, and easily access the gardens and river". Unlike the MIDUVI house,
the Jea has no interior partitions, creating a sense of openness and
transparency — qualities that, based on participant observation, appear
common among Achuar living patterns. The gendered organization of space in
the Jea is not defined by physical barriers but rather by how household
members perform specific activities in designated areas within the open
layout. The arrangement and design of furniture - particularly the chimpi
(male or chief’s seat) and the kutank (female seat) - symbolize clearly defined
gender roles. This gendered spatial dynamic is evident in the presence of
outsiders. Women, for instance, avoid direct interaction and often turn their
backs while sharing space within the Jea, maintaining a distinct yet subtle
separation within the same open structure. Some families also construct
palisades around the Jea’s perimeter for minimal separation between indoor
and outdoor environments. The structure, however, "breathes" through the
gaps between vertically arranged wooden slats, ensuring constant cross-
ventilation. Built directly on compacted earth, the Jea allows domesticated
animals - dogs and monkeys - to share the living space. In contrast, the
MIDUVI house, elevated on stilts with wooden floors, limits these direct
interactions.

Today, some Achuar people still practice polygamy, despite missionaries’
efforts to eradicate this way of life and impose monogamy, as recorded by
Salesian missionaries*?. Traditionally, men have resided with their wives and
children under the same roof. An elder in Mashientz described in an
interview: "I used to live with my three wives in the same house. However,
after the government offered those [MIDUVI] houses, all my wives wanted to
live apart. That’s why now I live one month with each of them, rotating
between houses". He disliked the MIDUVI houses and continued living in his
own Jea, while two MIDUVI houses next to his Jea remained largely un-used.
After visiting to each of his wives, we learned that, like many other families,
each wife had hired a builder from the community to construct a Jea next to
her MIDUVI house, primarily for use as a kitchen. While these housing
changes have granted individuals in Mashientz - particularly women - greater
independence, the elder’s account suggests that the transition from Jea to
MIDUVI housing has weakened traditional household structures. Many
women, however, regard the shift as a necessary trade-off for greater
independence within a still patriarchal structure.

THE JEA IS ALTERED

The Jea has long been subjected to external forces of transformation - first
through missionary intervention in the 60s, and more recently through state-
led development policies. The arrival of Salesian missionaries marked the
beginning of these disruptions, as they reorganized traditionally dispersed
Achuar settlements into nucleated communities centered around boarding
schools and airstrips - devices of both Christianization and administrative
control*3. In the 70s, Salesian missionary Arnalot reflected on this cultural
imposition:



In the mission, we [Salesian missionaries] forced them [the Achuar] to learn
Spanish, to be at our service; the morality to follow was ours; the customs,
ours; the life they had to imitate, what they had to think, the standards to
follow to be considered normal... everything was ours*+.

Though the agents of assimilation have shifted - from church to state — the
objective has remained the same: to fold Indigenous lifeways into dominant
national narratives.

As Achuar families receive Westernized housing models like the MIDUVI
home or adopt hybrid typologies that integrate MIDUVI with Jea construction
techniques, TEK is increasingly being lost. Instead of building homes
collectively with all family members and passing down elders' construction
knowledge through a participatory system known as minga, communities now
predominantly rely on external builders or a small group of local specialists
for house construction. After the construction of the first MIDUVI house in
2009, most of the new hybrid houses in Mashientz began to feature
modifications of the original model. When I asked residents of Mashientz why
this happened, they explained that the new houses were cheaper, quicker to
build, and more durable. However, when asked whether they enjoyed living in
a MIDUVI house, they shared that it was "ugly”, it was also too hot during the
day, too cold at night, and unbearably loud when it rained - a frequent
occurrence in the rainforest. Their response aligns with findings from past
research on the poor thermal comfort of Westernized houses in Achuar
territories*. Additionally, they mentioned that their family spent most of
their day in the kitchen (an old Jea), because it remained cool in the morning
and retained warmth at night.

Two significant interior spaces in the Jea that are changing are the tankamash
(male space) and the ekent (female space). In more isolated communities like
Sharamentsa, we still found a few houses without visible physical divisions or
perimeter walls. However, when an outsider arrived at the house, women and
children would move to the Etsa Taamu (east side), while men and visitors
remained on the Etsa Akati (west side) of the Jea*®. Similarly, the firepit for
cooking is still located in the ekent, while a separate firepit for guests is
situated in the tankamash, as observed in Sharamentsa. The house’s layout
further reflected these divisions, typically featuring a door on the east and
another on the south, reinforcing its gendered structure as seen in
Sharamentsa. Traditionally, the gendered divisions of space extended beyond
the Jea itself, with the ekent connecting to the gjas (cultivated gardens near the
house) and chacras (agricultural plots). Today, these divisions are softening,
with more men working in the gardens.

In 2024, during visits to families in Mashientz, we observed that the
tankamash was being used as a living or dining area, while the ekent was a
dedicated cooking space within the morphed Jea by adding a partition wall
between both spaces. In single-parent homes, particularly those led by
women, the traditional spatial constraints were not observed — women spoke
freely with us, as there was no husband present to mediate interactions. In
Pumpuentsa, the gendered division within the Jea had largely disappeared,
and women engaged in conversations with visitors at any time. However, in
Mashientz and Sharamentsa, the principles of ekent and tankamash continued
to shape how men and women moved and performed activities within their
territories. This suggests that while spatial gender roles were loosening within
the home, they remained relevant in the broader landscape. With the
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introduction of Western education and employment, men and women began
engaging in similar labor both within and outside the household. To some
extent, Westernization has contributed to greater gender equality among the
Achuar. However, this shift remains a point of contention, as elders strongly
oppose the erosion of traditional gender roles.47-48,

DISCUSSION

The Jea is a central element in Achuar culture, embodying not only a physical
structure but also a spiritual and cosmological significance. For some Achuar,
particularly elders, the house is considered alive, with a spirit linked to the
divine playing a crucial role in the individual’s life cycle, from birth to death.
The construction of the Jea involves collective family labor, ecological
management, and ceremonial rituals that reinforce the relationship between
the people and their environment. However, the introduction of government-
sponsored MIDUVI housing and roads has led to changes in traditional
construction practices and social dynamics, resulting in alterations to the role
of the Jea within Achuar communities. These shifts have led to a decline in the
transmission of traditional knowledge, as well as changes in spatial
organization and family structures, particularly in relation to gendered roles
within the home. New building materials and forms, particularly in more
Westernized communities like Pumpuentsa, are closely tied to identity and
perceptions of progress - suggesting that one is modern, well-off, and
progressive. In Pumpuentsa, which appears more Westernized, having a large
Jea does not confer the same sense of honor upon a head of household as
having electricity, appliances, and a house that resembles those found in
urban areas. This was evident when visiting a community member who was
economically better off than others in the community. This individual lived in
arectangular house with a pitched zinc roof, brick walls, and a concrete floor.
As an authority figure, he explained: “I should set an example that it is possible
to improve our living conditions. However, I still have my Jea for ceremonies
and to drink chicha”.

A growing use of modern construction materials — such as zinc panels,
concrete blocks, and concrete structures —is driven by the scarcity of heritage
materials needed for the Jea, like palm leaves for roofing and hardwood for
structural elements, something often seen in permanent settlements?.
Additionally, the short lifespan of traditional houses (10-15 years) compared to
the time investment required to build them (typically 6-12 months), as noted
by a community member in Mashientz, has further contributed to this shift. A
similar shift is occurring in hunting and farming practices. Traditionally,
Achuar families clear small plots (1-3 hectares) when relocating to a new home,
allowing their previous land to regenerate naturally, ensuring a continuous
reforestation cycle. But as houses become permanent structures, mirroring
urban settlements, the heritage practice of temporary living and resource
regeneration may fade. An Achuar community member from Pumpuentsa
described the dilemma they face: "We feel pressured. The NGOs want us to
preserve the forest to help us, while the government wants us to farm and
raise cattle to help us". He added: "If we don’t accept one or the other, they [the
NGOs] just move on to another community in greater need". This tension
highlights the conflicting external influences on Achuar communities - each
imposing a different vision of "progress" that may ultimately erode their
traditional way of life.

Furthermore, considering the Jea and MIDUVI houses reveals a dual form of
exclusion: the Achuar are not only being displaced from their traditional way
of life but are also excluded from decision-making regarding this imposed
transition. As a result, some communities find themselves adopting this new



housing model without the opportunity to negotiate its adaptation,
particularly given their economic constraints — an issue most pronounced in
Pumpuentsa, which has road access (fig. 10). This suggests the urgent need for
Achuar community participation in the design of their homes and territories —
not merely as consultants or passive recipients of architects' and planners’
ideas but as active agents in the conceptualization, design, and execution of

these projects.
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Figure 10. Transformation of the Jea into modern housing in relation to urban proximity (diagram by the author)

CONCLUSIONS

By exploring how Achuar identities interact with traditional and new forms of
housing, this research contributes to broader discussions on Indigenous
territoriality, cultural resilience, and the potential for alternative
development models that may emerge from within Indigenous epistemologies
rather than being imposed from the outside. This case study prompts larger
questions about what "modernity"” means for Indigenous groups like the
Achuar: Does inclusion in Western modes of living require the abandonment
of traditional practices? For example, will the Achuar be able to preserve their
chicha tradition or wayusa ceremony without the Jea’s fire pit? How long will
they continue to build Jeas adjacent to MIDUVIs as a form of cultural
survivances°?

The Achuar heritage cities of Sharamentsa, Mashientz, and Pumpuentsa have
rapidly evolved since the introduction of the MIDUVI in 2009. The Jea
-MIDUVI tension illustrates a paradox of inclusion: infrastructure projects
aimed at integration of the Achuar into national frameworks often exclude
their traditional living practices, encouraging communities to conform to
external norms at the expense of cultural sovereignty>'. This work suggests
there is an urgent opportunity to integrate and honor the Achuar’s TEK in

o]



D2

future housing development efforts.
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ABSTRACT

The paper examines Giovanni Michelucci’s theoretical and design
contributions to transcending Florence’s former total institutions and
marginality in a broader sense, with a focus on the San Salvi asylum.
Outlining the environmental issues that, according to Franco Basaglia and
other psychiatrists of the time, have an impact on transcending the
psychiatric hospital, the paper aims to demonstrate continuity between
Basaglia’s thought and Michelucci's design actions. Several issues of the
journal La Nuova Citta under Michelucci’s supervision, particularly in the IV
series (1983-85), bear witness to his research, thanks to the contribution of
prominent personalities in Democratic Psychiatry, along with eminent
architects and thinkers. Michelucci reflects on the architect’s responsibility in
conveying the indistinct boundary between reason and madness within
architectural space. The contemporary city allows collective insanity but not
individual madness, which is caused by environmental factors. Thus, the city,
where the mentally ill inhabit, constitutes the focus for intervention.

In the case of Florence, Michelucci advocates for a reevaluation of some core
components, avoiding the transformation of separate areas, and pursuing a
new system of relationships between the urban structures representing
confinement and isolation. The Santa Croce district is the focus of
Michelucci’s urban development proposals, which he drafted from 1966, the
year of the Florence flood, until he died in 1990. The design highlights San
Salvi and the Murate Prison as two significant points of an urban axis that can
be regenerated through cultural initiatives, including new university facilities.
Instead of zoning the city, the proposal envisions a “polyphonic” system that
attracts cultural, recreational, and scientific interests. This vision pioneers
culture-led regeneration, considering former total institutions as the poles for
developing a new urban system.



TRANSCENDING THE TOTAL INSTITUTION:
AN ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE

Italy has gained international recognition as the first country in the world to
abolish psychiatric hospitals. The normative and cultural revolution
happened with the adoption of the so-called Basaglia Law, No. 180 of 13 May
1978, which was drafted by the Christian Democrat politician and psychiatrist
Bruno Orsini. This legislation institutionalized the closure of civil asylums and
regulated the compulsory health treatment by establishing the public mental
health services'. Nevertheless, the process of definitive closure was not
uniform across the national territory and required several years because the
180 Law did not allocate public funding and delegated operational
responsibility to the regions.

To comprehend the implications for architecture and the city, one must
reflect on the Basaglia revolution in connection with institutional places. The
decision to abolish asylums stemmed from the increasing awareness that
mental institutions were not intended for care but rather for social control -
tools to dominate the most impoverished segments of the population, who
could express only survival-related suffering rather than existential distress.
Basaglia believed that the essential issue involved going beyond “institutional
madness” and acknowledging madness in its origin, which is inside life.
However, this approach was insufficient for transcending the psychiatric
hospitals, as “opening the institution” entails more than simply “opening the
doors”: the total institution persists in various contexts and places and is
embodied by the political figure of the doctor?.

If we shift the question to the environmental context and interpret Basaglia’s
thought from an architectural perspective, we might consider the asylum’s
building as the representation of institutional madness. On the other hand,
the city must also be acknowledged as the original site of madness because, as
Aldo Rossi writes, it is the place of the event and hence of life3.

In her book Il parco della guarigione infinita*, Giuseppina Scavuzzo conducts a
thorough analysis of Basaglia’s thought on architecture. The psychiatrist
believes that closing the psychiatric hospital is the final step in the fight
against mental illness segregation. The city itself should be regarded as the
site of healing, embodying life. Basaglia strongly criticizes the actions of the
architects, who had historically sought to define a place suitable for mental
illness. The psychiatric hospital failed in its role as a machine a guérir, and only
the community can rehabilitate the mentally ill. Basaglia’s opinion about the
architecture of psychiatric hospitals is radical: they must self-destruct to
change. However, Basaglia does not intend “destruction” to mean “disappear”;
rather, it is the outcome of an implosion process that begins within the
hospital among the patients. Their actions must be supported by architectural
modifications to the hospital’s internal spaces, leading to subjectivation, in
contrast to objectivation and the individual annihilation (institutional
neurosis) induced by the asylum setting5. Daniele Calabi’s project for Gorizia’s
psychiatric hospital demonstrates this possibility, as the institution is
transformed into temporary residences for individuals lacking homes after
the asylum’s closure, while medical rehabilitation is carried out in a distinct
diagnostic center.

The closure of psychiatric hospitals and the reintegration of individuals
labeled as “insane” into society made the environmental factor crucial, since
challenges related to integration and acceptance emerged for those who have
spent their lives in asylums. These developments, on one hand, led to the
establishment of alternative places where various forms of confinement or
enforced residency are implemented, diverging from the desired regional
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expansion of psychiatry; on the other hand, they contributed to the
stigmatization of former psychiatric hospitals, which the city struggles to
access.

During the 1960s, San Salvi psychiatric hospital began to show signals of
reform, coinciding with the emerging renewal movements in Europe. The city
of Florence developed a relationship with the asylum thanks to two key
figures: the community of citizens and Carmelo Pellicano, the last director of
the institution and a psychiatrist close to Basaglia’s thought. Pellicano had
already coordinated the deinstitutionalization process in the Volterra asylum,
promoting theater activities and fostering artistic expression. For his will, San
Salvi’s dismissal — definitely reached in 1998 - was accompanied by a “germ of
community”: in 1997, he demanded the theater company Chille de la balanza to
form a permanent cultural presidium, which is still operational today?®.
Pellicano argued that transcending the mental hospital was fundamentally a
cultural issue, focused on reclaiming mental illness as a concept intrinsic to
both the individual and society. As the dominant culture did not accept
madness, it ghettoized and removed the asylum structures from the urban
context by situating them on the periphery. Consequently, it was imperative
to adopt an interdisciplinary approach, involving architects and urban
planners, to rehabilitate psychiatric hospitals and reintegrate them into the
city. The ancient structures must be reused, ensuring the occupants remained
in them during the transitional period”.

THE THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTION OF
GIOVANNI MICHELUCCI

Carmelo Pellicano, like other prominent personalities in Democratic
Psychiatry - among whom Franca Ongaro Basaglia, Giuseppe Germano,
Agostino Pirella, and Giuseppe dell’Acqua are included - participated in the
debate on transcending the total institution through the journal La Nuova
Citta, supervised and edited by Giovanni Michelucci. The journal extensively
examined the topic of transcending marginality in the urban environment,
focusing specifically on total institutions and contexts of isolation. The IV
series, released from 1983 to 1985, dealt with the subjects of “Prison and city”
(no. 1, April 1983), “School and peripheries” (no. 2, November 1983), “City and
madness” (no. 3, April 1984), “Order and disorder” (no. 5, December 1984), and
“The unfindable city” (no. 6/7, December 1985). During the 1980s, Bettino
Craxi’s administration advocated for the establishment of hospital
institutions, perceiving the psychiatric reform as a failure. Consequently, the
discourse around the implementation of Law 180 and its implications for
treating mental illness at a regional level remained relevant, with the editorial
line of La Nuova Vitta seeking to adopt a decisive stance.

Michelucci considers the architect’s responsibility in defining a fundamental
principle: the ambiguous demarcation between reason and madness within
the architectural space. The contemporary city allows collective madness yet
provides no space for personal insanity®. Environmental factors contribute to
mental instability; therefore, the city, where individuals with mental illness
reside, constitutes the focus for intervention. He wrote:

E apparsa, ad esempio, su un giornale di Firenze 'immagine di un uomo in
pigiama, a piedi nudi, nel mese di febbraio, vagante per il parco del
manicomio di S. Salvi. [...] Cio che fa riflettere € soprattutto la complessita
di situazioni che si possono nascondere dietro una foto inserita con intenti
scandalistici. Un primario dell’ospedale, dopo avere sottolineato che in ogni



caso é preferibile lo scandalo al disinteresse e al’abbandono, ha
testimoniato la difficolta di cercare di convincere quel paziente a calzare un
paio di scarpe; alla fine si e giunti al compromesso che avrebbe potuto
camminare a piedi nudi nel parco, ma non superare il cancello
dell'ospedale, come se questo non stesse a indicare solo il luogo della
reclusione, ma anche l'accettazione di un confine, tra la citta e la follia, che
si e rivelato assai difficile da valicare. Lo stesso confine invalicabile mi
sembra riscontrare, in Italia, tra la elaborazione concettuale di ogni nuova
legge riformatrice e le sue possibilita di attuazione?®.

Michelucci considers the conflict between madness and society as a criticism
of the contemporary city, characterized by marginalities and disruptions that
foster both collective and individual psychosis. The mental health services
established by the 180 Law correspond to a functional urban logic that may
result in a segregated urban setting reminiscent of those of asylums?®.

The only possible answer lies within the urban structure: rather than
spreading asylum facilities throughout the territory, it is essential to envision
an “educational city” capable of addressing health, cultural, and productive
needs without weighing on families; a city focused not on the treatment of
illness but on fostering environmental and interpersonal relationships that
may contribute to mental health.

During the illness, one remains isolated from the city. The city should forgo
hospitals and regard health as an integral aspect of urban issues, rather than
comply with the distancing process through the hospitals’ implementation. A
city structured to function without hospitals can be characterized as an
“invisible city” due to the absence of identifiable health facilities. However, the
“invisible city” must not devolve into the “unfindable city”, which
acknowledges hospitalization as a model to avoid but is unable to provide an
alternative®. In the issue of La Nuova Citta dedicated to the “unfindable city”
(fig. 1), Michelucci offers four examples as proposals for re-evaluating the
interplay between society, public space, residential space, and urban form: the
psychiatric hospitals of Como, Trieste, Pistoia, and the psychiatric services of
Livorno™.
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Figure 1. Cover of the journal La Nuova Cittd, no. 6/7, December 1985: La cittd introvabile (The unfindable city)
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THE DESIGN PROPOSALS FOR FLORENCE

In the wake of the closure of the San Salvi asylum, the debate regarding the
area’s future and its incorporation into the urban setting increases. Giuseppe
Germano’s words highlight the primary question:

E infine, deve questo spazio ‘potenziale’ essere in qualche modo omologato
allo spazio della citta (ma quale citta?) o si puo pitt ambiziosamente pensare
che diventi lo strumento (o uno degli strumenti) per costruire una nuova
citta che si ponga concretamente alla ricerca della salute?™.

Michelucci promotes a reassessment of Florence’s fundamental components,
avoiding modifications to separate areas, and pursuing a new system of
relationships. The principal objective in this context is to transcend the limits
of confinement and isolation. Among these, the former asylum of San Salvi
represents the last outpost of exclusion.

Michelucci envisioned Florence as a polycentric city with three nuclei inside
the historic area: the old town, Santa Croce, and San Frediano neighborhoods.
This area, representing the city’s core, should be devoid of vehicular traffic
and focused on pedestrians. In the adjacent urban areas of the 18th and 19th
centuries, new centers and connections for pedestrians and vehicles must be
identified™.



The Santa Croce district is a crucial component of Michelucei’s urban
development proposals that the architect drafted from 1966, the year of the
Florence flood, until he died in 1990. In this district, Michelucci is particularly
interested in the transformation of the Murate Prison, which will be carried
out in the municipality of Florence with the contribution of the Renzo Piano
Building Workshop in the early 2000s after its abandonment in 1984.
Regarding the former Murate Prison, he considers the perimeter walls as an
architectural feature to be conserved, wholly or partially, while emphasizing
its potential for penetrability. He asserts that a spatial transformation must
always retain the memory of its ancient form, in accordance with the principle
of “insistence of the form”, so allowing history to be integrated into the new
design. However, it would be challenging to release the weight of the ancient
function unless the new one has an explosive vitality capable of transforming
the memory from restraint to an opportunity for the city to grow'.

While examining the Santa Croce area, Michelucci drew sketches aimed at
highlighting key themes. Three designs depict San Salvi as the endpoint of an
Eastern urban axis for rehabilitation, crossing the ring boulevard established
by Giuseppe Poggi. The centers along this axis can be merged due to their
relationship with the Arno River, which is reassessed as the vital element that
the city should face (fig. 2).

Figure 2. G. Michelucci, 16 April 1968, connection between the Santa Croce district, L. B. Alberti Square, and San Salvi. Archivio Disegni Giovanni Michelucci
(AD0245 1968). Source: Fondazione Giovanni Michelucci. Property: Municipality of Pistoia

For Michelucci, the future of Florence depends on a substantial urban
revitalization extending from the former Murate Prison to the former asylum,
which cannot be considered as distinct urban zones, as such an approach
would accentuate the division that the ring boulevard already creates. These
two structures exemplified the old concept of order and social control within
their respective areas, representing the synthesis of order and chaos,
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rationality and insanity within confined spaces®. The resolution of the urban
problems does not lie in suggesting diversified facilities for their respective
districts: the former Murate Prison cannot address the issues of the Santa
Croce area, nor can San Salvi handle those of the Alberti Square area.
Architecture ought to regain the historic capacity to connect different
episodes. Order means assigning significance to each space in relation to the
next one, beyond the notions of limit and delimitation. The proposals,
indeed, provided Florence with the opportunity to transform its image as a
city confined within old walls and to expand toward the periphery (fig. 3).

Figure 3. G. Michelucci, 25 March 1968, connection between the Santa Croce district and Campo di Marte. Archivio Disegni Giovanni Michelucci (AD0240 1968).

Source: Fondazione Giovanni Michelucci. Property: Municipality of Pistoia
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Rather than placing the university outside the city center, Michelucci
advocates for integrating university services within these two urban
structures, thereby using culture as a catalyst for the uniform and intensive
use of the space: university research, pedagogical approaches, and the housing
system for the academic community can embody the most dynamic aspect of
the city. The architect referred to a “mobile center” that can adapt according
to different circumstances and interests: the design should envision the city as
a “polyphonic” system that attracts a multitude of cultural, recreational, and
scientific pursuits, integrating the theater and the market instead of dividing
the areas into distinct zones (fig. 4):



Progettare oggi puo significare anche progettare questa possibilita di
incontri di attivita scientifiche, sanitarie, artistiche, sportive, ricreative.
Come se il territorio, invece di essere diviso in piu centri di interessi
separati, potesse essere visto come una compresenza, nello stesso luogo, di
piu sistemi. Tale tessuto polifonico, a mio parere, consentirebbe di poter
continuare a parlare della citta in termini unitari, rispettando
contemporaneamente la specificita di ogni singola funzione*®.

Figure 4. G. Michelucci, 27 March 1968, pedestrian crossings on the ring boulevard and Arno River. On the top right: a set of poles marking a unique urban
pedestrian pathway that connects the historical center to the new San Salvi neighborhood. Archivio Disegni Giovanni Michelucci (AD02411968). Source:
Fondazione Giovanni Michelucci. Property: Municipality of Pistoia

Beyond being a definite project, Michelucci’s idea might be seen as a
perspective on the city by identifying some leading themes'. Carlo Cresti*°
regards the proposal for the Santa Croce district as evocative visual exercises,
wherein a visionary character is present in the river-facing squares-terraces
and the internal urban areas to be revitalized, situated between the streets-
trenches. The design seeks to restore a closer relationship with the river:
walkways link the two banks, and interconnecting pedestrian pathways
meander through the courtyards and internal gardens, including those of the
former Murate and Santa Verdiana Prisons. Elevated walkways connect these
former jail structures with other buildings across the boulevard, preventing
interference with vehicle traffic?.

Rejecting a deterministic approach, Michelucci proposed a “variable city”>*
that evolves through human action, perpetually rising and re-emerging in
search of a “promise space”. It may be a utopian vision; however, it is the only
city where the marginalized and the ill can become citizens like all others.

CONCLUSIONS

Facing the problem of choosing between restoration and demolition of a
crumbling architectural complex, Michelucci always opts for the preservation
of the ancient form?3. And this is valid for the former psychiatric hospital, too.
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Apparently, this approach seems to be distant from that of Basaglia, who
claimed for the self-destruction of the mental institution. However, as seen,
Basaglia intended a sort of implosion started by the asylum’s inhabitants.
Therefore, the focus is on life inside the structure. In this context,
Michelucci’s stance aligns with Basaglia’s views: he considers architecture as
inseparable from its essential social dimension, which allows transformation.
In a 1968 ministerial report*4, Basaglia asserts that architects should design
hospitals as open places in continuous interpenetration with the exterior,
with the aim of making them dynamic. He advocates for “elastic”, polyvalent
spaces that, like therapy forms, should adapt to the patient’s needs. This
approach also reveals elements akin to Michelucei’s idea.

According to Basaglia, “freedom is therapeutic”5; for Michelucci, “the therapy
is the space”:

Ho detto che lo spazio del manicomio era segregativo, ma sono arrivato a
concludere che lo spazio della citta non lo ¢ da meno. L'uomo oggi &
necessariamente portato ad usare la citta piu nelle sue specifiche funzioni
che come libera successione di spazi. Mi sembra invece che 'ambiente pit
confacente alla malattia mentale sia quello arbitrariamente definito,
momento per momento, attraverso un oggetto, un'associazione di idee, uno
stato emotivo [...]. Costruire dunque la citta a misura del folle &€ impossibile,
ma continuare a costruirla cosi com’e conduce alle piu svariate forme di
psicosi collettive e individuali?®.

Through the criticism of the existing city, Michelucci envisions a new idea of
the urban environment, conceived as a logical succession of spaces with
different functions that are not isolated from each other. Consequently, the
concept of limit indicates an essential aspect in the design-oriented approach.
Although the city cannot be deemed limitless, the urban project should not
pursue a definite form just by defining boundaries. Instead, it should explore
the potential future of the city in its unrealized possibilities. The design
process should search for a complex and dynamic order until it finds in
something new and disordered an impulse to modify its form®?. In conclusion,
we could consider Michelucci as the precursor of a theory of the culture-led
regeneration of places, beyond the constraints imposed by the presence of
total institutions, which, instead, can represent the centers for developing a
new urban system.
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ABSTRACT

The increase in the number of migrants and asylum seekers headed to Europe
in recent years has put a strain on the capacity and organization of the EU
reception system, invalidating the guarantee of adequate standards of living
granted by the right of asylum. The peak in asylum applications in Europe
reached in 2015 worsened the already existing problems and exacerbated the
political and social debate on reception; the absence of a unified political
vision has led to a problem-solving approach in which European asylum-
seeker reception focuses more on provision of services than on the well-being
and the effective possibility of integration of asylum seekers. In practice, the
lack of stringent guidelines has left the specifics of asylum-seeker
accommodations largely to national governments, whose policies often reflect
explicit strategies of exclusion. Paradoxically, 'Reception’ or 'Accommodation’
Centers end up belonging, in both form and function, to the same category as
Expulsion Centers: controversial spaces designed to seclude and control. This
article attempts, following a concise analysis of European legislation and the
structures it produces, a conceptualization of collective centers for asylum
seekers as a contemporary manifestation of the camp-form.

INTRODUCTION

The migratory flows directed toward Europe in recent years, without
precedent in the history of the European Union, have severely tested a
reception system that is unprepared, relatively young, and structured
according to emergency-driven logics. This situation, within the complex
system of social, political, and economic factors that govern European
reception, has fueled a growing attitude of resistance toward immigration,
which has manifested both through increasingly restrictive legislative
measures and through strategies of containment and deterrence. Some of the
most explicit manifestations of this containment policy, bordering on
propaganda, have materialized in the military protection of borders, such as
the wall built by Hungary in 2015 to block the entry of migrants arriving via
the Balkan route, or the wall built by Greece along its border with Turkey?, or,
more generally, the extensive use of maritime patrols and pushbacks at sea.
Similarly, the European Union has implemented strategies to externalize the
protection of its borders by signing agreements with third countries to
delegate the management of migration flows, such as the EU-Turkey
Agreement of 20163 or, more recently, the agreement signed by Italy with
Albania in 2023.



Alongside these markedly political interventions, less visible but equally
effective practices have developed in limiting the integration and rights of
asylum seekers. Among these, the reduction of funding for reception
programs and the reorganization of reception facilities, with large-scale
accommodations having established themselves as the dominant response in
Europe*. These buildings, large collective structures often obtained from
former barracks or penitentiary buildings, are designed and managed as
devices of exclusion, which simultaneously isolate asylum seekers from the
local population and contribute to a broader process of criminalization in the
public imagination, fostering an unfounded sense of threat associated with the
entire category.

It has been documented several times how large collective buildings offer
living conditions far below those established by the minimum European
standards® © and raise numerous critical issues in terms of social, health and
fundamental rights. They are buildings often characterized by overcrowding,
infrastructural deficiencies, lack of privacy and in general by an insufficient
presence of psychological, legal and educational assistance services (fig. 1).
They cause a systematic marginalization of migrants and increase the risk of
exposure to violence and precarious living conditions; yet large collective
buildings continue to be the most widespread choice among the governments
of European countries’ &,

Figure 1. Caltanisetta CPR, Caltanisetta (CL), aerial view (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall’alto”).
https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-dentro-alto-progetto/

EUROPEAN LEGISLATION

The relevant legal framework is that of European legislation on the right to
asylum, which is relatively recent and still evolving: the Common European
Asylum System (CEAS) was established only in 1999 by the then fifteen
Member States of the European Union. One of the main driving forces behind
the creation of the CEAS, already discussed in the Dublin Convention of 1990,
was the desire to harmonize reception systems, based on the recognition that,
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in the absence of internal borders, asylum seekers would move from one
country to another in search of better conditions or more favorable selection
criteria. Since the establishment of the common asylum framework, there
have been five multiannual programmes, each with specific objectives and
instruments, including legal ones. The current programme is the New Pact on
Migration and Asylum, proposed in 2020 following the European Agenda on
Migration, the programme that was intended to respond to the period of
highest migratory flows. The new programme was planned to reach full
implementation by 2026, although many of its amendments entered into force
in 2024°. The main tools currently in use are: Reception Conditions Directive
(Directive 2013/33/EU), Asylum Procedures Directive (Directive 2013/32/EU),
Qualification Directive (Directive 2011/95/EU), Dublin III Regulation
(Regulation (EU) No 604/2013), and Eurodac Regulation (Regulation (EU) No
603/2013). These are almost exclusively tools inherited from previous
programmes, or recasts of them, and, as indicated by their names, they are
primarily instruments of management and control, such as the EURODAC
fingerprint database. In fact, they focus almost entirely on the mechanisms
that govern the granting of asylum rights and on determining who is
responsible for managing asylum seekers, with very little attention paid to the
places where asylum seekers are housed while the necessary bureaucratic
procedures for granting international protection are carried out.

Among this body of legal texts, the only document that actually focuses on the
physical conditions of reception is the Reception Conditions Directive'. The
main objective of this text is to establish the minimum common standards of
living conditions for asylum applicants, and to achieve this, it provides a very
open framework to serve as a basis for organizing the various national
reception systems. Housing provision is only one of the numerous topics it
addresses, and consequently, the articles that directly refer to this aspect are
extremely generic. Rather than being prescriptive and suggesting potential
best practices, the text appears to describe, in an extremely broad and concise
manner, the various solutions already adopted by different European
countries, thereby effectively legitimizing them. The essentiality of the
articles that refer directly to the housing provision is so illustrative that it
seems relevant to report it in detail. Article 2 defines, in a rather tautological
way, what is meant by accommodation centre, i.e. "any place used for the
collective housing of applicants” (Art. 2, i). A more detailed explanation of the
structures proposed for the accommodation of asylum seekers is given in
article 18, and consists of only 3 groups: “premises used for the purpose of
housing applicants during the examination of an application for international
protection made at the border or in transit zones”, meaning the specific
buildings where applicants are identified and registered (Art. 18, 1a);
“accommodation centers which guarantee an adequate standard of living"
(Art.18,1b); and “private houses, flats, hotels or other premises adapted for
housing applicants” (Art. 18, 1¢).

These two articles summarize all the information regarding the housing
provision within the European directives. As anticipated, it is essentially a
description of the current state of reception in various European countries,
without any explicit division between the buildings that are used during the
initial phases of reception, generally large collective structures, and those that
instead presuppose a more long-lasting use over time, and which should have
aless emergency-driven character. It emerges that Member States maintain a
very high level of freedom, as long as a dignified life is guaranteed: what
constitutes a decent standard of living and how this should be achieved,
however, remains at the discretion of national systems.



It is also indicative that in defining the minimum requirements for a dignified
quality of life, any architectural indication is completely neglected and,
similarly, in the European reference texts a general disinterest in the physical
and spatial organization of housing is noted. There is a lack of design
references in terms of organizational typologies, and the specific dimensional
standards, when provided, focus mainly on the minimum habitability
requirements™. Yet, different types of housing have a very different impact on
the quality of life of the inhabitants. Isolated buildings, both through extreme
decentralization and through the use of physical barriers such as walls or road
junctions, limit or prevent the possibilities of interaction with the local
inhabitants and preclude the participation of asylum seekers in collective life,
with obvious repercussions also on the future integration prospects of
refugees, should their application be accepted. Paradoxically, one of the best
practices at the European level was the Italian SAI system (Integrated
Reception System), which had become the ordinary system before the last
reform. After an initial phase of reception in collective centers, it provided for
widespread redistribution across the territory, in apartments or collective
buildings of limited size. The system was dismantled with the Cutro Decree
(DL 20/2023), reducing its beneficiaries and abandoning the dispersed
ordinary system in favor of reception based on large collective centers (fig. 2).
Mass accommodations are the preferred solution of European governments,
with officially different forms and functions, but in fact serving the same
dynamics of containment and control, whether these buildings operate as first
registration centers, as accommodation centers for applicants waiting to
submit their asylum application, or as detention centers for forced migrants
awaiting deportation. In addition to the obvious desire to save resources —
reducing services, facilities and personnel to a minimum and in many cases
offering a quality of life that is neither dignified nor safe — an evident desire for
control emerges; as Milman and Frederiksen state, “it is safe to argue that
these institutions are not politically neutral and not exclusively concerned
with care for asylum seekers™2.

Figure 2. Brindisi CPR, Brindisi (BR), aerial view (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall’alto”). https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-
dentro-alto-progetto/
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RECEPTION ON ITALIAN TERRITORY

In general, the Italian reception system for asylum seekers and beneficiaries of
international protection remains fully within the limits defined by European
legislation. This does not mean, however, that it is a stable system. The
political charge inherent in these places becomes evident when considering
how the structure of the reception system has been reorganized several times
in recent years, changing modes, principles, and even beneficiaries with each
change of government.

The decree that serves as the foundation for the Italian reception system is DL
142/2015, explicitly referred to as the "Reception Decree" (Decreto accoglienza)
3 which transposed into national law the recast Reception Directive of the
European Union. The system, like the majority of national systems in Member
States, is organized into phases, with an initial phase of reception and
registration in large collective buildings located near the borders, known as
hotspots, followed by a second, more long-term phase. Hotspots were
introduced in 2015 by the EU's "Migration Management Agenda", although
they actually already existed under different names. They are the first large
centers for identification, photo-signaling, fingerprint collection, health
screening and preliminary assessment of asylum requests. In Italy there are
currently 6'#: Lampedusa, Messina, Pozzallo, Trapani, Taranto and, from 2023,
Porto Empedocle. They are positioned in strategic points along the migratory
routes, and within the territory itself they are often located near
infrastructures or ports, to make access easy even for migrants rescued by sea,
and in almost all cases well separated from the urban fabric (figg. 3, 4 and 5).

s 5 T

Figure 3. Lampedusa Hotspot, Lampedusa (AG), aerial view (image by Google Earth)
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Figure 4. Porto Empedocle Hotspot, Porto Empedocle (AG), aerial view (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall’alto”).
https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-dentro-alto-progetto/

Figure 5. Pozzallo Hotspot, Pozzallo (RG), aerial view (image by Google Earth)

The first reception phase has remained the most unchanged over time, as bare
life is universal and biological needs are the same for all; the most significant
changes have primarily concerned identification technologies. The same
cannot be said, however, for what would be the more prolonged phase of
reception, namely, it is important to remember, the phase in which a forced
migrant has submitted their asylum application in the first country of arrival,
which must process it to determine whether or not refugee status will be
granted. Throughout the entire assessment phase of the application, an
asylum seeker is not yet formally recognized by the state in which they reside,
has no right to work, and is completely dependent on the accommodations and
physical assistance provided by the host country. The arrivals in
unpredictable flows, combined with the continuous emergency-driven
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approach characterized by the understaffing and under-resourcing of a
system that should be ordinary, lead the processing times for asylum
applications to consistently exceed the prescribed limits (typically 3 months,
with a maximum of 6 months), reaching critical conditions during peak
influxes's.

This leads to what is defined as "ordinary reception”, first SPRAR, then
SPROIMI and SAI, and now in a hybrid situation mainly based on the CPA (
Centri di Prima Accoglienza, First Reception Centers), and, paradoxically, the
CAS (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria, Extraordinary Reception Centers)
and CPR (Centri di Permanenza per il Rimpatrio, Centers for Immigration
Detention). If this plethora of acronyms is not enough to underscore the
strong political character these structures assume, it is also necessary to
highlight how the models that have followed one another, sometimes even in
quick succession, have in fact applied two completely opposing models of
reception, both in terms of objectives and types of structures used.

To clarify in an extremely complicated and ever-changing system, in which
often equivalent structures have different official names or functions, it may
be sufficient to follow the changes in the beneficiaries of the so-called
"distributed reception model" over the years. The system based on
decentralized and distributed reception, relying on accommodations
consisting of apartments or small-scale facilities that are well integrated into
the local area and located in close proximity to essential services and
infrastructures, has shown a markedly positive impact on the integration
process'®. The system was established in 2002, building on the experiences of
decentralized and networked reception initiatives carried out by associations
and non-governmental organizations between 1999 and 2000'7 and was named
SPRAR (Sistema di Protezione per Richiedenti Asilo e Rifugiati, Protection
System for Asylum Seekers and Refugees). As the name suggests, it was open
to all categories of asylum seekers without distinction, provided that there
were available spaces. The issue of insufficient available places has indeed
been a key feature of the decentralized system from the beginning, as it was
based on voluntary participation by municipalities and associations. The
shortcomings of the ordinary system have always been filled by organizational
centers, until the increase in the flow of forced migrants made it necessary to
institutionalize an Extraordinary System, based on CASs, in 2014.

In 2018, under Salvini's Ministry, the so-called Security Decree (DL 113/2018)
severely reduced access to the distributed reception system, renaming it
SIPROIMI (Sistema di Protezione per Titolari di Protezione Internazionale e per
Minori stranieri non accompagnati, Protection System for Holders of
International Protection and for Unaccompanied Foreign Minors); in fact, a
different name but a system equivalent to the current one; those excluded
were channeled into CAS, or equivalent government mass accommodations.
Only two years later, it is important to underline how impactful it is for the
reception system to return to a functional situation after heavy cuts in funding
and personnel, the Legislative Decree no. October 21, 2020, n.130* extended
the formal beneficiaries of decentralized reception, transforming SIPROIMI
into the ordinary reception system and renaming it SAI (Sistema di Accoglienza
e Integrazione, Reception and Integration System), although without
proportionally increasing the number of places available. Finally, as
anticipated, Legislative Decree 20/2023 has once again set a strongly
restrictive and penalising approach towards asylum seekers, once again
reducing access only to refugees and vulnerable categorie519~ 20,



To address the need for accommodations for asylum seekers excluded from
the distributed reception system, Law 50/2023 also introduced a new category
of "temporary" centers: pending the identification of available spaces in
government-run reception centers or CAS, the Prefect can order that
accommodation take place in temporary structures, where only basic needs
such as food, clothing, healthcare, and linguistic-cultural mediation are
provided, excluding any form of psychological support or initiatives aimed at
integration. Once again, therefore, the reception system is mainly based on
the use of large collective centers and temporary structures, as also
highlighted by the progressive shift of resources to the CPRs, real detention
centers for asylum seekers who have been denied their asylum application,
which in case of need can also serve as housing for asylum seekers still
awaiting acceptance but considered “at risk of absconding”. Finally, with such
a clear desire for externalization and exclusion that it would be almost comical
in other circumstances, the Italian Government signed in 2024 (Law 14 of 21
February 2024) an agreement with the Albanian Government aimed at
cooperation on migration matters. Of the three centers on Albanian territory
under Italian jurisdiction, one should serve as an identification and screening
center, one as a reception center with 880 places?, and one as a repatriation
center, presumably three successive phases of the same process, but in fact,
buildings indistinguishable in structure and function.

It emerges that large collective centers are not places of poorly managed
reception, or at least not involuntarily. The use of emergency structures and
procedures is systematic: the continuous cutting of resources and the
reduction of beneficiaries of widespread reception, the extreme
decentralization of collective structures, and the forced separation of
migrants from the local population are all extremely conscious choices, and
loaded with political connotations.

CAMP-FORM AND TOTAL INSTITUTIONS

Mass accommodations for asylum seekers are hybrid spaces, still relatively
young within architectural discourse, and situated conceptually between the
camp-form and total institutions. In order to better understand their
implications, a brief overview of these two concepts is necessary.

There is a rather conspicuous literature that describes internment camps in
terms of exception. In the text “Zone definitivamente temporanee” Rahola®?,
taking up the theories of many philosophers who before him have questioned
the concept of camp, from Arendt to Bauman and Agamben, theorizes the
existence of a camp-form, advancing the hypothesis of a common matrix that
can explain all the phenomenologies, even distant from each other, with which
camps emerge in the present. The idea proposed is that the camps were born
as the only possible territory in which to segregate the Surplus, a humanity in
movement between borders and univocal national belongings.

The reflection on the rights acquired through belonging to a state, and
consequently their loss without such affiliation, is introduced by Hannah
Arendt when, in The Origins of Totalitarianism?3, she defines the difference
between "citizens" and "human beings". Since rights are not universally
granted to humans, but rather to citizens as such, those who do not belong to
any state have no rights or political protection; they are merely living bodies.
Hannah Arendt’s theories are expanded upon by Agamben, who combines
them with Michel Foucault’s concept of biopower. In his interpretation, the
camp represents the physical materialization of the state of exception. When
the political system, defined through the fundamental relationship between
physical space, the established order, and government, enters a prolonged
crisis, the camp space is born: at the moment when the nation-state is no
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longer able to guarantee order within its territory and, by necessity, creates a
space "other". The camp, therefore, is a device of segregation and exclusion,
separating those who deserve a dignified and protected life from the
"undesirables"**. Agamben’s texts have strongly influenced subsequent
studies on the camp form and its spatialization%’ 26,27 Kreichauf, in particular,
speaks of the "campization" of asylum seeker facilities in Europe, analyzing
them not only from a physical and spatial perspective and in terms of the
lowering of quality standards, but also considering containment, exclusion
and temporality.

Building on his work, this article underlines that campization should also be
understood conceptually: like camps, mass accommodations for asylum
seekers are devices of containment and control for those who do not belong, in
this case, asylum seekers trapped in the limbo of bureaucratic waiting,
forcibly excluded from the territory in which they find themselves (figg. 6 and
7).

Figure 6. Torino CPR, Torino (TO), aerial view (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall'alto”). https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-dentro-
alto-progetto/

Figure 7. Torino CPR, Torino (TO), aerial view, zoom (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall'alto”). https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-
dentro-alto-progetto/

The aspect of control, in particular, strongly aligns mass accommodations
with another major theme of the twentieth century: that of Total Institutions.
The term was coined by Erving Goffman in Asylums to describe those social
structures in which individuals, physically separated from the broader
society, live lives entirely regulated by a single authority. Such institutions -
psychiatric hospitals, prisons, military barracks — are characterized by strict
behavioral control, a clear separation between the inside and the outside
world, and systematic practices of discipline and surveillance. Emphasizing
isolation from the external world, omnipresent control, and the loss of
individual identity, numerous contemporary scholars have drawn parallels
between mass accommodation centers and total institutions™" *. Like modern
panopticons, they are not merely architectural forms, but rather expressions
of a power structure - an apparatus of control embedded in spatial and social
organization.

Fieldwork conducted by Minca reveals that asylum seeker compounds are
tightly controlled spaces, characterized by surveillance, censorship, and
custodial oversight (fig. 8). In his visit to the center in Gradisca, Italy, he
describes it as a space entirely detached from the outside world, “a sort of
grand space of exception, where time and social meaning appear as strangely
suspended™®. It is particularly significant that the author, having been
compelled to comply with the prison-like rules imposed by the structure in
order to carry out his research, later reflected on his own complicity —
acknowledging that, by accepting the ideological premise of such an artifact,
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he had implicitly contributed to its legitimation.

The ideological dimension is, indeed, highly relevant. Kreichauff highlights
how the use of spatially segregating structures - such as emergency facilities
or converted military barracks and penitentiaries - conveys a message of
necessary segregation, fostering an implicit criminalization of the individuals
housed within3'. It is also well documented that the operation of such centers
is directly modeled on the logic and practices of carceral systems 72,33, 34,
fostering what is commonly referred to as "crimigration”, the a priori
criminalization of migration itself.

Figure 8. Gradisca CPR, Gradisca d’lsonzo (GO), (image provided by AltraEconomia and PlaceMark, “Chiusi dentro. Dall'alto”). https://altreconomia.it/chiusi-
dentro-alto-progetto/

CONCLUSIONS

This article has sought to reaffirm the necessity of studying and
conceptualizing mass accommodations for asylum seekers, hybrid spaces
imbued with profound political and philosophical implications. Particularly
emblematic is the rapid diffusion, within the discretionary space granted by
European legislation, of diverse yet conceptually identical spaces of control
and exclusion across Member States. This phenomenon, as argued throughout
the paper, stems from the pervasive and systematic isolation of asylum
seekers from the local population — an approach that draws upon abstract
models of power, exclusion, and control which have historically resurfaced
whenever nation-states perceived the need to segregate and exclude
undesirable masses.

Asylum seekers are separated from the local population both through actual
physical segregation in isolated structures and through extreme
decentralization, preventing any relations with host communities. Yet, the
way in which temporary accommodations for asylum seekers are organized -
their spatial arrangement, their location within or outside urban
environments, and the nature of interactions they enable - plays a crucial role
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in shaping integration outcomes. Rather than facilitating inclusion, mass
accommodations tend to function as urban enclaves of exclusion: they deepen
social divisions, hinder access to the cultural, social, and economic fabric of
the city, and, in doing so, contribute to reshaping the city’s broader spatial and
political dynamics.
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ISOLATION, LANDSCAPE, PANOPTICON, SIENA ESSAY

FHTZCARRALDO OR A FORM OF

ISOLATED TOGETHERNESS
ACCOUNT OF THE CONOLLY
PANOPTICON THE HILL OF
SANTA MARIA DEI SERVI IN
SIENA

By Simone Barbi (Universita degli Studi di Firenze)

ABSTRACT

For many years, asylums served as vast repositories for society’s perceived
imperfections; individuals deemed useless, strange, or frightening. Conceived
as alternatives to prisons, they were built on the outskirts of cities, in
peripheral locations where contact with the outside world was deliberately
minimized.

The San Niccolo complex in Siena was the last psychiatric hospital in Italy to
close permanently, on September 30, 1999. Like most Italian asylums, it was
established outside the urban center, in a condition of calculated self-
isolation, on the southern slope of the Santa Maria dei Servi hill. Beginning in
1858, under the direction of Carlo Livi, the Sienese asylum village was
organized according to a pavilion-based model. Most of the buildings were
designed by architect Francesco Azzurri and carefully distributed along the
hillside to take advantage of the topography, giving the impression of a self-
contained citadel.

Within this complex, the Conolly Ward — intended to house the so-called
“clamorous” patients, that is, those who were the most difficult to manage —
is, together with the prison on the island of Santo Stefano, the only realized
example of a panopticon in Italy. This typological invention, conceived in 1791
by English philosopher Jeremy Bentham to maximize the surveillance of a
space — be it carceral, medical, educational, or industrial — by a single
observer, finds its Sienese transcription in a structure now in a state of total
abandonment. Completely excluded from the life of the city despite its intra-
moenia location, it stands awaiting a paradigm shift in its relationship with a
landscape that observes it, yet fails to truly see it.
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[...]

mi guarda Siena

da dentro la sua guerra,

mi cerca dentro con gli occhi
addannati dei suoi veliti
percossa dai suoi tamburi
trafitta dai suoi vessilli

e non vede me

non vede in me la mia infanzia
che di lei fu piena.

Mario Luzi

In this excerpt, included in Per il battesimo dei nostri frammenti and
published in 1985, Mario Luzi evokes the moving relationship between a city
and what can confidently be assumed to be one of its own inhabitants. The city
that sees everything: yet it does not see him, not his childhood, nor his
memories. It does not perceive the substance of that generous bond which,
according to a necessarily one-sided logic, connects the memory of a city to
those who have lived within it. It does not see him because, perhaps, he is
hidden or removed, confined, and thus rendered invisible.

This powerful and melancholic image has been chosen to describe and
introduce a particular form of exclusion that took shape in Siena between the
city and the psychiatric hospital of San Niccolo. A coexistence which, following
the harsh logic that "the insane must be treated well, but kept locked away"?,
acquired from its very origins the characteristics of a deliberately
orchestrated urban confinement, a condition of being together, yet isolated.

ANTECEDENT OR CHRONICLE OF INTRA-
MCENIA MIGRATIONS

Among the oldest and most prestigious institutions in Siena, the Compagnia
della Madonna operated in the underground spaces of the Santa Maria della
Scala hospital, directly opposite the cathedral, since the early 13th century.
Born from the merger of pre-existing confraternities, it was granted legal
personality by the Republic of Siena in 1363, thereby enabling it to receive
inheritances, bequests, and donations. By the end of the 14th century, the
Compagnia had become the most active, wealthy, and powerful among all
confraternities in the Sienese state.

Over the centuries, this institution engaged in a wide range of activities: those
directly or indirectly connected to religious worship, social interventions, and
welfare initiatives such as the administration of hospitals, the awarding of
scholarships and study prizes, and even the management of prisons. After the
fall of the Republic of Siena, the Compagnia della Madonna managed to
survive successive governments, remaining intact even during the Napoleonic
era. Following the abolition of lay confraternities ordered by Grand Duke
Pietro Leopoldo in 1785, the Compagnia changed its name to Societa di
Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni, a name still in use today, transforming itself into
an organization dedicated to charitable works.

From the second half of the 18th century, under the reformist policies of the
Grand Duchy, many aspects of civil life were restructured, including the
treatment of the mentally ill. Until then, madness had not been considered
curable in any meaningful way, and thus there had been no real practice of
administering therapeutic care. Moreover, prior to this paradigm shift, in the
Grand Duchy of Tuscany, as elsewhere in Europe, so-called ‘madmen,’ and
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particularly those classified as ‘violent’, were handled in much the same way
as criminals: through confinement. The asylum functioned essentially as a
prison.

In 1757, the Florentine government ordered Siena to identify a suitable
location for housing the mentally ill, and five years later, a temporary facility
was established in a house owned by Santa Maria della Scala near Porta San
Marco?, at the city’s southwestern edge. The operational costs of this small
Ospedale de’ pazzerelli were covered by the Monte dei Paschi bank and
partially by revenues from the grain flour tax. Following the bank’s financial
difficulties and the abolition of the grand ducal tax, the hospital’s
management was taken over by the thriving Societa di Esecutori di Pie
Disposizioni* From that moment and well into modern times, the connection
between the ‘custody of the insane’ and the Pie Disposizioni remained
constant in Siena.

A decree dated August 31,1803, issued by the government of the Kingdom of
Etruria, required the Societa to open a second facility on Via della Fontanella,
known as the Ricovero del Bigi, to temporarily house the ‘alienated’ from the
provinces of Siena and Grosseto, for the purpose of confirming their mental
illness and selecting patients for transfer to the Bonifazio Hospital in Florence,
established in 1788. However, due to the congestion of the Florentine facility,
the Sienese Ricovero was soon converted into a small residential asylum itself.
Determined to find more suitable premises for the care of Siena’s mentally ill,
Marquis Angelo Chigi, then Rector of the Societa di Esecutori di Pie
Disposizioni, in 1815 secured the transfer of the former convent of the
Clarissan nuns of San Niccolo3, built between 1346 and 1363 and recently
suppressed by the French. The asylum was inaugurated on December 6, 1818,
and initially accommodated 34 patients from the provinces of Siena, Arezzo,
Livorno, Pisa, Grosseto, and Massa.

Under the direction of San Niccolo’s first administrators — Giuseppe Lodoli
(1818-1823), Gasparo Mazzi (1823-1833), and Pietro Tommi (1833-1857) — no
significant innovations were introduced in patient care, aside from the
abolition of chains and a partial introduction of agricultural labor. However,
with the arrival of Carlo Livi — the undisputed protagonist of the new Italian
psychiatry® —, who directed the institution from 1858 to 1874, the asylum
became a site of experimentation in patient management, with direct
implications for the role of architecture in this process.

In a 1858 letter, Livi— newly appointed as the asylum’s medical director —
described the facility as a “hive bristling with narrow corridors and more or
less gloomy cells” 7and wrote: “It did not take me long to realize that what the
asylum most needed was an asylum itself’®. With these words, he outlined a
clear programmatic shift aimed at investing in a substantial redesign of the
intra-moeenia structure of the complex.

ON THE HILL OF SANTA MARIA DEI SERVI

From the words of Titus Burckhardt we learn that

In the ‘sacred’ construction of the city of Siena, two stages or phases can be
discerned: the first is evident in the image of the old city gathered around
the Cathedral [...] the second is reflected in the placement of the convents
and their churches, which, isolated like outposts on the extreme edges of
the city’s three districts, stand guard: San Francesco to the east, San
Domenico to the west, Sant’Agostino to the south, and Santa Maria dei
Servi to the southeast. The presence of these monastic churches at the
city’s outermost edge, though still within its walls, bears witness to a time




when monastic asceticism, previously kept deliberately distant from urban
life, was brought into the heart of the city®.

While most Italian asylums were typically built outside urban centers, in open
countryside not far from cities, allowing for future expansion of the facilities,
San Niccolo seems to have confirmed the intra-meenia settlement logic typical
of Siena, as described by Burckhardt.

Located on the southern slope of the hill of Santa Maria dei Servi, within the
city’s defensive walls and near Porta Romana, the asylum first occupied the
former convent and, through nineteenth-century expansion efforts, came to
saturate a significant portion of what has been known since the Middle Ages as
the Valle di Montone. This name refers to an area included in the urban
expansion of the late thirteenth century, just beyond the now-disappeared
Porta all’Oliviera, and bordered to the south by the late-thirteenth-century
city walls.

BREAKING THE VOLUMETRIC UNITY OF THE
ASYLUM, OR THE STRATEGY OF THE
VILLAGE

Beginning in 1858, under the direction of Carlo Livi, work commenced to
expand the facilities of the hospital, with the dual aim of introducing new
therapeutic practices and addressing the increasingly diverse needs of the
patients. The asylum district inspired by Livi’s principles'® was organized
according to a model that emphasized the distribution of buildings in the area
downhill from Via Romana, set on various elevations and predominantly
oriented westward, toward Porta Tufi. This arrangement deliberately avoided
symmetry to lend the impression of a self-contained village, interwoven with
internal roads connecting medical pavilions, workshops, laboratories, a
library, and a pharmacy. A small, enclosed world, positioned at the margins of
the city and excluded from its civic life, where the community of patients was
to become economically self-sufficient through agricultural and artisanal
labor performed by the inmates themselves.

Most of the new buildings erected during Livi’s tenure were designed by
architect Francesco Azzurri" between 1865 and 1893. Appointed by Count
Angiolo Piccolomini on behalf of the Societa di Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni,
after gaining recognition as the designer of the Santa Maria della Pieta in
Rome, Azzurri, even if not in the initial plan presented?, it eventually aligns
with Livi’s vision entirely. He summarized his design philosophy for the Siena
project as follows:

As aresult of some of my studies, I proposed a plan for an asylum which I
called a Village, as it was based on the apparent complete freedom of the
patients in the open countryside and on the scientific distribution of the
various sections in the manner of a village. I had become convinced that an
asylum should have nothing in common with a hospital for ordinary
illnesses™.

In the 'multiform"4 urban fabric of Siena — “a city that unfolds along the
ridgelines of three hills that branch out like the veins of a leaf, so that from any
panoramic point one looks across to what seems an entirely different city”15 —
the hill of Santa Maria dei Servi, now burdened by the new volumes of the San
Niccolo asylum complex, accentuates this sense of estrangement.
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Figure 1. San Niccold Asylum, General plan, Societa di Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni in Siena, Manicomio di San Niccolo
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Set at the highest point, the most prominent structure in both scale and
symbolic weight is Palazzo San Niccolo. This is the only building clearly visible
from the city, as it aligns in elevation with both the city walls and the
monumental complex of Santa Maria dei Servi. This imposing structure —
designed by Azzurri in a neo-Renaissance style that appears out of scale with
the surrounding district when viewed from the opposite ridges — underwent
three distinet phases of transformation. The first phase, from 1818 to 1870,
involved the acquisition and adaptation of the pre-existing San Niccolo
monastery without major volumetric increases®. The second phase saw the
new building extend toward the Servi complex, beginning in 1870 under
Azzurri and Livi. Finally, the third phase marked the definitive spatial
relationship between the old and new constructions. According to Azzurri,

the building, with a facade ninety meters wide and wings extending sixty-
two meters, composed of two upper stories above a ground floor, was
designed to accommodate, alongside all general services, five hundred
patients of both sexes.

He envisioned it as “bearing the appearance of a grand villa palace [...] with its
front opening onto a garden park,” to avoid reproducing “the melancholy
character of a lunatic asylum™.

In 1873, construction began on a road linking the asylum’s inner courtyard to
the convent of the Servi, which had been partially deconsecrated and was
already being used for medical purposes. This intervention marked the first
step in the broader urban reorganization of the asylum complex, which over
theyears under the leadership of Ugo Palmerini (1874-1880) and Paolo
Funaioli (1880-1907), both disciples and continuators of Livi’s vision'® —
expanded further with new buildings and roads, creating a space where
patients could lead lives nearly indistinguishable from those of the “sane”,
with ample freedom of movement across the various facilities.



All patients were housed in the central building, with the exception of the
‘agitated’ individuals, for whom the Conolly Pavilion was built in 1877. Though
less imposing than the Palazzo, this single-story pavilion with three
courtyards and a raised central sectionis arguably the most distinctive and
original structure within the entire asylum complex. Its spatial logic is
understood as a mediated transcription of Bentham’s Panopticon?® and its
placement, perched above the Orto de’ Pecci, the Porta Tufi hill, and the
southern valley stretching toward Mount Amiata beyond the city walls, gives it
a strikingly isolated character. The pavilion was explicitly designed to
accommodate the ‘clamorosi’, the most agitated and difficult-to-manage
patients.

A synthesis of functional design and adherence to the typological canons of
psychiatric detention facilities of its time — both in the layout of detention
cells and service spaces, and in its unusual form — the Conolly, at the time of
its construction, was a critical “alien” element in the larger project of

expanding and diversifying the functions of the asylum’s self-contained village
21

THE CONOLLY, A DISCRETE PANOPTICON

There are so many things that I don't understand
There's a world within me that I cannot explain
Many rooms to explore, but the doors look the same
Iamlost, I can't even remember my name?2.

The structure designed by Azzurri represents one of only two examples of the
Panopticon model ever built in Italy, a typology conceived in 1791 by the
English philosopher Jeremy Bentham in the form of a circular ring-shaped
building, intended to maximize spatial control by a single individual. Defined
by Michel Foucault as a “utopia-program"?3 the Panopticon was originally not
intended solely for prisons, but also for hospitals, schools, factories, and
poorhouses. Its purpose was to maintain constant surveillance over its
occupants, who, aware they were always being watched from a central control
tower, were themselves unable to see the observers. Looking out from within
the detention cells, with their identical, inaccessible doors radiating in fan-
like symmetry — often multiplied on several levels — was meant to induce in
the inmate a deep sense of disorientation and powerlessness. The underlying
principle was a repressive mechanism, aimed at a total reform of society by
conditioning behavior and optimizing control through architectural form,
accomplished by a single gaze.

Order was insured in this system through the lateral division between the
cells, which eliminated communication between the confined and therefore
rendered the possibility of an uprising impossible. The overseen lived in a
form of isolated togetherness. In the Panopticon model, there is no seeing-
being seen dyad; the periphery is clearly the observed and the center the
observer. This is proved not only by the size of the openings which permitted
an unobstructed view of the cells while maintaining the central tower virtually
opaque, but also by the fact that the tin speaking tubes that were devised by
Bentham as the acoustical analogues to the visual arrangement were soon
discarded because their effect was reversible and therefore not in tune with
the mono-directionality of the spatial arrangement. Thus, space becomes
segmented, frozen, and dead, and each individual is fixed in his place. It is
interesting to highlight that “despite the presence of positions of supremacy in
society, both the overseer and the overseen are trapped within the machine of
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the Panopticon”*4. Even if we are to accept the fact that the overseer does not
need to be present in the observation tower because his implied presence is
enough to guarantee order, the symbol of his power is still trapped, doomed to
immobility. As Foucault asserts, the Panopticon is a “machine in which
everyone is caught, those who exercise power as much as those over whom
power is exercised”?>.

MANICOMIO DI S. NICCOLO IN SIENA

QUARTIERE PER I CLAMOROSI DI AMBEDUR I SESSY

Figure 2. Conolly pavilion, Plan, Societd di Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni in Siena, Manicomio di San Niccold. 1Ingresso - 2 Ingresso alla Sezione - 3 Residenza dei
Sorveglianti - 4 Dispense dei vitti - 5 Refettori - 6 Dormitori - 7 Sorveglianze - 8 Lavandini - 9 Cella - 10 Giardinetti connessi alle celle - 11 Passaggi scoperti - 12
Corte scoperta - 13 Bagno e doccia - 14 Caldaie per il bagno - 15 Guardaroba - 16 Latrine - 17 Passaggi secondari

Bentham’s Panopticon was implemented during his lifetime in only a few
cases: the Virginia State Penitentiary (1800), the Millbank Prison in England
(1812), and the Pittsburgh Penitentiary (1826). After his death, numerous other
detention facilities were constructed following this model?®. In Italy, the only
other comparable example is the Bourbon prison on the island of Santo
Stefano, built between 1755 and 1795.

The pavilion designed by Azzurri for Siena constitutes a subtle
reinterpretation of Bentham’s Panopticon, both in its spatial logic and its
architectural solutions, enriched by generous open spaces described by the
architect as follows: “on the internal square adorned with flowerbeds and
greenery, [...] air, sunlight, the scent of flowers, and the joyful horizon will
comfort the patients’ sorrowful conditions”?”. The original plan of the Siena
pavilion consisted of a single-story building composed of three semicircles
forming a double horseshoe layout, with cells arranged in a radial pattern —
“each 3.50 meters wide, 4.05 meters long, and 4 meters high, covered with
vaulted ceilings”?® each equipped with a small walled garden courtyard. The
entire complex was enclosed by a high perimeter wall. A central core housed
service areas and staff quarters, separating the two wings, one for male and
the other for female patients. Each small cell had a door opening onto the
internal courtyard and a window facing the resede, an exclusive garden
portion enclosed by high walls, within which patients could move freely.
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Figure 3. Conolly pavilion, East Fagade, Societa di Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni in Siena, Manicomio di San Niccold

Around 1912, faced with the need to increase capacity — driven in part by the
repressive climate that often labeled political dissidents as mentally ill, as
recalled by the graffiti carved into the walls of some cells — plans were made
to expand the Conolly ward. No longer sufficient for male patients alone, the
facility required more beds; this could only be achieved by adding a floor to the
central body and converting it into additional dormitories. It was during this
phase that Azzurri’s careful and measured design began to unravel. Along
with the architecture, the therapeutic approach itself may have started to
erode. The renovations likely included the full covering of the central
courtyard, with the demolition of original cells to create a portico overlooking
the garden.

Another major architectural alteration was the creation of the so-called
Criminal Ward, accomplished by roofing over the left-hand semicircle,
effectively eliminating the small internal court and transforming that portion
of the building into a kind of prison. During this same period, the outdoor
spaces began to suffer neglect: the radial gardens, initially separated, were
effectively merged by removing the walls between them, thereby erasing the
floral-like radial pattern so clearly evident in Azzurri’s elegant original plan.

FITZCARRALDO

Like the mad rage of a dog that insists on sinking its teeth into the leg of a
deer already dead, and keeps shaking and pulling hard at the fallen prey, so
much so that the hunter gives up any attempt to calm it, a vision had taken
root inside me: the image of a great steamship on a mountain, the boat
dragging itself from the rivers by its own strength, climbing a steep slope in
the heart of the jungle, and, amid a nature that annihilates the weak and the
strong alike, the voice of Caruso silencing the pain and the cries of the
animals in the Amazon forest, and muffling the birds’ song. [...] And L, like in
the verse of a poem in an unknown language I do not understand, find
myself overcome by a profound terror?.

The image described in this excerpt from Werner Herzog’s diary, published
under the title The Conquest of the Useless, is perhaps the most dramatic and
epic visual icon of Fitzcarraldo: a masterpiece that earned the German

33



director the award at Cannes in 1982.

This vision of the boat immobile on the side of the hill may help to frame a
peculiar aspect of the Conolly. Observing Azzurri’s building, one can certainly
say that it is a space in suspension, in more ways than one: literally between
the city and the landscape, in the relationship between the actual confinement
of its inmates and the partial freedom granted to all the other ‘madmen’ of San
Niccolo, between the memory and oblivion of its past and present condition,
between physical, tangible presence and the perpetual risk of being lost in a
heap of rubble.

Unlike Fitzcarraldo’s ship, the Conolly ward was not meant to move, but to fix
and immobilize. Yet both structures share a deep logic of loneliness and
detachment. They are removed from the social fabric that surrounds them;
they stand apart, forgotten in their remote or reclusive places, nearly invisible
despite their physical presence: one in pursuit of a delusional utopia, the other
in service of disciplinary rationality and utter control. What unites them is the
image of the hill: an elevated terrain of control, detachment, and symbolic
estrangement from the city.

The ship does not advance, does not navigate: it is still. In the frames where
the protagonist, played by Klaus Kinski, is alone, dismayed, at the foot of the
hill with the boat behind him, stuck there, Herzog stages an architecture of
defeat, of the interrupted dream, which paradoxically becomes even more
grandiose in its impotence. In these scenes, the director shows us the
coexistence of misery and evocative power generated by the evident
“suspension of function” brought about by the protagonist’s madness —
mimic Herzog’s famous preference for an ‘ecstatic truth’ rather than pure and
simple reality — a characteristic that links Fitzcarraldo’s venture to ruins,
such as the Conolly: a space that has lost its purpose, and is awaiting a new
poetic potential.

Ifit is true that “every construction only builds a collapse™® this pavilion is
today in a state of full realization of an ‘avoidable’ or ‘to be avoided’ destiny,
precisely because it is the embodiment of a principle, an idea of space,
constructed in ways, forms, and dimensions very different, if not
unprecedented, compared to Bentham’s prototypes.

Figure 4. Conolly pavilion, Photo, 1877, Societa di Esecutori di Pie Disposizioni in Siena, Manicomio di San Niccold
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FATE OF A RELIC: BETWEEN OBLIVION AND
RESTITUTION TO THE LANDSCAPE

In 1978, in Italy, the entry into force of Law 180 — commonly identified by the
name of its inspirer: Franco Basaglia — mandated the closure of psychiatric
hospitals, reforming the mental health care system and marking a turning
point in the world of psychiatric patient assistance.

However, in the history of the San Niccolo in Siena, the Basaglian movement
had little impact, as patients continued to be housed there for many years,
even after the property was transferred to the local health authority. After a
long period of dismantling, the one in Siena was the last psychiatric hospital in
Italy to close definitively: on September 30, 19993'.

Following Azzurri's interventions, the expansion of the asylum village
continued between 1894 and 1933, under the work of architects Vittorio
Mariani and Primo Giusti3®. The last phase of interventions, signed by Enzo
Zacchiroli, already responsible for the headquarters of the Banca d’Italia in
Siena, dates back to the early 2000s and refers to the transformation of the
asylum building and laundry into university campuses, as well as the creation
of a new auditorium inserted between the 14th-century walls and San Niccolo.
Today, the village houses a variety of institutions and functions: a psychiatric
rehabilitation center remains, along with an oncology ward, a cooperative,
some residential areas, and several departments of the University of Siena for
the faculties of Engineering, Mathematics, Languages, Literature and
Philosophy, and Social Service Sciences. In the valley below, the former
psychiatric hospital laundry was renovated and since 2004 has hosted the
Department of Physics.

Other structures, however, have fallen into disuse due to their particular
structural characteristics that make it difficult to repurpose them for other
functions, and they are currently in a state of abandonment. Among these is
the Conolly Pavilion. Closed definitively on January 1, 1978, currently unfit
for use and heavily deteriorated by the alterations it underwent over time to
meet the asylum's needs, this urban relic is a rare but nonetheless excellent
witness to a historical period — the Enlightenment — which was decisive for
the cultural development of Western society and modern architecture34, and
it is therefore impossible not to think about preserving it.

What future can still be imagined for this graceful and measured 'observing
space, abandoned to itself on the western hill of Santa Maria dei Servi?

The former psychiatric complex, despite its change of use and the
diversification of the institutions that currently occupy it, still retains the self-
excluding exclusivity of its origin. No other road leads to the complex; it is
entirely cut off from the Orto de’Pecci below and the adjacent hill on which the
Basilica of San Clemente in Santa Maria dei Servi is located. From every side
and from every point of the city, the complex is inaccessible to view. Both from
Piazza del Mercato and from Orto dei Tolomei, adjacent to the Monastery of
Sant'Agostino, on the hill facing San Niccolo, it is impossible or almost
impossible to understand the layout of the former hospital or to glimpse its
buildings. It is a part of the city that even the citizens themselves do not know
well or visit, despite the value of the architecture within. To this day, the only
access road to the complex is the one from above, coming from Via Roma.

The Conolly ward still shares the same paradoxical inability to communicate
and relate to the outside. Also a child of Siena, from its confinement in the
Valley of Montone, it seems to say, as in Luzi's words, ‘the city looks at me and
does not see me’.

If one were to imagine a future for this guilty neglect, one could only hope for a
return of this space to dialogue with the landscape, expanding the scale of a
desirable recovery intervention from the architectural to the urban, making
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this piece an exemplary part of a cohesive whole.

If in the original model by Bentham the periphery is clearly the observed and
the center the observer, the new relationship that the structure should
establish with its surrounding context could attempt a reversal of perspective:
proceeding with a rewriting of the constricting gaze, directed inward,
exclusive, typical of the panopticon that Foucault defines as the “eye of power”
35into one of a free nature, directed outward, inclusive, and thus
contemplative.

Responding to a logic of double vision — where the subject who looks is both
observer and observed — by dialoguing with the monuments or the landscape
to the south, the Conolly would finally quell that desire to be recognized
which, if it is an inseparable condition of being human to recognize oneself as
a person — "persona originally means 'mask’ and it is through the mask that
the individual acquires a role and social identity"3® — could also represent for
this work a new season of overcoming its condition as an excluded. If exsistere
means "to be outside oneself", or 'to be' because 'recognized by the other,' the
Conolly, by opening up to the city, would initiate an unexplored process of
knowledge in its history, avoiding the oblivion of neglect and the consequent
risk of an irrecoverable "loss of identity"3.

By radically changing the centripetal logic of the pavilion, rewriting its
relationship with the context according to a centrifugal logic, the need to
bring a marginal, exiled place back to a ‘finally’ central importance for Siena
would materialize; opening its gaze to the city "full of houses and reddish
towers"3® and to that extraordinary gorge leading to the Val d'Orcia, described
by the fellow poet Luzi in Nel corpo oscuro della metamorfosi as: "[...] red sea /
of washed clays/ [...] pointing to the heart of the enigma"3°.

Figure 5. Conolly pavilion, North Courtyard, 2021 (photograph by Arianna Fusi)
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ABSTRACT

In examining the construction of the prison, seminal studies have shown that
prisons have become integrated into a broader, all-encompassing carceral
system in modern society. This understanding of the prison beyond its
confines has also drawn attention to the spatial extension of seclusion. The
recognition of a prison’s liminal spaces, porous walls, and permeable
boundaries calls for the disclosure of hidden spatial dynamics - bringing
architecture to the forefront of the discussion. In this regard, this paper will
advance two key arguments. First, by focusing on Kosovo within the complex
historical landscape of former Yugoslavia, it will unravel how confinement
transcends physical boundaries. To achieve this, the paper will draw on
sources such as prison letters, poems, and testimonies — expanding the scope
of evidence within architectural history. Second, by producing and utilizing
architectural documents, it will develop a novel methodological framework to
disclose spatial (dis)connections and their formative context.

To explore the shifting borders of confinement, this paper studies an
inconspicuous building in Gjilan, Kosovo, which was one of the most notorious
prisons of former Yugoslavia. Here, political prisoners were detained
throughout the 1980s and 1990s, subjected to decades of torture and torment
in inhumane conditions. The narratives of its survivors, distilled from
testimonies, prison letters, and walk-along interviews, are closely tied to the
prison’s spatial components (doors, windows, walls, corridors) and its
surroundings (streets, adjacent buildings, public spaces). By focusing on these
spatial elements, this paper will unravel how confinement can challenge and
resist physical borders. It will explore not only material ways, such as prison
visits and supplies, but also immaterial ones. These include the transmission
of ideas through prison literature, the sense of confinement outside the prison
due to surveillance, persecution, and letter censorship, as well as enduring
traumatic memories.

To disclose these spatial connections, this paper will rely on the production of
maps, plans, sections, and models. Rather than serving as mere
representations, these architectural artefacts function as active research
tools, each offering a distinct lens. Maps help us reveal broader spatial
connections, plans allow us to trace the internal organization of buildings,
sections expose hidden vertical relationships, and finally, models bring
structures into three-dimensional forms, making spatial dynamics even more
palpable. The novelty of this approach lies precisely in the active and heuristic
use of architectural artefacts in the disclosure of hidden spatial dynamics. In
doing so, it extends beyond conventional architectural studies of prisons,



which often focus on stylistic or typological analyses, renowned architects,
psychological studies on confinement, or criminal justice studies on large
political contexts.

INTRODUCTION

The Prison of Gjilan, one of the most notorious prisons of former Yugoslavia,
today stands abandoned and decaying in the center of Gjilan in Kosovo.
Between 1980 and 1999, a period marked by the violent suppression of Kosovo
Albanians by Yugoslav and later Serbian authorities, numerous political
prisoners were tortured and tormented in inhumane conditions’. Despite its
historical significance, the prison remains largely absent from architectural
records, with no surviving blueprints or any official documentation. Lacking
the hallmarks of a renowned architect or any notable stylistic values, the
building has also been dismissed as architecturally insignificant. How, then,
can we study a building that resists conventional approaches to architectural
history? It is precisely through this question that the prison of Gjilan engages
with two ongoing debates in architectural history: the question of
architectural evidence and the status of the drawing.

While architectural history has long relied on coherent evidence such as
buildings or their protagonist architects, more recent studies have highlighted
the limitations of such monographic narrative forms. As a result, there has
been a significant shift towards a broader understanding of evidence, which
opened the field to more non-traditional sources: from administrative
standards of technical and urban infrastructures, to bodily experience and
oral history®. Building on this expanded view of evidence, this paper will turn
to prison literature and oral history to reconstruct the spatial conditions of
confinement. On the other hand, the status of the architectural drawing has
long been attributed to its executional and representative functions. However,
a shift in such understandings emerged in the mid-2oth century with new
discussions on the drawing’s instrumentality and agency. This agency has
been thoroughly examined by Robin Evans, who notes that

[...] the properties of drawing — its peculiar powers in relation to its
putative subject, the building - are hardly recognized at all3.

While Evans does disclose the generative power of drawings, it still remains
very much linked to their executive role in the translation from drawing to
building. Here, what I believe to be another largely unrecognized generative
power, exists just as much in the opposite direction — drawing post-
production. The act of drawing existing structures — be it through maps,
plans, sections or models — can help reveal certain spatial aspects that remain
inaccessible through other means.

Addressing the challenge of piecing together fragmented narratives and
dispersed architectural evidence, this paper will employ a dual theoretical
framework: Carceral Geography and Narrative Theory. Carceral Geography
provides a lens through which to examine the prison as a particular spatial
condition*. While it covers a wide range of perspectives from cultural to
political approaches, the focus of this paper will lie on exploring the prison
boundary and its in-between spaces. As studies have already recognized the
prison’s liminal spaces, porous walls, and blurred boundaries, the paper’s
contribution to this discourse will focus specifically on the role of
architectural documents in disclosing overlooked connections. Narrative
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Theory, in turn, offers a view on narratives not as mere reflections of human
experience, but as active instruments for deciphering spatial dynamics5. In
this paper, its role is twofold. On the one hand, it helps examine what we can
spatially infer from existing narratives. On the other hand, it offers
storytelling as a means for reframing existing narratives, in order to reveal
and make evident hidden spatial dynamics.

The paper opens with a newly constructed narrative that emphasizes the
shifting borders of confinement in the prison of Gjilan. What it evokes,
however, is not a linear sequence of events that happened as such in reality®.
Rather, it employs a fictional framework that brings dispersed traces of
different narratives into one linear space. More precisely, the story will trace
the movement of one sound in prison — from its origin in the city, entering the
prison cell, finding place in the poem, going through layers of control and
surveillance, returning to the city, and finally, reaching you, the reader.
Although this chapter takes a literary form, it is by no means a diary entry or
an idiosyncratic exercise. Rather, it is a literary tool through which dispersed
traces of undisclosed spatial connections come together and become apparent
to the reader. The following chapter then returns to the original narratives of
former political prisoners, further exploring the link between lived experience
and space. Finally, the paper discloses the starting point of this overall
investigation: the production of architectural artefacts. It is here, in the act of
making, that the first spatial revelations emerge.

The paper is structured in such a way that, from the first chapter, it engages
the reader directly with the research findings. However, it is important to note
that although this spatial disclosure — namely, the shifting borders of
confinement — becomes immediately apparent to the reader, it in fact
emerged only later in the research process. In other words, the methodology
behind this paper did not follow a linear process’. Rather, it operated through
a feedback loop between the production of architectural artefacts, literary
sources, and oral history. In the case of the Prison of Gjilan, the initial inquiry
began with the production of drawings and models, which, as explained above,
served as active tools in the disclosure of hidden histories. Although the
decision to draw and make models started solely as a response to unavailable
archival material, new questions emerged in this very act of making®. These
were further informed by literary sources such as prison letters and poems,
which deepened the spatial interpretation of the prison. Further, walk-along
and semi-structured interviews brought new insights that, in turn, redirected
attention back to the literary material and the act of making — creating a
continuous loop of discovery. This process developed in multiple layers. At
times, interviews reinterpreted or challenged insights drawn from literary
sources; at other times, unexpected lines of discussion were opened by using
the drawings and models during interviews. Therefore, as there are several
research phases integrated into this feedback loop, the methodology cannot be
reduced to a fixed or linear template. What appears as a clear narrative to the
reader, then, is the outcome of a recursive and exploratory methodology.

HOW RAIN ESCAPED PRISON

It is spring of 1981. Streets all over Kosovo are bustling with student protests,
and so is the boulevard spanning the north-south axis of Gjilan. Banners
demanding freedom and independence for Kosovo Albanians ripple above the
crowds, in defiance against the decades-long accumulation of oppression and
injustice. On the same streets, the Yugoslav state security service (UDBA)
advances with wagons, military tanks, tear gas and police batons striking
against the unarmed. For the next two decades, the same streets will remain



sites for chaos and resistance, inflicting a big shift in the city's configuration.
Houses will become sanctuaries for underground movements, while prisons
will fill with those who will later shoulder the historical responsibility of
bringing freedom to their people.

At the main crossroad in the center of Gjilan, slightly behind the city hall,
stands a T-shaped blue prison. Though not immediately visible from the main
road, it is locked by the court and police station with their facades touching as
if their functions are inherently inseparable. The only subtle hint showing the
boundary between the two is a line formed from the two colored facades —
blue for the prison and white for the court. The prison’s rear facade is the only
hint one could get from the main road — a blue wall standing perpendicular to
the street, parallel to the theatre building just twenty meters away. The
theatre, less monumental than one might expect, extends to the city library in
the back. Naturally, facing a theatre and a library, this side of the prison offers
a little more than the opposite one enclosed in the police station’s courtyard.
Perhaps for that reason it is there where the guards’ offices are located, often
basking in the sunlight streaming through large square windows. Below them,
three windows about one-ninth their size break the facade to open into three
solitary cells. Double-barred and fully covered in tin, these windows offer no
view of the theatre. If not the view, could the theatre’s sounds have found their
way inside the cells?

If the theatre’s sounds do reach the prison cells, like the chirping of birds and
growling of dogs, they are merely a part of a larger soundscape that penetrates
the prison. While some sounds bring fragmented realities from the outside
world, an entirely different rhythm occurs inside the prison. Guards shut the
steel doors with force to jolt prisoners into constant wakefulness, while their
movement is mapped continuously through the jingling of keys along the
corridor. At the far end of the same corridor, the bathroom stands in front of
the last prison cell. In cruel amusement, the guards control the water
temperature from the outside, as the prisoners’ screams travel to the cells in
front. Further down, at the end of the bottom T-wing, lie the interrogation
rooms. The guards leave the windows open on purpose, ensuring that every
scream travels across the courtyard and slips through the barred windows of
those awaiting their turn.

Now, it is raining. For an hour or so, drops of rain cascade down the slanted
tiles of houses across Gjilan. It washes over the former textile manufacturers
and tobacco warehouses, and seeps through the elongated agricultural parcels
along the city’s constrained topography. Rain also hits the prison. Here, it
produces a sound different from that of ordinary houses. Going through layers
of barbed wire coils, it threads through their spirals before striking the facade.
It cannot touch the window itself, for in front of it stands a tilted tin sheet
spanning its entire length. As soon as it meets the tin sheet, each drop strikes
in an amplified sharpness to produce a piercing uneven rhythm. On this day,
the sound of rain enters A’s poem:

In room thirteen,
colour grey
upon my wounds

The rain of day thirteen
on the window tin,
bullet on my dreams
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With thirteen other travellers
we go around the circles of hell,
to meet Galileo,

on day fourteen®.

Once the rain enters the poem, written in the thin skin of an old cigarette box,
it waits folded and hidden. With eyes and barriers on all sides, its only
opportunity to move seems to be the window — that same window,
surrounded in steel bars and covered in tin, which keeps every beam of light
from entering the cell. This time, the tin becomes a shield, guarding from the
eyes of those who watch from the outside. Pulling a thread from his shirt, A
twists it and ties it around the small cigarette paper scroll. As soon as it gets
dark outside, he lifts the thread to the window, in between the bars, and
lowers it through the narrow gap. The small piece of paper carrying the sound
of rain touches the facade softly until it reaches the window below. Inside this
cell, B waits, not for the sound of footsteps or the turn of a key, but for the
fragile scratch of a paper descending until it reaches his window sill. The
sound of rain has arrived on the first floor.

On the first floor, B traces the delicate folds of the paper and presses it flat on
his palm. The poem cannot stay, it must keep moving to resist detection. In the
other cell, there is X, a half-paralyzed political prisoner who is serving a
sentence for driving with a banner that wrote Kosova Republiké. X, having two
more months before the end of his sentence, asks B to write the poem on the
smallest piece of paper possible. “I'll get them out,” he tells B, in a calm and
determined tone. B hesitates, knowing the inhumane consequences that
would await him in case of discovery. Insistingly, X gets hold of the poem, cuts
the rubber of his wheelchair, and tucks the piece of paper inside the
punctured inner tube. He seals it back up with glue and continues moving on
his wheelchair as the poem makes circles front and back.

As the wheels turn, the sound of rain circles with them. For most of its time,
the paper stands still in the cell, but sometimes, it visits the corridors along
which everyone paces with measured steps. On those rare occasions when X
gets closer to the inspection room, he grips the wheels a little tighter. He
knows all too well what happens behind that door — letters are torn, books
shaken, and even food is turned inside out under the sharp tip of the guard’s
copper spear. It is that door, the border of which most items can never cross.
Yet, in all their scrutiny, the guards are not interested in the poor man’s
wheels. So, as X moves forward, rain rolls past the inspection room time and
time again. On his last day, X passes through the gates and approaches the
main exit. The sound of rain circles one last time in the dark narrow corridors,
before it rattles over the uneven roads of Gjilan. It moves past the boulevard
and the theatre, onto muddy villages, slipping out of the wheel to reach the
hands of B’s waiting family. From there, it journeys on for 45 years, to safely
reach you today.

NARRATIVE AND STORYTELLING AS
ARCHITECTURAL EVIDENCE

In a letter written to his father in 1987, Merxhan Avdyli describes his morning
routine of waking up before other prisoners, as the only time of day when one
can hear “the chirping of jackdaws, the cawing of crows and ravens, as well as
the singing of the thrushes™°. Teuta Hadri, imprisoned in 1981, recalls the four
iron doors one had to pass to arrive at the women’s pavilion in Mitrovica, and
its corridors mapped mentally by the sound of jingling keys in dreadful



silence. “Back then, I said, I will never keep keys in my life,” she says, as she
takes out her keys to let us inside her home for the interview to take place™. On
a stroll around the abandoned prison of Gjilan in 2024, Ahmet Isufi points to
the torture rooms in front of the prison, his finger tracing the route in the air
where screams echoed from one facade to another. As we enter inside,
Selajdin Abdullahu shuts the steel door with a heavy thud, reenacting the
sound the guards used to traumatize the prisoners. It is through these and
many other narratives of those involved in underground political movements
in Kosovo, that the short story of How Rain Escaped Prison is framed to make
visible the spatial dimension of traumatic experiences of political prisoners'.

These narratives, in their context, are first and foremost told to document a
lived reality which points to a broader historical context — that in which
Albanians of Kosovo lived within Yugoslavia. And it seems that, to convey the
true essence of these stories, it would be more appropriate to speak in the
form of information or report. But for that, Noel Malcolm argues that

to produce an adequate survey of the human right abuses suffered by the

Albanians of Kosovo since 1990 would require several long chapters in itself
13

While the role of information remains essential, this paper focuses on another
integral element of these narratives: the spatial experience. What storytelling
conveys that information and reports cannot, is a transmission of experience
that evokes in the reader a different form of understanding. In his short essay
“The Storyteller”, Walter Benjamin points out that it is when the psychological
connection of events is not forced on the reader and it is left up to him to
interpret things, that “the narrative reaches an amplitude that information
lacks™4. This approach, especially in a context in which storytelling does not
happen for the sake of storytelling, can offer new spatial understandings
beyond individual experience.

But why construct a new narrative? Why not insert these collected narratives
as they are and discuss them in detail? To avoid an overwhelming description
of traumatic accounts, this re-framing instead brings the focus on a widely
overlooked dimension — the spatial component of traumatic memories. In
each letter, poem, book, or interview, elements of movement, presence, and
absence continually construct spatial memory. In her interview, Teuta Hadri
speaks of mapping the guards’ movements in the prison of Mitrovica, not by
sight, but through traces of light. On sunny days, as the guards would move
silently along the corridor, their shadows would slip under her cell door?s.
However, for Ramadan Dermaku in the prison of Gjilan, no shadows appeared,
as the corridors had no windows facing outside. For him, tracing their
movement relied instead on sound: the guards’ footsteps and the jingling of
keys'. This indirect understanding of space through daily accounts is not only
present in practices of surveillance and torture, but also in the prisoners’
resistance to confinement. While some speak of secret practices of
communication by knocking on walls, others recount how windows were
utilized to send secret messages across different floors.

Some narratives extend even further, mapping spaces beyond the prison’s
physical perimeter. While prisoners found ways to subvert the internal
borders of the prison, the outer perimeter remained the most difficult of all.
Every object that came in or out was subjected to severe censorship. Kosumi’s
1985 poem, Package Inspection, very well captures this invasive scrutiny. He
describes how the most ordinary items — fruit, fli, and the mother’s halva —
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were stabbed by the guard’s copper spear, as if distrust extended not only to
the prisoners but to nature itself'”. The outer perimeter, however, was still
somehow challenged. Xhavit Nuhiu smuggled poetry out of prison by
concealing a small piece of paper inside the punctured inner tube of his
wheelchair tire. As he sealed the tire back with glue, he carried the letter
inside for over a month - risking severe punishment had it been discovered®®.
In another instance, Hysen Gega, another political activist, concealed written
messages inside a bar of soap. Using a sharpened spoon handle, he hollowed
out a space just large enough to fit a tightly wound roll of paper, then sealed
the cavity with the same soap shavings, smoothing its surface to appear
untouched™. The soap travelled undetected, and the poem got out.

The reach of confinement beyond the prison border did not only manifest in
material ways, but also in immaterial ones. In Correspondence in Censorship,
Mehmet Hajrizi speaks of his wife and children who used to travel for three
days for a three-minute visit in the prison of Novi Sad, during which they were
forced to sit 10 meters apart. Since these visits were rare, their primary means
of communication became letters. Hajrizi explains that, though at home, his
family lived under the constant weight of surveillance and silencing, as letters
went through multiple layers of censorship from prison authorities, secret
services and the judicial system?°. Bajram Kosumi’s imagery, too, speaks to
this pervasive sense of control, as he describes the

heavy black stamp - and not that solemn kind of black — pressed over the
written text like a palimpsest, bearing the word "cenzurisano”, [which]
evokes the image of a death telegram or violence inflicted upon the text>.

This layered censorship became often embedded into the act of writing itself,
leading to self-censorship for both those in prison and at home. In a letter to
his daughter in January 1987, Ahmet Qeriqi writes, “I am writing to you
without any hope that you will receive this letter, as it seems that letters
written in Albanian are not allowed here, even though they do not say it
openly.” Three months later, he writes again: “Be careful, my dear daughter, to
write without making illustrations or drawings, just as I have written this
letter to you”?>. What becomes clear through these accounts, is that the
practice of censorship was not limited to the inspection room, nor to the
prison building or its surroundings, but stretched far further to reach those
who lived “freely”.

THE ARCHITECTURAL ARTEFACT

Turning the prisoners’ narratives into a linear spatial story does not follow an
arbitrary route. What precedes the narratives’ analyses, in fact, is the drawing
of the prison itself. With unavailable archival sources, drawing becomes not
only the first tool with which to approach the building, but also the instigator
leading to all research outcomes. Rather than serving the purpose of precise
documentation, it takes on different roles, as a research tool and a mediator.
The first one in a series of many is a floor-plan drawing (fig. 1). Initially, it
discloses visible spatial hierarchies: the guards’ offices larger than the cells,
with far more light and broader views; the unaligned doors along the corridor,
keeping prisoners from seeing the guards’ rooms; the systematic repetition of
doors, reinforcing in prisoners a sense of disorientation and confinement —
and so on. Yet, besides exposing spatial relations in the prison’s design, the
drawing raises fundamental questions of architectural representation. How
does one draw a prison door? Can you draw a door that is almost more of a wall



than the wall itself, in the same way as a conventional door?

Figure. 1. Floor-plan drawing of the prison of Gijilan, graphite on washi paper, 70 x 50 cm (drawing by the author)

The same drawing defines the borders of the prison: the building ends there,
the courtyard is enclosed, and the outer perimeter is fixed. ‘That’ is the prison.
Yet, the floor plan drawing strains against these limits once sound comes into
question. Following, the soundscape drawing (fig. 2) expands to trace a larger
environment of life in prison. It begins with the inside, tracing the clang of
steel doors, the jingling of keys and the pounding of rain against tin-covered
windows. It then moves slightly outward, capturing shuffled voices from the
courtyard and screams traveling from windows of one facade to another. It is
only later, that poems, letters and conversations with former prisoners reveal
sounds from beyond the prison’s perimeter. On a walk behind the prison, Isufi
speaks of the solitary cells while pointing at their windows touching the
ground. Suddenly, he turns around to point at the rear part of the theatre.
“That was the city library,” he says, “I used to read there a lot as a child.” In
that moment, the drawing faced a new question: given the proximity, could
faint melodies from the theatre have drifted into the cells? How far must the
drawing stretch to capture not only what we see of the prison, but also what is
seen, heard, and remembered from within it?
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Figure. 2. Soundscape of the prison of Gjilan, graphite on washi paper, 120 x 50 cm (drawing by the author)
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What follows is a section drawing (fig. 3), which opens a previously unseen
dimension — the vertical cut. This vertical section reveals relationships that
cannot be observed in a site visit, nor in horizontal projections such as floor
plans. It first traces the cells’ proportions, concrete ceiling bars, sight lines,
and bunk beds. When perspective is added to the drawing, narratives begin to
unfold inside each room. Some show the overcrowded cells with up to thirteen
prisoners in one room, while others reveal prisoners reading on their bunk
beds or standing in place and facing the window?3. As pencil shades darken
each cell of the section, the structure of the prison remains blank - its walls
and slabs forming a white grid. Here, then, the boundaries become clear —
thick, heavy walls and concrete slabs separating each narrative as they unfold
independently within their small box. Yet, in certain narratives, the pencil
traces over the white grid. Abdullahu recalls how coded knocks on the wall
allowed prisoners to communicate between cells, a rhythm of taps signalling
messages such as the arrival of a new cellmate®*. In this instance, the wall
transforms from a rigid border into a conduit of communication. Similarly,
Isufi shares another story: taking a piece of paper from a cigarette box, writing
on it, and then tying it with a thread from his shirt to lower it out of the
window to the cell below?s. It is here, that the section starts to expose
connections between adjacent cells, or even those across different floors -
challenging the idea of a total, isolated prison cell.



Figure 3. Section of the prison of Gjilan, graphite on washi paper, 70 x 50 cm (drawing by the author)

Moving from architectural drawing to model-making, the next artifact
introduces a 1:10 section model, bringing the prison cell into three-
dimensional form (fig. 4). Unlike drawings, the model engages more directly
with proportion, light, texture, and detail. For instance, the choice of white
cardboard as material plays a crucial role in the model’s perception. Stripped
of its patina of decay, the cell is abstracted into an unsettling, pure white
space. But beyond materiality and perception, there is something in the very
act of making that is of the essence here. As the window is built, the thickness
of the wall becomes evident, with an immense depth and covered by bars on
both sides. The tilted tin sheet — a detail encountered repeatedly in the

prisoners’ accounts — is now fixed in place, enclosing the window completely.

As this element takes shape in the model, it begins to resist previous
narratives: how did Isufi manage to slip a piece of paper below, if the tin sheet
fully covered the window? With the model as a mediator, in a later
conversation, Isufi explains in detail how the tin sheet was not attached at the
bottom, but tilted in an angle and fastened by screws along its sides. Nearly 45
years later, this memory resurfaces with certainty, and a later visit to the site
confirms the remaining screw holes on the window sides. The model,
therefore, does not merely represent the cell. It questions, clarifies, and
reconstructs reality, revealing details that would otherwise remain
overlooked.

Sy



Figure 4.1:10 model of cell thirteen in the prison of Gjilan, cardboard (modeled by the author)
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CONCLUSION

In the preface of Letters from Prison: The Censored Book - a collection of letters
from political prisoners in Kosovo - Merxhan Avdyli notes that, while the book
will in no doubt leave a heavy mark on its reader, this was never the intention
of the letters’ original authors. What is quite evident here, is that the spatial
information we derive from these sources gives an account of the prison so
direct that makes them almost incomparable to conventional architectural
documentation. Thus, this exploration calls for an expanded understanding of
evidence in the field of architectural history. Smuggled letters, secret poems
and whispered messages — often overlooked as spatial evidence — begin to
map carceral spaces in ways that defy conventional understandings of prisons
as total institutions. Each narrative unfolds spatially —-speaking of doors,
windows, walls and floors — but also temporally — structuring events,
waiting, mapping movement and resistance. However, both spatially and
temporally, they remain bound to the human scale, written by and for
humans. It is only in combination with architectural documents that we reach
the non-human scale to discover the prisons’ own narrativity in its ability to
evoke stories.

The production of architectural documents, such as maps, plans, sections and
models, serves both as a process and a tool through which to uncover spatial
dynamics. Each document, in its own dimension, abstracts certain aspects of
the building that would otherwise remain undiscovered. Maps reveal broader
spatial connections highlighting proximities and boundaries; plans allow us to
investigate internal organizations; sections expose vertical relationships, and
finally, models bring structures into three-dimensional forms, making spatial
dynamics even more palpable. In the case of the Gjilan prison, these
documents reveal the alternate uses of the prison infrastructure — the door



becomes a torturing instrument, the window a shield for secret exchange, and
the wall a conduit for communication. In doing so, these documents do not
merely describe space, but they continuously produce and transform it.

Through rethinking the limits of architectural evidence and unveiling the
generative role of architectural documents, this paper calls for a more
liberated field of study, not only in regard to history, but also in rethinking
how we engage with the present — in heritage and in writing architecture.
Moreover, through these two contributions, the relevance of this paper
extends beyond the field of architectural history. First, it engages with
Narrative Theory by examining how narratives and storytelling can intersect
with architectural documents. It is through this dialogue that spatial
relationships first become apparent. Second, it contributes to discussions on
the prison boundary within the field of Carceral Geography, by spatially
unveiling the tangible and intangible flows that penetrate physical borders.
While Hilde Heynen notes that contemporary architectural research is
marked by a growing interdisciplinarity, she also marks it crucial to keep
maintaining the core questions that define the discipline's identity, namely:

the discipline’s focus on the spatial and material characteristics of
buildings — their plans and sections, their integration into context, the way
they enable or guide movement, and their practical as well as symbolical
values.

Accordingly, this research places architectural documents at its center,
treating them as primary tools for the disclosure of overlooked information.
Overall, in its layered content, this paper does not aim to construct an
unambiguous and objective architectural history of a building. Rather, it
embraces the subjectivity inherent in oral history and experience,
highlighting spatial discoveries and creating space for multiple readings to
emerge.
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ABSTRACT

Prison is often described as a space of confinement, yet it is equally a system
of temporal discipline. While architectural history has traditionally framed
prisons as ‘timeless’ structures focused on spatial containment, this article
examines how time itself was a mechanism of gendered control within
industrial women’s reformatories, which emerged across North America,
Australia, and New Zealand between 1850 and 1970. Racialized, disabled,
working class, and Indigenous women were disproportionately targeted,
particularly after 1920. Although Michel Foucault and Robin Evans have
characterised reform architecture as an interconnected archipelago of
institutions functioning within a carceral system, the gendered experience of
time within these detaining spaces remains largely unexamined.

Exploring three key institutional examples — Bedford Reformatory (New York,
1901), Andrew Mercer Reformatory (Toronto, 1880), and Sherborn
Reformatory (Massachusetts, 1877) — this study traces the spatio-temporal
mechanisms shaping women’s incarceration. Challenging assumptions about
prison as a static site, the article demonstrates that women’s reformatories
structured carceral time by instituting the idea of the ‘family’ as a mode of
governance. The indeterminate sentence imposed prolonged uncertainty,
while ‘maintenance time’ was weaponized through institutional schedules,
from labour cycles to moral training that mediated perceived relationships
between inside and outside. Reformatory architecture reinforced this system,
creating spatial progressions that materialized reform; women moved from
austere cells to homely rooms, mirroring the trajectory toward expected
domestic reintegration.

Women’s reformatories disrupted and restructured worldly flows, assembling
the ‘outside’ into controlled circuits that moved through grated cells, narrow
passages, door slits, and the thresholds between individual spaces (cells,
hospital rooms) and shared environments (visiting rooms, theatrical events,
chapels). Broader surveillance networks funneled women into these
institutions. Legal frameworks, such as the Vagrancy Act and the Female
Refuges Act, criminalized women’s mobility, policing their movement through
the city and channeling them into reformatories for moral ‘transgressions.
Inside these institutions, the labour of reform - cleaning, mending, caregiving
- blurred the boundaries between prison and domestic life, enforcing a
disciplinary model of ‘family time’ that extended beyond incarceration. By
considering the women’s reformatory through the lenses of indeterminacy,
imminence, and movement, we can understand how time played a significant
role in shaping women’s carceral space, bringing penal rhythms into contrast
with inmates’ temporal and relational continuities.
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DOING TIME: INSTITUTIONAL RHYTHMS OF
INDUSTRIAL WOMEN'S REFORMATORIES
(1850-1970)

Prison is often described as a box outside of time, an architecture of walls,
borders, and separation. Its euphemisms reveal the experience of enclosure:
terms like the wire, box, and yard emphasize boundaries, while the hole,
inside, and chokey evoke the depths of confinement and the separation of
inmates from the outside world. Sometimes, the language of prison is rooted
in action; penitentiary, for instance, derives from the act of penitence and
regret. Less examined, however, are the temporal metaphors that shape
carceral experience. Writing about his time on death row, political prisoner
Mumia Abu-Jamal described prison as a temporal box, encapsulating how
incarceration is measured in time: doing time, a lag, a stretch, or even life in
prison'. Other phrases gesture toward the deadness of time behind bars:
behind the clock, hard time, dead time, flat time, frozen time. The American
Psychiatry Association defines ‘chronophobia’ as the specific condition
inmates develop when facing the prospect of prolonged confinement?. Yet
despite these temporal dimensions, architectural history has characterized
prisons as 'timeless spaces' emphasizing spatial containment over carceral
time3. Focusing on the industrial women’s reformatory — a detaining space
that targeted North American women for reform between 1850 and 1970 - this
article challenges assumptions about the gendered politics of time, labour,
and reform, both inside and outside the prison walls. It reconsiders the
architecture of women’s reform in temporal terms, highlighting the fraught
conditions that emerge when values surrounding family, maintenance, and
the regulation of women’s movement are mobilized as modes of penal
governance.

CONTEXT: THE INDUSTRIAL WOMEN'S
REFORMATORY

In the late nineteenth century, a new type of women’s prison emerged in
British and European colonies as part of new nation-building efforts: the
industrial women’s reformatory. Spatial and temporal mechanisms had long
been used to discipline and shape women’s lives; thus, these later
reformatories are genealogically linked to earlier systems of containment.
Early modern Beguinages were women’s communities with enclosed walls and
systems of daily life at a remove from the host city. So-called Houses for Fallen
Women (Casas de Arrepentidas) and various forms of reformatory prisons
were also common across pre-industrial European cities, designed to remove
and contain women perceived as threats to moral order#. Like Magdalene
Laundries, which tarnished unconventional and marginalized women as
“sinners”, many of these earlier antecedents of women’s reform architecture
were managed by religious authorities. In the late nineteenth century,
women’s reform became secularized with the rise of middle-class women’s
philanthropic movements, such as the Women’s League, YMCA, and other
grassroots charitable associations. Throughout England and the British
colonies, former manors and houses were revamped into multi-unit night
refuges and reform accommodation for short and medium-term stays,
respectablys. Similarly, in America, women’s reformatories rapidly emerged in
line with prison reform movements.



Removed from the hustle of urban life, industrial reformatories could be
found in most American states by the early twentieth century, until 1970,
when the reform system—its legal apparatus and architecture — was
dismantled. Unlike conventional prisons, these reform institutions were
factories that trained women for reintegration into the feminized workforce
as housewives, domestics, and servants. Women were subjected to a system of
reform based on a rigorous schedule of domestic labour at various scales, both
familial and societal. While some were trained in household activities, others
laundered and mended uniforms for neighboring prisons and asylums in the
massive industry-scaled workhouses®. Emerging from the prison reform
movement and evolving alongside new legislation, women’s reformatories
embodied conservative maternalistic ideologies that targeted ‘wayward’
women deemed likely to commit so-called crimes of morality. Not crimes so
much as transgressions, acts such as marrying interracially, vagrancy,
intoxication, sex work, and, in some cases, stubbornness, could result in
young women being confined in these institutions. State archives document
the lives of inmates; most women were working-class, of Irish and European
descent, until 1920, when these systems of reform laid the tracks for more
systematic incarceration of Black and Indigenous women’.

Although reform programming varied depending on the reformatory
superintendent — some resembling traditional prisons more than others - they
were state-operated and built to designs by public works architects. However,
in their early years, networks of reformers from Canada and the northern
United States collaborated to develop designs and programs for these reform
institutions, with new ideas and information about women’s incarceration
flowing across borders®. This article focuses on three key institutional
examples, designed within a few decades of each other, that illustrate the web
of power established by superintendents and reformers: Sherborn
Reformatory in Massachusetts (1877), Andrew Mercer Reformatory in Toronto
(1880), and Bedford Hills Reformatory in New York (1901) (figg. 1 and 3).
Resembling asylums, prisons, and other institutional architecture, women’s
reformatories took one of two forms. Some were congregate setting facilities,
such as Sherborn and Mercer, holding two hundred, or more, prisonersin a
sprawling campus (fig. 2). Others adopted the 'cottage system' program,
especially after 1900, featuring smaller clusters of buildings that created a less
overtly carceral environment for reform, as seen in Bedford, New York (fig. 3)
and Niantic, Connecticut. Regardless of their spatial programming, women’s
reformatories operated as self-contained societies, removed from the world
yet replicating the functions of an idealized maternal society, with nurseries,
clinics, a hospital, various types of cells designed for reform, recreation areas,
and workhouses (fig. 4). Importantly, women labourers, including officers and
superintendents, also resided collectively within these institutions, making
them a compelling study of the intersection between care and power.
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Woman's States Prison,

Figure 1. Sherborn Reformatory for Women, Framingham, Massachusetts, opened in 1877 to designs by architect George Ropes. Photograph. Courtesy of the

Framingham History Center
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Figure 2. Andrew Mercer Reformatory for Women, Toronto, Ontario, opened in 1880. Plan and sections by Kivas Tully, 1879. Drawing. Courtesy of the Archives of

Ontario
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Figure 3. New York State Reformatory for Women at Bedford Hills (since 1904, known as Westfield State Farm), 1901. Photograph. Courtesy of Howard League
for Penal Reform archive at the Modern Records Centre, University of Warwick

| Division 1 Receiving Area
Division 2 Second Stage/ Privilege Cells
Division 3 Warkhouses: Kitchen/ Warkroom
Division 4 Second Stage! Privilege Cells
Division 5 Labourer and Solitary Cells
Division & Nursery Pawilion
Divisian 7 Hospital
Superintendent’s House

PLAN OF MOOFE

Figure 4. Sherborn Reformatory for Women. Plan of the roofs showing the sprawling campus-style institution that includes a nursery, superintendent’s house,
cells, workhouses, officers' lodgings, and communal areas. Architect: George Ropes, 1874. Drawing. Coloured Annotations by Author. ©Massachusetts State
Archives
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CARCERAL SPACE-TIME OF INSTITUTIONS

Despite extensive studies on carceral institutions, the spatio-temporal
dynamics of women’s reformatories remain largely unexamined. Women’s
reformatories operated within the framework of what Erving Goffman called
the ‘total institution,” environments that stripped individuals of autonomy
through rigid routines, surveillance, and enforced conformity®. Goffman
conceptualized the total institution as an architecture of walls and barriers,
socially separating staff from inmates, and preventing communication
between the inside and outside, realms conceived contrastingly as stasis and
social mobility, respectively. Goffman’s conceptualization of carceral time as
both vast and dead mirrors the spatial divisions of the total institution, which
forms a rigid architecture of walls separating inmates from the outside world.
Assuming prison time unfolds in a vacuum, he writes that “[iJn many cases
having a lot of time is of little value to people who have no time of their own
such as prisoners in a total institution'", which functions as a “dead sea in
which little islands of vivid, encapturing activity appear”™. These little islands
of activity - courses or craft events, but also illicit events like sexual
encounters, drinking and drugs, and gambling - puncture the crushing
existential fog of “dead and heavy-hanging time™*2.

Time was more central to Michel Foucault’s concept of the penal disciplinary
process. Discipline and Punish traced the shift in Western carceral practices
away from corporal punishment and toward the development of institutions
that standardized reformative discipline. Foucault described the carceral as
a condition of modern society, linking it to the regulation of citizenship and
the expansion of disciplinary control beyond prison walls. This system merged
with other institutions, including orphanages, reformatories, hospitals,
training schools, and migrant detention centers, embedding carceral logic
within broader social structures. Relying on the structure of soft
incarceration, inmates in reform institutions were encouraged to engage in a
practice of mutual surveillance, swapping the visible apparatus of prisons,
such as electric gates, fortifications, and locked doors for open, collective
spaces, where the relationships between the powerful and passive are enabled
through systems, rituals, and relational acts. Creating “docile bodies”, modern
conditions expanded the penal system and weaponized time for disciplinary
purposes'*. Although Foucault did not address women’s reformatories
directly, his theories about the role of time cannily captured the logistics of its
reform system. Timetables ensured that time was segmented into strict blocks
and schedules, ensuring reform-oriented and labour-based productivity
amongst inmates. Each day was rhythmically regulated by cycles of work, rest,
and moral training to discipline the body-mind. Over the course of a prison
term, repetitive exercises were enforced to instill behavioural habits and
create automized responses to the pattern of the outside world. Notably, the
regimentation of these penal reform systems shaped how reformers
envisioned temporarily and its role in the process of reform, conditioning
inmates to internalize discipline as a continuous structure that was both self-
imposed and self-regulated where inmates learned to monitor themselves
even in the absence of direct oversight. From this perspective, time was not
spent but rather invested; every scheduled task was banked toward a linear
process of individual rehabilitation, making discipline appear as a natural
progression instead of an imposed system.

Arguably, however, neither Goffman nor Foucault addressed the gendered
dimension of penal reform, nor specifically women’s reformatories, where
time structured all aspects of women’s spatial experience and functioned as a
tool of control. Recently, Dominique Moran and Azrini Wahidin have shown



that time organizes the carceral experience from the prison sentencing,
internal disciplinary strategies, frictions between clock time and experiential
time, and the stasis of dead time'. Prison is not a “terminal destination”, but
rather “a spatio-temporal process” for inmates, who perceive incarceration as
a stretch of time, comprising a negotiation between their lived experience of
time and the rigid structures of prison time'®. As Wahidin writes, “[t]ime in
prison is mediated by the boundaries of the institution, imposed from above
by a system of explicit formal rules, practices and procedures. The use of ‘time
asimposed’ seeks to eliminate ‘choice’ and in turn instils dependency,”
denying inmates “the capacity to create meaningful and symbolic relations
with prison-time and external time in the free society”’. Deepening Doreen
Massey’s framework of space/time, Moran and Wahidin argue that penal
space is not merely a container for temporal systems but is dynamically
shaped by them®®. Arguably, as explored here, women’s reformatories
manipulated time in distinctly gendered ways. Reformatories’ process of penal
reform was governed by a type of ‘family time’ tied to conventional ideas about
the order in which life events should unfold in the lives of young women, from
marriage to family, and other socially acceptable sequences™. In the context of
lifespan, reform institutions were framed as a discrete interruption, separate
from the woman’s broader life course®. At a more granular level, the acts of
reform were embedded in labour processes that regulated inmates to the
institution’s clock time. Within reformatories, time was not only a tool of
discipline but also a mechanism for imposing class, racial, and gendered
trajectories, shaping expectations about the roles of incarcerated women in
society.

MOBILITY AND CONTROL: THE TEMPO OF
THE CITY

Most women contained within reformatories were turned in by a civic official,
social worker, or family member, while many inmates were taken directly
from the streets®. Between 1870 and 1950, women from the southern states
and rural areas were drawn to large North American cities to work in
factories, in other people’s homes as domestic workers, and in department
stores, believing these would be stepping stones to new opportunities>.
Working class women and Black women disproportionately found themselves
in these situations. Saidiya Hartman has written about how the movement of
young Black women through the public sphere - whether strolling, protesting,
or working — was perceived as a threat both to societal order and to women
themselves?3. Because media depicted women as the most vulnerable targets
for organized gang activity in thriving metropolitan underworld networks,
from the 1870s, legislation, philanthropic organizations, and social work
focused on the protection of ‘girls’, a term widely used to describe mobile
single women®*. At that time, women passed through train stations, piers,
docks and other urban spaces, which were key thresholds between women
and the fast-moving networks of erime?. By 1880, the Travellers’ Aid Society
(TAS) was initiated by the philanthropist Grace Hoadley Dodge to form a vast
network of women-to-women surveillance run by women social workers
across the American northern states?®. Waiting at train and ferry stations to
intercept and direct newly arrived women toward shelters or appropriate
addresses, TAS workers’ interventions ranged from guidance to coercion,
sometimes detaining single women in apartment-style shelters and involving
law enforcement®7.

Legislation governed and regulated women’s mobility in the late 19th and early
20th centuries combined with surveillance networks and detention, while also
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delaying their autonomy. The Vagrancy Act established a body of legislation,
adopted in Canada and the U.S. from England, that regulated who could
occupy and move through public space?®. By 1900 most provinces and states
enacted ordinances prohibiting certain public acts that promoted “incivility,
immorality, or disorder”?. Although scholars have demonstrated that these
laws targeted Black and working class men and women, they were also tools to
control women, especially “common night walkers” (sex workers), “persons
wandering or strolling around from place to place without any lawful purpose
or object, habitual loafers”, or those “habitually spending their time by
frequenting houses of ill fame”3°. These laws made lingering without purpose
illegal, but their ambiguity gave police officers authority in interpreting their
moral valence. For women, loitering, lingering, or simply being present in
high-motion or fast-paced public spaces was considered a violation of the
Vagrancy Act. In 1893, the Canadian Female Refuges Act allowed judges to
commit women to reform institutions for moral transgressions, such as public
intoxication or vagrancy. Between 1893 and 1919, the law was amended
multiple times to expand the list of transgressive acts - including asking for
money in the street and being a non-compliant daughter — while also
broadening enforcement, allowing anyone to report a woman. These laws
reinforced the feminine chrono-normativity of ‘family time’, a phenomenon
that Tamara Hareven has referred to as the designation of family values to the
timing of life events, such as marriage, birth of a child, leaving home, and the
transition of individuals into different roles as the family moves through its
life course®. When the sequencing of family time was violated, women were
often sent to reformatories, which institutionalized the role of family3%. These
laws targeted women who were out of sync with society’s conservative
temporal norms - ‘fast’ women were perceived as deviating from the expected
rhythm of feminine life.

DISRUPTION/DETENTION: THE
INDETERMINATE SENTENCE

Reformatories imposed a “bundle of legal, political, and social practices of
exclusion” on working class, racialized, non-gender conforming, and disabled
women identified to have the potential to commit moral transgressions?3.
Unlike prison, women incarcerated in reformatories were held with
“indeterminate” sentences that expanded or contracted at the whim of the
superintendents and officers. With a determined sentence, time is counted
down. But with an indeterminate one, the boundaries of space and time blur,
creating a sense of prolonged uncertainty. Influenced by Alexander
Maconochie’s Mark System, the concept of the indeterminate sentence aimed
to promote rehabilitation over fixed punishment. A British penal reformer,
Maconochie developed the system to reward prisoners for evidence of
reformed behaviour through labour and education by allowing them to swap
marks for privileges. Ultimately the focus on marks shifted penal practice
from a fixed collective punishment to individualized rehabilitation3+. For this
system to function, reform institutions adopted practices that mimicked -
albeit in a distorted form - those of the outside world. Believing that women’s
prison and homelife should be conceptually porous, reformers argued that
routines and social structures, such as diet and recreation, should reflect
ordinary practices. Inmates would go to school, learn trades, work, and be
medically treated within the walls of the micro-society. Their beds should
have sheets, pillowcases, and bedding allowing for the ‘softening’ of youthful
women inmates. It was thought that deviant women should be subjected to
new physical habits, allowing for “new neural paths” to be “made and
connected”?. These ideas undergirded the reformatory movement,



influencing the design and organization of the first women’s reformatories at
Indiana, Sherborn, Mercer, and later, Bedford.

REGULATED FLOWS

On the other hand, though architects imagined these societies of penal reform
as imprints of the world, they also designed systems that regulated the flows
between the actual world outside and the space within the prison3®.
Documents from both inmates’ memoirs and procedural reports tell us that
women did not enter these complexes through the front door3”. At the Mercer
Reformatory women were first brought into a receiving room, where they
were held for several days in a threshold space that acclimatized them to the
penal environment3®, After 1917, Mercer’s solitary confinement cells acted as
the receiving rooms, where women were checked for sexually transmitted
diseases before being released into their own cells on the upper floors.
Similarly at Sherborn Reformatory, receiving rooms constituted a narthex, or
threshold, that mediated the pace of outside space (fig. 5). Receiving officers
developed an inventory of each woman’s personal belongings, which were
removed and stored in a warehouse room. Among these belongings were
timepieces and watches, ensuring that the institution’s clock time became a
dominant penal apparatus.
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Figure 5. Sherborn Reformatory for Women, Framingham, Massachusetts. Plan of Receiving Areas. Architect: George Ropes, 1874. Drawing. ©Massachusetts

State Archives

By design, reformatories controlled how the outside world flowed into the
prison by banning personal effects, limiting commodities in prison canteens,



providing a supervised room for visitors, and ultimately ensuring that the
carceral interior remained both physically distant and temporally disjointed
from outside. Bedford and Sherborn’s state archives contain letters intended
for prisoners, often withheld by superintendents3®. Moreover, the rhythm of
inmates was highly controlled, linking movement between cells, workspaces,
dining halls, and recreation to the individual process of reform. As women
demonstrated compliance over the course of their sentences at Mercer
Reformatory, they were gradually moved from austere brick prison cells near
the entrance to spaces deeper within the building, eventually reaching larger
homelike rooms, with white-painted walls and a window. Inmates would take

different paths through the facility, depending on their status in the process of

reform. As a result, many women described these institutions in temporally
fragmented ways, with little objective sense of the building’s spatial layout,

knowing only certain short paths — from the cell to the hospital, from the clinic

to solitary confinement, from the cell to the chapel (fig. 6). Their sense of
carceral reform space was shaped by these brief, structured durations of
controlled movement. Other temporal experiences were strictly standardized:
pulleys embedded within the walls regulated food distribution, moving
through ventilation ducts and minimizing interaction between confined
inmates and others. Small slots in the doors of solitary confinement cells in
the basements allowed trays of food to be passed through at regimented times
4° Inmates who died in captivity were contained in the death room before
being transferred with the most direct route to the exit (fig. 7). The most
extreme form of containment - solitary confinement - was a banishment from
clock time. Women inmates were punished by sending them to solitary cells to
“have a think”#'. George Ropes, the architect of Sherborn Reformatory tucked
the solitary cells away on the ground floor (fig. 8). Public works architect Kivas
Tully’s drawings for the Mercer Reformatory locate these isolation cells in the
basement, removed from the activities of the reform society.
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GENDERED LABOUR AND THE ECONOMY OF
TIME

The industrialization of women’s reform incorporated capitalist strategies
from factories and mills, imposing regimented schedules and labour
discipline. E.P. Thompson has argued that this type of control, or ‘time-thrift’,
that fuses time with economic rhythm and the logistical and disciplinary
movement of bodies is organized by “the time-sheet, the time keeper, the
informers and the fines”#2. At both Sherborn and Bedford, women’s
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reformatory superintendents made use of time ledgers to manage labour,
punishment, and privileges*’. However, the prisoners’ experience of time was
profoundly shaped - and distorted — by the rhythms of care labour: cleaning,
washing, and mending. Men’s prison reform also centralized labour, though
most of it was productive work: making objects, furniture, and commodities
that would later enter the economy of the outside world. Simone de Beauvoir
and Hannah Arendt distinguished between the repetitive, non-productive
labour of women’s work, which sustains systems, objects, or human life, and
the more generative, inventive male-associated work typically associated with
the political realm of the public sphere**. Arendt characterized labour as the
embodied processes that comprise the sphere of reproduction responsible for
maintenance and sustenance - cleaning, dusting, caring —leaving nothing
lasting behind“. Its cyclical nature is both transient and necessary, requiring
that it persist, always needing to be redone. Because reproductive labour
operates outside the direct production of commodities and services, its value
has remained marginalized and its praxis invisible, especially when carried
out within institutional confinement45,

WOMEN’'S DOMESTIC LABOUR:
MAINTENANCE TIME

Industrial reformatories merged two distinct temporal experiences: the
indefinite deferral of release and the unrelenting present of continuous
labour. Labour traditionally performed in the home became the basis for what
constituted ‘a day’, blurring the boundaries of home and prison. Domestic
labour was scaled to the class and race of inmates; young white women were
often taught how to manage their own homes, while Black and working-class
women were trained as servants in the homes of others. Spaces of care labour
occupied the centre of these institutions: hospitals, clinics, laundry rooms,
kitchens, workrooms, and closets. Sherborn’s massive workhouse occupied an
entire wing, housing a factory where women performed industrial labor
focused on urban-scale domestic maintenance, such as baking and laundering.
In Toronto’s Mercer Reformatory, the factory extended perpendicularly from
the institution’s core, where women laundered clothing for men’s prisons and
asylums. Inmates deemed able to eventually maintain their own families were
allowed to work in smaller domestic rooms at the ends of the cell wings (fig. 6).
In the long galleries in front of the cells, they engaged in family-scaled
domestic practices such as setting tables, knitting in armchairs, and other
forms of household labour.

Homelife and care labour has the creative potential to be identity affirming
and transformative, as bell hooks, Iris Marion Young, and Joan Tronto, have
argued*. Care ethicists have offered the mother-child paradigm to suggest
that care plays a significant role in establishing reciprocal relationships of
mutual growth and creativity, even though the mother is undeniably
participating in reproductive labour and maintenance practices*®. Moreover,
Silvia Federici has demonstrated that care practices have meaningful value in
‘commoning’ strategies, particularly when embedded in collective processes*.
However, because women'’s industrial reformatories enacted penal reform
through domestic work, they offered none of these frameworks for the
development of meaning through acts of maintenance.

Women were sometimes paid for their labour at the end of their prison
sentence, allowing them to take some money with them upon release.
However, most of the proceeds from their mending and washing were
redirected toward the physical upkeep of the institutions°. Lisa Baraitser has



argued that maintenance carries a dual meaning, both sustaining life and
propping up existing systems®’. “Maintenance time” serves to keep “things
functioning or in a steady state, allowing what already exists to continue or
persevere, to carry on being.” Baraitser argues that maintenance exists within
conflicting temporalities: a horizontal axis “stumbling blindly on”, and the
“vertical axis of holding up”5%. Women inmates performed maintenance work
not to sustain their own families but to uphold a disciplinary ideal of family in
the abstract—reinforced through the spatial organization of the institution,
where dormitories, workrooms, and communal areas mimicked a patriarchal
model of maternal domesticity>3. Therefore, the “holding up” of maintenance
performed by inmates refers to the preservation of the idea of family as a
disciplinary ideal. In these reform institutions, reproductive labour was
labour without home, maintenance without direct relationality, and care work
that sustained an abstract moral order rather than familial survival.

CHRONO-NORMATIVITY

Professional women also resided within these institutions, adding a complex
dimension to women’s containment, while further eroding the distinction
between home and prison. As one of the first types of institutions to give rise
to new feminized roles in the workforce, from their inception, reformatories
throughout North America gave rise to a professional network of women’s
police officers, lawyers in the Women’s Court, social workers, and doctors
specializing in women’s health. Reformatories also housed the matrons and
officers, who lived in collective apartments within the institutional complexes
(fig. 9). The superintendent’s home was often built into the institution, where
she worked professionally without being fully ensconced in the public sphere
(fig. 10). Caregiving labour within these institutions took many forms,
entangling care with power and producing violent hierarchies between
professional women employees and women inmates. Officers served inmates
food, matrons cared for inmates' children, and superintendents adopted a
maternal approach that framed the reformatory in familial terms, treating
inmates as children in need of guidance and correction’*. For professional
women, the experience of time was also shaped by the institutional rhythms of
surveillance, discipline, and caregiving. While they occupied positions of
authority, their daily routines were similarly structured by the demands of the
reformatory, because as women working in fields ‘before their time’ they, too,
had to be contained.
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Figure 9. Niantic Reformatory, Connecticut. Plan demonstrating that workers (matrons and officers) lived semi-communally with the prisoners, sharing the
same floor. Plan from Hart, Hastings H. 1923. “Plans and lllustrations of Prisons and Reformatories.” The American Journal of Nursing 23 (5): 440-.
https://doi.org/10.2307/3407886
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Figure 10. Sherborn Reformatory for Women, Framingham, Massachusetts. Plan showing the front and side of the Superintendent’s house, which was both
embedded within and fronting the institution. Architect: George Ropes, 1874. Drawing. ©Massachusetts State Archives



CONCLUSION

From the nineteenth-century, state-run and secularized women’s
reformatories in North America structured the time and space of incarcerated
women in new ways. While Foucault and Goffman have addressed institutions
broadly in terms of reform, temporal discipline, and the containment of penal
architectures, nither addressed the unique gendered history of these
reformatory architectures. The imposition of disciplinary temporalities that
dictated women’s movement, labour, and moral rehabilitation, was persistent
both within and outside of institutions, reinforcing chrono-normative
expectations about women’s roles in the domestic and social order. By
merging the temporal systems inherent in industrial labour with the cyclical
temporality of reproductive work, reformatories created a unique penal
system in which women’s time was distinct from societal order. Women
professionals employed by the reformatories were also subjected to the
rhythms of containment, sequestered from the outside world. From women-
to-women surveillance networks in the city to the family-like structure of
reformatory systems, the idea of home was weaponized against incarcerated
women.

While in the first few decades, these institutions targeted women of European
descent, possibly because these demographics were expected to be reformed,
they reserved soft punishment for white women, while harsher penal control
targeted Black and Indigenous women?5. After 1950, many women’s
reformatories functioned as prisons without the reform element5®. Twenty
years later, the reform institutions that were not dismantled were
transformed into prisonss?. Although intended to be adjacent to the prison
system, reformatories laid the tracks along which penal systems have
unfolded into our current day, contributing to violent practices that divide
and oppress women along class and colour lines. By inviting middle class
women to participate in penal reform as superintendents and matrons,
reformatories enforced and normalized racial and class divisions between
women. Much of the legislation developed to enforce feminine reform was
“colourblind” on paper. However, Michelle Alexander has shown that
detaining legislation was vague enough to be locally enforced through racially
discriminatory customs, disproportionately targeting Black and Indigenous
people - as seen in the vagrancy and mischief laws introduced (and persisting)
after the dismantling of slavery®®. By controlling women and criminalizing
non-criminal behaviour - loitering in the evening, marrying inter-racially,
being in the wrong place with the wrong colour of skin - reformatories
persisted earlier systems of inequity that were increasingly unacceptable in
wider society. In the 1950s, women were increasingly imprisoned for civil
rights activism and other political action that was deemed criminal in nature
instead of a protest for human rights. Moreover, the systems of indefinite
detention used for women would become widely used for the detention of
immigrant populations. As Angela Davis has argued, we must not

ignore the extent to which the institution of the prison has stockpiled ideas
and practices that are hopefully approaching obsolescence in the larger
society, but that retain all their ghastly vitality behind prison walls59.

Considering these institutions of reform as temporal-spatial strategies for
controlling women, through architecture, legislation, and embodiment sheds
light on the role of containment in nation-building practices throughout
North America and beyond, but also serves as a warning about how penal
architecture continues to shape the limitations of women's freedoms.
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CITY-GARDE, COASTLINE, DROSSCAPE, WASTE ESSAY

COEXISTENCE OF MARGINALITY
IN TOURISM AND SEASIDE

DYNAMICS: THE CASE OF THE
COPPOLA-PINETAMARE
VILLAGE ON THE CAMPANIA
COAST

By Giorgia Strano (Sapienza Universita di Roma)

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the themes of exclusion and the perception of
marginalized spaces, with an emphasis on the so-called discarded landscapes,
territories fragmented and devalued by economic, social, and environmental
processes. At the heart of the thesis lies a critical and design-driven
investigation of these spaces, where the concept of non-lieux is applied and
further examined.

Villaggio Coppola-Pinetamare represents a paradigmatic case within the
fragmented coastal landscape of Campania, shaped by intense infrastructural,
residential and industrial pressures. Conceived in the late 1960s as a modern
reinterpretation of the garden city model, the settlement was designed to offer
to the region's upper-middle class a coastal enclave intended to remain active
throughout the year, characterized by abundant greenery, a strong sense of
security, and advanced amenities.

However, the 1980 Irpinia earthquake marked a dramatic rupture in this
trajectory. The subsequent state expropriation of residential and hotel units
to house displaced populations catalyzed a rapid socioeconomic decline.
House values collapsed, investments and residents disappeared and in a short
time the site quickly devolved into a state of abandonment and degradation in
the hands of organized crime.

Today, this site suffers from a state of profound marginalization, manifesting
as both a spatial and temporal rupture within the landscape: what was initially
imagined as a protected utopia soon became a dystopian enclave. Through a
multidisciplinary lens, the study culminates in revealing the site's latent
potential, repositioning it not as a relic of past failure, but as a catalyst for
urban reactivation. By engaging with its material and landscape traces,
symbolic stratifications, and socio-spatial dynamics, the investigation
reclaims the site's peripheral condition as a space of opportunity. What was
dismissed as marginal and obsolete is reconsidered as a locus of meaning,
where the discarded is reinvested/ re-empowered with value, and the notion
of redemption becomes a generative force for reintegration into the
contemporary urban imagination.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR
INTERPRETING MARGINAL TERRITORIES

If a place can define itself as identitary, relational, historical
(anthropological place), a space that cannot define itself as either identitary
or relational or historical will define a non-place’.

The Italian landscape, a palimpsest of heterogeneous beauty and
characteristics, inevitably invites a comparison between absolute beauty,
represented by nature reserves, parks, historic buildings and natural areas of
great value, and places of degradation, abandoned or reduced to wreckage.
The European Landscape Convention (ELC 2000)? states that the term
landscape is not only limited to areas of outstanding value but also includes
those that are part of everyday life, encompassing all degrees of
anthropization and including degraded territories’. The latter, despite their
state of decay, are included in the concept of heritage, recognizing also in
them a historical and cultural relevance to be communicated and preserved.
Degraded waste landscapes are contexts that, as a result of rapid changes and
urban expansions, have undergone processes of fragmentation and
disintegration of territorial structures. These environments have experienced
prolonged periods of abandonment, degradation of physical and functional
characteristics, loss of ecosystem efficiency, becoming the object of
phenomena of exclusion, disuse, disorder, poor accessibility and multiple
problems linked to social rejection*. These are complex contexts, very
widespread in rural areas close to large centers, in the peripheries of
urbanized territories where ancient balances between anthropic and natural
elements have been altered (fig. 1).

Figure 1. Pier Paolo Pasolini, frame from Mamma Roma, 1962 (from https://fattidarte.wordpress.com/2015/01/03/mamma-roma/ last accessed 20/05/2025)

Massimo De Angelis and Marco Armiero, in 2017, spoke of the Westocene,
defining this era as the as one of waste, in which anthropogenic actions
produce not only discarded spaces, but also marginalized figures and social
dynamics. These places, symbolizing the abandonment of traditional urban
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models, are characterized by blurred boundaries, uncertain temporalities and
rituals that no longer conform to established paradigms®. Such areas include
highland areas, former ports or industrial areas, disused or abandoned
archaeological areas, bordering river stretches or hydrographic relicts, places
of the unfinished, agricultural contexts fragmented by infrastructure
networks, abandoned quarries, and small interstitial areas.

This article takes its starting point from this reality, examining it through the
lenses of Identity and Genericity of the contemporary city, with particular
reference to the uncontrolled expansion of the metropolitan area of Naples
towards the Domitian plain and the neighboring rural areas. The focus is
therefore on the outermost strip of the urban core's sphere, and thus on the
identitary point® of the city itself, to read a suspended place, forced into a state
of terrible stillness, poised between the possibility of self-destruction and
renewal.

The theoretical framework of reference on the study of the potential of
residues is rich, heterogeneous and multidisciplinary: frriches, non-lieu,
Wasteland, Tiers paysage, No-man's land, espaces délaissés, and similar
definitions, all converge in understanding an urban dimension in
transformation, in which rejection and abandonment open up new
possibilities for reinterpreting the landscape. Ignasi de Sola Morales’ concept
of terrain vague refers to this tendency, evoking the notion of emptiness and
waiting, suspended places, lacking definition’. Alongside this vision, the
concept of drosscape proposed by Alan M. Berger broadens the reflection,
identifying residual landscapes as natural components of a continuously
expanding city® (fig. 2).

v ArrErrEnC .
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Figure 2. Marcel Carne;, frame from Terrain Vague, 1960 (from https://laboratoireurbanismeinsurrectionnel.blogspot.com/2012/10/terrain-vague.html last
accessed 20/05/2025)

If one stops looking at the landscape as the object of human activity, one
immediately discovers [...] a quantity of undecided spaces, devoid of
function on which it is difficult to place a name. This whole belongs neither
to the territory of shadow nor to that of light. It lies at the margins®.
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The contribution of Gilles Clément is central to the reinterpretation of
marginal landscapes. Through his analysis of the transitional zone, along
roads, railway lines, and urban peripheries, Clément introduces the concept of
the Tiers Paysage: a category of residual spaces traditionally deemed valueless
or neglected. Yet, it is precisely these spaces that Clément identifies as
reservoirs of biodiversity and ecological richness. Rather than dismissing
marginal areas as degraded or depleted, he repositions them as environments
in latent balance, spaces that, if properly understood and managed, hold the
potential to sustain and regenerate the landscape.

The concept of the margin has long been associated with the idea of border,
but contemporary theoretical discourse, particularly within the field of the
Border Studies in dialogue with postcolonial, decolonial, and gender studies,
has significantly expanded its meaning. The theme of the border thus becomes
crucial in the reflection, as what may seem a passive element actually has an
active influence on the urban context and the surrounding landscape™®.

No longer understood as a static line of separation or a discrete object, the
margin is now conceived as a dynamic assemblage of material and symbolic
elements that generate complex social phenomena. Within this framework,
Bell Hooks' Center/Margin Theory™ offers a critical lens through which
marginality is conceptualized geometrically, defined by difference and
separation within social and communal structures.

In this perspective, the margin is not merely a site of exclusion, but a critical
space from which new visions, narratives, and practices of resistance may
emerge.

Therefore, the concept of marginality is intrinsically polysemous, relational
and vague', its lines of demarcation often difficult to trace, precisely because
the margin/boundary only exists and acquires meaning in relation to the
dominant position defined as the center'3. Marginality is not a static place of
separation, but a field of interaction and negotiation, where the boundaries
between what is considered central and what is peripheral are continuously
redefined.

Within these marginal places, characterized by blurred boundaries and
various forms of marginality, it is possible to identify a heterotopic essence in
the Foucaultian. These heterotopic spaces disrupt normative spatial and
social orders by transcending traditional syntaxes and challenging dominant
discourses; they cannot be rigidly conceived as discrete objects or
metaphorically as simple lines. On the contrary, they represent a complex
assemblage of material and immaterial elements, generating intricate social
phenomena. They embody the heterotopic essence precisely in their capacity
to host and juxtapose within themselves different realities that, under
ordinary conditions, would be mutually incompatible'*.

Villagio Coppola-Pinetamare represents the emblem of a marginality curve that
has turned, or rather, revealed itself to be a circle in which the beginning and
the end coincide at a point of apparent no return. Its reading brings out stories
of reception and exclusion, immigration and abusiveness, demolition and
resilience; frozen stories, suspended between phenomena of retraction and
advancement, adaptation and reinvention, dystopian scenarios, ambiguous in
a present seemingly stretched to infinity.

Initially conceived as a separate entity, distinct and superior with respect to
the metropolitan city of Naples, the village has ended up falling into a
condition of exclusion, finding itself in a context that appears totally alien to
its very nature. These two shades of isolation that define a single destiny of
uncertainty. It is therefore possible to read a cyclical nature in the genesis of
this ambivalent place. Initially conceived as protected and isolated by its
fences, it has in turn become a place of isolation and exclusion, as it is barred
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to the poorest segment of the population and accessible only to a privileged
minority. In the present, this place is relegated to a condition of
marginalization, it appears as both a physical and temporal fracture in the
landscape, like the archaeological ruins of Liternum not far away, which share
the same fate of marginality and degradation. From both sites emerge traces of
past temporalities and ancient splendors as well as signs of degradation and
denied present relationships, waiting to be stitched up by new scenarios and
possibilities.

THE DOMITIAN COASTLINE: DIACHRONIC
EVOLUTION OF THE TERRITORIAL
CONDITIONS

The northern coast of Campania is an example of the territorial dynamics
generated by the seaside tourism of the 1960s economic boom, a period
marked by the intensification of subdivision near the coastline and the
exploitation of resources. In the long term, this phenomenon not only
compromised the environmental qualities of the site but also caused a sharp
drop in property values and the consequent degradation of the social
structure.

The coastal area of the province of Caserta, known as Litorale Domitio, extends
for about 50 km from the mouth of the Volturno River in the north to Monte di
Procida in the south, presents itself as a fragmented landscape, marked by
significant historical transformations and the uncontrolled superimposition
of infrastructural and settlement systems on the original geomorphological
structure (fig. 3). The low and sandy coastline, mainly conditioned by the
fluvial dynamics of the Garigliano and Volturno rivers, has been compromised
by intense anthropic exploitation represented by agricultural and
zootechnical activities, coastal works and intense urban settlements that have
altered the morphological structure and natural landscape™.

123



Figure 3. The system of reserves ZSC and ZPS (black) overlaps with the system of urbanized areas (red) in the GIS environment. Author's elaboration

A central moment in the transformation of the Domitian coastline was the
completion of the new Via Domitiana in 1954. This infrastructure, while
facilitating regional connectivity, effectively severed the physical and
perceptual link between the urban center and the coastal strip, comprising
the pine forest, the beaches, and the sea. In the absence of coherent urban
planning guidelines, the following decades witnessed a surge in uncontrolled
urban development, with thousands of buildings constructed between the
new roadway and the coastline'®. The Domitian coastline experienced a linear
pattern of expansion, with building structures parallel to the shoreline, which
involved the Licola coastline and the entire shoreline, superimposing itself
upon an existing settlement structure of second tourist residences".

The coastline has also been severely impacted by the absence of wastewater
treatment infrastructure. Nearly all watercourses in the area are now
contaminated as a result of unchecked discharges of domestic and industrial
effluents, compounded by the widespread and uncontrolled dumping of solid
waste. Alongside the unstoppable numerical and volumetric growth, millions
of tons of waste are stored in the municipalities of Giugliano and Villa Literno
and the poisoning of the waters of the Regi Lagni (fig. 4), which are an
imposing work of hydraulic engineering built by the bourbons in the 17th
century to channel water®. For several decades the canals were at the center
of continuous scandals due to the lack of filtering and purification systems for
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the discharges of almost 150 municipalities in Campania that use them as
veritable open sewers, which spill directly into the sea, at the center of Castel
Volturno. The situation has been aggravated by the illegal disposal of waste by
Camorra groups in the countryside behind the coastline, and by the growing
presence of organized crime, including the Nigerian Mafia, which has had a
devastating impact on local communities and the environment*?.

What has most affected and destroyed the littoral's environmental resources
has been the uncontrolled tourist pressure, the intensification of the
anthropic, settlement, infrastructural and productive load on the littoral arch
and on the wide plain behind it. The beauty of the landscape, characterized by
the pristine sand dunes and dense pine forest by the sea of Castel Volturno,
became an increasingly popular tourist destination. This phenomenon quickly
stimulated a policy of private investment in the area for the construction and
management of facilities and services, aimed at enhancing tourism in the area,
as provided for in the ministerial development plans of the time. This process
has included the construction of tourist-residential complexes such as
Pinetamare, which, while offering a housing response, has further aggravated
the phenomenon of urbanization and intensive land exploitation. Added to
this is the abandonment of numerous buildings, which has contributed to the
visual and structural degradation of the area, making the redevelopment and
recovery of the Domitian coastline increasingly difficult.

Figure 4. Regi Lagni, photograph of the abandoned lake landscape, 2024, Castel Volturno (photograph by the author)

VILLAGGIO COPPOLA-PINETAMARE
WASTING RELATIONSHIPS AND DYNAMICS
OF DEGRADATION

The urban and social history of Villaggio Coppola, in Castel Volturno, offers a
compelling case study in the contradictions of modernist urban utopias and
the unintended consequences of unregulated development along Italy’s
coastline. A series of settlements similar to the Coppola Pinetamare village
have developed along the European coast since the early decades of the 20th
century, inspired by the garden-city model of Ebenezer Howard who, together
with Patrick Geddes and Lewis Mumford, developed a series of critical
reflections on the rebalancing of the relationship between city and
countryside®®.
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At the beginning of the 20th century, two great inventions took shape
before our eyes: the aeroplane and the garden city, both heralding a new
era; the first gave man wings, the second gave him a better home on his
return to earth?.

To analyze the theme of the ville radieuse and the garden city??, it would be
necessary to explore the relationship between certain political and social
theories and these residential models. In Italy, in particular, the utopia of the
garden city was partly realized in the context of seaside tourism.

The initiative was launched by Vincenzo and Cristoforo Coppola, who
undertook the construction of the village without proper urban planning
permissions. Inspired by the contemporaneous development of Baia Domizia,
a foundation town promoted by the municipality of Sessa Aurunca following a
national design competition, Villaggio Coppola was likewise structured around
garden city ideals. It featured wide avenues, residential villas, apartment
blocks, commercial spaces, and recreational facilities, all surrounded by a
coastal pine forest that, theoretically, preserved the ecological essence of the
site?. The project drew on the principles of the garden city, as interpreted in
the Italian context, to provide a self-contained, low-density>* settlement for
the upper and middle classes (fig. 5). The aim was to present an alternative to
the chaos of urban life, an enclave of comfort, safety, and leisure, buffered by
nature and equipped with cutting-edge amenities®.

Figura 5. View of the Domitian coastline at the level of Villaggio Coppola, 2024, from Google Earth
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However, from the outset, the development was marred by significant legal
and planning irregularities; in 1962, without any authorization, eight towers of
twelve floors each were built, intended to be rented for 20 years to the United
States Navy and were later demolished after 30 years. This complex became



the heart of Villaggio Coppola: a town for 15,000 people, extended for 4 km of
coastline, with 1,300 parking spaces, villas, shopping centers, swimming pools,
restaurants, a harbor, a church, post offices, cinemas, and a police station, all
without any urban planning regulations. In the context of rapidly expanding
beach tourism, the location became a destination for second homes for
wealthy Neapolitan families, hosting up to 200,000 vacationers in the early
'70s, without any official authorization or infrastructure (fig. 6).

Figure 6. Postcard - Coppola Pinetamare - Castel Volturno (Caserta) - 1972

The tourist development of the coastline excluded the local population, which
still lived in great hardship, with most residents forced to live in dilapidated
homes without running water or electricity; a stark contrast between the
wealth of tourism and the poverty of the local residents, encapsulated in a
surreal and dystopian scenario®®.

Initially conceived as a seaside retreat and a temporary escape, at the
beginning of the 1980s, the Village had lost its appeal as a destination for
vacationers and a sunny getaway for middle-class citizens seeking a second
residence outside the city. The causes of this failure stem not only from
intrinsic factors dating back to the village's foundation, but also from the
gradual decline in the sustainability of its intended function as a holiday
and/or second home destination?’. Between 1978 and 1988, over 5,000 people
were housed in Villaggio Coppola, while another 20,000 sought refuges in
other tourist complexes along the coastline. In the second half of the 1980s,
the return of those displaced by the Irpinia earthquake to their homes
coincided with the arrival of migrants to the coastline, even before the
promulgation of the first measures to manage and control migration flows in
Italy. Employed in street vending in the underground counterfeit industry,
but equally intensely involved in the much more invisible turnover of local
seasonal agricultural labor in neighboring areas?®.
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Meanwhile, the Coppola family’s ties to organized crime and the increase in
environmental pressures led to an intervention by the institutions. In 1995,
following a decree from the mayor of Castel Volturno, part of the village was
confiscated, and in 2000 the Coppola brothers were accused of environmental
and urban damage, including the disappearance of 150 species and the
construction of over 5,000 illegal buildings. The eight towers, symbols of the
village, were demolished between 2001 and 2003, marking the end of an era for
Pinetamare (figg. 7 and 8).

Figures 7 and 8. Coppola Pinetamare Village, demolition of the towers, available on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-h4RkPnUEsg&t=7s
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Over the following years, the area became one of the emblematic sites of urban
decay, not only due to the problem of numerous abandoned or partially
destroyed houses in Castel Volturno but also, and most importantly, due to the
lack of services for the population living in those areas, urban services that
need to meet the needs of a changed population®.

At the heart of this process, marginality emerges not only as a result of an
urban phenomenon but also as a condition that influences the daily lives of
both the local inhabitants and the migrants who found space in a context
marked by abandonment, illegality, and precariousness. Much of the services
and facilities intended for migrants in Castel Volturno remain invisible from
the outside, manifesting as a network of activities, exchanges, and small
informal trades that have rooted over time. These spaces, born through
various migratory cycles, sustain a small-scale informal economy, which not
only meets daily needs but also provides communal support for the
reproduction of migration. The presence of structures and fellow nationals,
not only offers a sense of familiarity but also becomes a “protective shield”
against administrative irregularities, a kind of rescue oasis for migrants. The
Villaggio Coppola, between its lights and shadows, stands as an emblematic
case of urban and social transformation, where contradictions between
ambition, illegality, and sustainability intertwine, leaving an indelible mark on
the Italian architectural and urban landscape.

Today, Villaggio Coppola presents itself as a fragmented and dystopian
landscape, a spectral mosaic of abandoned factories, decaying hotels, and
crumbling residential blocks (fig.9). It embodies the breakdown of dialogue
between the settlement and public institutions, and it remains suspended in
an unresolved tension between speculative illegality and the remnants of a
failed utopian vision3°.

This trajectory mirrors broader patterns found in other planned settlements,
such as Kangbashi in Inner Mongolia, originally envisioned as a prestigious
new district of the city of Ordos, where ambitious urban visions, conceived as
symbols of progress and modernity, were ultimately undermined by a lack of
social integration, contextual sensitivity, and grounded territorial
engagement. In this light, Villaggio Coppola becomes not merely a failed
tourist experiment, but a spatial artifact of the contradictions between
modernist planning, speculative development, and the socio-political
dynamiecs of marginality (fig.10).

Figure 9. Coppola-Pinetamare Village, photograph of the abandoned building complex, 2024, Castel Volturno (photograph by the author)
Figure 10. Coppola-Pinetamare Village, 2024, Castel Volturno (photograph by the author)
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REFRAMING MARGINS: A PROJECTIVE
READING OF PERIPHERAL TERRITORIES

This paper proposes a critical and constructive re-reading of marginal
territories, understood not as residual or discarded spaces, but as places
imbued with latent potential, capable of generating new forms of belonging,
landscape, and identity. The area of Villaggio Coppola-Pinetamare offers a
complex and intricate reflection on the dynamics of marginality and urban
transformation related to seaside tourism and uncontrolled urbanization.
This territory reveals a landscape suspended3 in a state of tension, marked by
contradiction and ambivalence, between natural richness and unfinished
urbanization, institutional abandonment and informal occupation, ecological
potential and socioeconomic fragility.

This dynamic has been increased by uncontrolled expansion and the rapid
alternation of the life cycle of built structures
(construction/exploitation/crisis/obsolescence/abandonment), factors that
have contributed significantly to the progressive decline of both the village
and the broader Domitian coast, underscoring the urgent need for a
rethinking of marginality not as a symptom to be erased, but as a condition
from which alternative urban futures might emerge. This transformation
highlights the cyclical and contradictory nature of such planned communities:
from exclusive retreat to spatial marginality, reflecting broader dynamics of
urban fragmentation and social segregation. This demonstrates that for an
urban agglomeration to function effectively as a city, it must embrace
diversity, encompassing different social classes, varied uses, and cultural
practices. Much like an individual, the city thrives on diversity, as it fosters
growth, development, adaptability, and continual improvement.

As Michel Foucault suggested in his reflections on heterotopias, seemingly
marginal places can function as critical and reflective spaces, capable of
challenging dominant spatial paradigms and opening up alternative urban
imaginaries. On the Domitian coastline, the coexistence of exceptional
environmental and cultural assets intersects with a deeply fragmented urban
and social condition. In this context, marginality is not merely the outcome of
failed planning or speculative development, but rather emerges as a complex
dispositif that shapes the everyday experience of both long-term residents and
migrants living within these informal and often precarious geographies.
Socio-ecological practices that reactivate collective systems and strengthen
social relationships through the shared management of resources and
communities are gaining increasing attention in contemporary architectural
practice32. These approaches inspire design experiments aimed at
reconnecting with nature, redesigning the commons and reinforcing the
social fabric, with the aim of countering territorial, political and social
discrimination. The need for their recovery stems from their increasing
prevalence in contemporary urban and rural contexts, as they inhabit distinct
dimensions of time and space.

The ecological element can be one of the key strengths to build upon for the
process of re-signification, consisting, for example, of a rich network of
aquatic systems - rivers, reservoirs, marshes, and bogs - that sustain habitats
of significant biological and ecological importance. The Domitian coastline
includes three main hydrographic basins, the Garigliano, Volturno and Regi
Lagni, and also serves as the recipient for other minor watercourses, such as
the River Savone, the Agnena Canal, the Camaldoli riverbed and the outflow of
the Lake Patria basin. In 2005 in recognition of this richness, the Campania
Region established Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and Sites of Community



Importance (SCIs) to protect these places of great ecological value. The Licola-
Foce del Volturno coast nature reserve, which covers most of the Domitian
coastline, is flanked by the Variconi Nature Reserve, established by the
Campania Region with Regional Law no. 33/93 and represents the last and only
natural wetland area left in Campania.

This natural heritage is also overlaid with a cultural heritage consisting of
architectural artefacts such as the tower of Patria, the archaeological remains
of ancient Liternum, which, together with the remains of ancient Volturnum,
testify to the presence of anthropic presidio activities at the hydrographical
structures of the Volturno estuary and Lake Patria3.

The diagnostic work conducted in this area shows how a careful reading of
both material and immaterial territorial layers, historic cartographies,
satellite imagery, settlement patterns, and cultural traces, makes it possible to
outline design strategies grounded in the endogenous potential of place. In
this perspective, marginality is no longer seen as a deficit to be filled or
eliminated, but rather as a generative condition, capable of shaping a renewed
vision of urbanity, based not on the erasure of the past but on its critical
reinterpretation.

In this context, design must begin from the notion of the limit, not as a line of
separation, but rather as a dynamic threshold, a space of mediation between
territories, temporalities, and identities. It is precisely in these transitional
zones that opportunities arise to activate processes of physical, symbolic, and
social regeneration. A multidisciplinary design approach, integrating
territorial, ecological, sociological, and architectural perspectives, can reveal
hidden values, submerged narratives, and latent resources, from which to
construct scenarios of redemption and reactivation.

With the term non-place, we are referring to two complementary yet
distinct realities: those spaces created for specific purposes
(transportation, transit, commerce, leisure) and the relationship that
individuals have with these spaces. [...] While anthropological places create
an organic social structure, nonplaces create solitary contractual
relationships3+.

The heterotopia of this place, a real yet simultaneously unreal space, stands as
awitness to an urban dream that was never fully realized but has left indelible
traces in the collective imagination, creating a landscape that challenges
conventions and continues to tell a story of marginality and disillusionment. A
sort of utopia, imagined by the Coppola brothers, realized with actual
buildings but ultimately creating a place that exists outside of any place; a
place that is absolutely real, connected to all the surrounding space, yet
simultaneously completely unreal, as it is a relic of a history that no longer
belongs to us. In conclusion, rethinking marginality as a resource entails a
profound paradigm shift, one that transcends conventional notions of urban
regeneration. It requires the acknowledgement of these spaces as possessing
transformative capacity: not as "other" places to be normalized, but as
territories in becoming, bearers of yet-unrealized ecological, social, and
projective potential.
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ABSTRACT

On a small side street in Palma de Mallorca’s medieval quarter a groove is
carved into an ancient wall at hand height. Some residents of Palma repeat
local lore that this groove was carved by the memorializing act of passing one’s
hand over the stones while traversing the forty-six-meter-long street.

Since the sixteenth century, this wall has served as the western enclosure of
the Jesuit church in Palma, but it was originally the facade of the main
synagogue of the Jewish quarter. In 1392, the synagogue was confiscated and
converted into a church, leaving only this wall intact. However, this site was
not eclipsed from Jewish memory. For six centuries, the Jewish and converso
(Jewish-Christian converts) communities continuously engaged with the wall,
using it as a tactile memorial to a lost past and an uncertain future.

The wall retains the evidence of various building campaigns reflecting the
changing functions of this building as it oscillated between the Jewish and
Christian communities of Palma. This wall, hidden down a narrow side street
and mostly a fragment of a tangled building history between religious groups
on the island, reveals how architecture and urban space play pivotal roles in
shaping cultural identity and heritage.

It is representative of a type of structure that has long been ignored by
architectural historians in favor of more monumental buildings. This paper
proposes an analysis of this wall as a trace of a marginalized group. This study,
a part of a larger project on Jewish spaces on Mallorca, draws on Swati
Chattopadhyay’s theory of small spaces, which illuminate the unseen spaces
used by the unseen people in colonial India. By applying theories of
memorialization in architecture and culture to the pre-modern world, this
study underscores how the haptic engagement with the wall transformed
urban space into an active memorial.

The wall’s significance extends beyond its local and temporal contexts. It
connects a repressed history with its contemporary inheritors - descendants
of Jewish converts living in Mallorca, who are still grappling with the
ramifications of marginalization. By focusing on small, overlooked spaces and
geographies like this wall and Mallorca, we can pose new questions to the
monumental buildings and dominant narratives that have traditionally
shaped our understanding of early modern cities. This study calls for the re-
examination of architectural history through the lens of marginalized spaces.
It offers new perspectives on how architecture reflected and constructed
social identity and collective memory in the pre-modern world.
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TOUCHING MEMORY: ARCHITECTURE AND
IDENTITY IN PALMA

In a narrow street in Palma de Mallorca’s Jewish quarter, a hand-height
groove is etched into a centuries-old wall (fig. 1). Frequently overlooked by
passersby, oral history claims that this indentation was formed over
generations by hands brushing against the stone in an embodied act of
remembrance’. The wall, now part of the Jesuit Colegio Nuestra Sefora de
Montesion (fig. 2), once formed the western facade of Palma’s main synagogue®
. Although the Jewish community was extinguished on the island and the
synagogue confiscated and permanently converted into a church in the 1390s,
this wall on Carrer del Vent remains3. Since the 14th century, it has become a
site of silent, tactile memorialization for conversos — Jewish to Christian
converts - and Xuetes (pl.; sg. Xueta) - the descendants of a small group of
conversos tried by the Inquisition in the 1670s*. These groups’ identities
remained entangled with this urban space long after official Jewish worship
was prohibited>.

Figure 1. The Wall on Carrer del Vent (photograph by author)
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Figure 2. Colegio Nuestra Sefiora de Montesion, view from Carrer del Call with Carrer del Vent to the right (photograph by author)

The wall, which runs the length of Carrer del Vent, is a palimpsest of collective
memory and cultural identity, serving as a microcosm of the tensions between
hegemony and resilience, marginalization and survival. By examining its
physical traces - layered stonework, haptic wear, and urban positioning -
alongside the social practices it shaped, this wall reveals how modest urban
spaces can mediate memory and identity in contexts of persecution.

Architectural history has long privileged monumental forms, sacred
typologies, and elite patronage, yet recent work redirects attention toward
ephemeral, everyday marginal spaces®. Swati Chattopadhyay’s theory of “small
spaces” foregrounds the significance of ordinary environments in shaping
social relations, particularly under colonial or oppressive regimes’. While this
study of the wall shares affinities with microhistorical approaches, it moves
beyond narrative scale to engage the spatial and architectural dimensions of
marginality®. By focusing on urban form, material traces, and embodied
spatial practices, it offers a model for rethinking how small spaces structure
collective memory. As a “small space” with a lasting cultural presence, the wall
on Carrer del Vent resists official narratives of urban and religious change,
which frame post-1391 conversions as evidence of Jewish disappearance and
integration, marginalizing the persistence of Jewish memory within urban
space.

Often overlooked in broader studies of Spanish Jewish history and early
modern urbanism?, Mallorca’s Jewish and converso histories reveal how
architecture functioned as both infrastructure and a site of negotiation and
remembrance. The Jewish quarter, the Call, was both a legally segregated and
socially charged zone (fig. 3)'°. Its physical reconfigurations mirrored the
political and religious pressures exerted upon its inhabitants. This study
centers on a minor structure in a peripheral geography to challenge
assumptions about where and how architectural meaning is constructed. By
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tracing the architectural evolution and afterlives of the wall on Carrer del
Vent, this study contributes to ongoing discussions on architectural memory,
urban liminality, and the material legacies of marginalized communities in
early modern cities.

Figure 3. Antonio Garau, “La Ciutat de Mallorca,” 1644, Ink on paper, 24 x 32 in, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (artwork in the public domain; Yale
University Library)

THE CALL: DISRUPTION, SURVIVAL, AND
SPATIAL CONTINUITY

The Call served as a vibrant node in the city’s social, economic, and religious
networks. Imprinted on the urban fabric of Palma is a complex history of
coexistence and rupture between its Jewish and Christian inhabitants. First
formally organized by the Crown of Aragon in the late 13th century, the Call
was shaped by royal charters that simultaneously protected and constrained
the Jewish population®. The Crown of Aragon’s shifting attitude towards the
Jewish community reflected the desire to protect the Christian population in
an urban context. Jews were viewed as social and spiritual pollution that
endangered the purity of the Corpus Christianorum™. Initially located between
the Almudaina Palace (fig. 4) and the port, the Call was strategically embedded
in a district where it was encircled by Christian institutions that asserted
surveillance and control over Jewish life (fig. 5). Delimiting Jewish urban space
enforced the subjugation of the Jewish population that was a necessary facet
of Christian hegemony and reminded the Jews that their survival depended on
royal favor.
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Figure 4. Aimudaina Palace, Palma di Mallorca, south facade (photograph by the author)

Figure 5. Antonio Garau, “La Ciutat de Mallorca,” 1644. Ink on paper, 24 x 32 in. Colored overlays highlighting the Aimudaina Palace (blue), the Cathedral (green),
the Dominican Monastery (grey), the Casa Negra (yellow), the Call menor (pink), the Church of Santa Eulalia (purple), the Franciscan monastery (brown), the Call
major (red), and the Convent of Santa Clara (orange). Courtesy of Yale University Library. Scan: Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library (artwork in the
public domain; Yale University Library), overlay by the author

The Sinagoga major (Main Synagogue), a central institution for religious
worship, education, and communal justice and administration, stood at the
heart of the Call. This synagogue was the symbolic and functional core of
Palma’s Jewish community. Its confiscation and conversion following the anti-
Jewish uprisings in 1391 represented a violent rupture in the continuity of
Jewish urban life. The attacks of 1391, part of a wave of violence that swept
across the Iberian Peninsula®, culminated in the forced baptism of hundreds
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of Jews in Mallorca, creating a new social group of conversos™.

Though Christian by name, conversos in Mallorca remained physically and
culturally tied to the Call. The 1391 uprising and its aftermath marked a
profound reconfiguration of Palma’s urban and social landscape. The Jewish
aljama - the legally recognized, semi-autonomous governing body of the
Jewish community - was effectively dismantled's. The Crown issued edicts to
integrate the newly baptized conversos into Christian society, but the mass
scale and coercive nature of the conversions generated widespread suspicion
within Old Christian society'®. This spatial continuity destabilized the
Christian desire for clear social boundaries, as former Jews continued to
inhabit, walk, and touch the same spaces they had before baptism'’. While
forced conversions occurred throughout the Iberian Peninsula in the 14th and
15th centuries, the case of Mallorca is distinct'®. Nowhere else did an
endogamous community like the Xuetes develop — descendants of Jewish
converts who maintained internal cohesion and were externally marked for
exclusion well into the modern era*. This outcome reflects some of the
standard forms of Iberian religious persecution but adds the distinct
dimensions of a deep entwinement of spatial segregation, social memory, and
urban visibility°.

Carrer del Vent bordered the western wall of the Sinagoga major and became a
focal point for this uneasy continuity. The building itself, repurposed into a
Christian chapel before becoming the Jesuit church, bore the architectural
scars of its layered past?'. The wall on Carrer del Vent retained elements of the
original synagogue’s stonework - subtle, but enduring markers of the space’s
Jewish identity. Even after Christian authorities sought to erase Jewish
presence from the city, these architectural remnants provided a tangible link
to a disappeared community.

The act of touching the synagogue wall - a gesture that may have originated in
patterns of Jewish ritual-became a haptic form of memory, allowing conversos
to assert an embodied connection to their past. The converso community,
caught between two religious and cultural worlds, engaged with these spaces
in ways that re-inscribed meaning onto the urban environment??. As time
passed from the initial rupture of the building’s Jewish functions, these
informal practices took on heightened symbolic significance. They
transformed marginal urban sites into loci of memory and identity, resisting
the attempted erasure of Jewish presence from Palma’s built environment.
This building was more than a vestige of Jewish life from before 1391; it was a
silent participant in the unfolding drama of converso identity, persecution,
and survival. The historical evolution of the Call and the spatial politics
surrounding the synagogue’s confiscation help to understand the significance
of the wall on Carrer del Vent to eight centuries of converso descendants living
in Palma. As a site where memory was enacted through everyday gestures, the
wall demonstrates how the Jewish past of Mallorca endured - not in official
records or grand monuments, but in the margins, carved into stone and
carried in the touch of a hand.









































































































































































































































































































































































































	COPERTINA.pdf
	PROVA.pdf
	Binder2.pdf
	Binder1.pdf
	newfile.pdf
	indice rev.pdf
	newfile


	Pagine da indice rev.pdf


