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The ISB summer school in Neuropergonomics and Urban Placemaking has been held in 
Artena from July 21st-28th 2013. Almost 40 people from several Countries attended. The 
theoretical part focused on a multidisciplinary mix of neurophysiology, complexity, biology, 
urban sociology and service design so to encourage people thinking out of the box about 
urban design, and considering the relevance of body, senses, locality, and real people needs. 
 
The practical workshop was directed by professor Marco Casagrande, who encouraged 
students to get in touch with the local environment in order to “become by doing” and act 
accordingly to what they had learned. 
 
Here’s the list of the teaching staff and of the participants: 
 
• Philosopher and psychologist Stefano Serafini (I.S.B., Italy) introduced the use of 
environmental psychology and post-darwinian biological theories to re-orient the approach to 
design. 
 
• Artist and architect prof. Marco Casagrande (Ruin Academy, Finland/Taiwan) led hand-
building experiences after listening to the city’s organism (biourban acupuncture). 
 
• Design thinker and architect Yulia Kryazheva (Yulia Ink., The Netherlands) introduced the 
use of sketching & drawing as a tool to get in touch with the complexity of a place. 
 
• Professor Antonio Caperna (I.S.B.,Italy),architect,and professor Eleni Tracada (University 
of Derby, UK), architect, introduced and showed practical examples of Biourbanism and 
algorithmic sustainable design. 
 
• Architect Angelica Fortuzzi (I.S.B., Italy) contrasted the American experience of 
Placemaking with the European context and with Biourbanism. 
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• Katie Donaghy, BA in Sociology and Anthropology and MA in Town and Regional 
Planning, and Menno Cramer, BSc in Neuroscience and Medicine explained how city, 
society, and neurology interact, and how we can change design to influence behavioural 
outcomes. 
 
• Psychologist Silvia Micocci offered an experimental workshop on bodily self-perception in 
an open space through an original projective tool such as clay modeling. 
 
• Professor Mariano Bizzarri, Oncologist, Biochemist, President of the scientific council of 
the Italian Space Agency, Head of the Systems Biology Laboratory, Medicine Dept, Sapienza 
University of Rome, gave a lecture about his professional and scientific experience about 
complexity. 
 
Participants: Emily Lorance Rall (UK), Nissa Shahid (UK), Pavel Farkas (Czech Repubblic), 
Catherine Ryan (USA), Francesca Rogers (UK), Inge de Boer (The Netherlands), Jiang Liu 
(China), Dilara Akülke (Turkey), Leandros Koutakos (UK), Davide Damiano Pio (Italy), 
Eleni Ploumidi (Greece), Tatjana Capuder Vidmar (Slovenia), Ottavia Molatore (Italy), Jing 
Wen Lin (Taiwan), Maria Valese (Italy), Sherryl Muriente (USA), Kyle Perry (USA), Sira 
Savoldi (Italy), Francesca Troiano (Italy), Aggeliki Lymperopoulou (Greece), Esra Demirel 
(Turkey), George Surovov (USA), Francesco Letteriello (Italy), Guglielmo Minervino (Italy), 
Angelo Gentili (Italy), Clemente Brunetti (Italy), Vishank Kapoor (India). 
 
Students presented the results of their work to the people of Artena at the end of the school, 
whilst the whole experience was shot by the company “Peleo Film”, who released the 
documentary movie Regeneration Town on June 2014.  
 
Down here we have collected some short papers written by the participants after they had 
returned home. We hope these writings may transmit part of the exciting feeling that we 
shared during the school, while experimenting, creating, discovering, learning, and enjoying. 
 
Next school will be held in Artena from July 13th to the 20th 2014, and it will be devoted to 
Neuroergonomics and sociogenesis. Urban design affects social relationships, health and 
justice of a community. We whant then investigate how biourbanism and biophila can 
contribute for designing a city able to generate social relations, instead of breaking them.  
 
The relationship between design and the so called “economic crisis” that is hitting the 
European Countries will be the main subjects of another workshop to be held in Heraklion, 
Greece, August 1st-9th, and that will be partly founded on the Artenese experience. 
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ABSTRACT 

The following paper describes a community values mapping approach designed to explore 
social needs and values as well as hotspots of activity in the small village of Artena, Italy. The 
research was conducted during the course of the 2013 Biourbanism Summer School, and 
designed to form the socio-cultural context for small intervention projects conceived as part 
of a revitalization strategy for the town. Short semi-structured interviews were carried out 
with a random sample of 26 residents of the town using paper-based maps to locate important 
meeting areas and walking routes, places of meaning, and places of opportunity. The research 
indicated that the most activity-rich and meaningful areas of town lie on its outer edges, 
whereas areas most needing improvement are concentrated in the middle of town, particularly 
in bombed out vacant lots. The community values mapping approach used proved to be a 
useful tool for highlighting important elements of the social context of a community as well 
as for providing a voice to community residents who are frustrated at the lack of municipal 
attention to town concerns. The potential application of the tool as an aspect of biourbanism 
research and design are highlighted. 

Key words: community values mapping; participatory planning; biophilic design, urban 
revitalization, biourbanism, urban planning, human well-being, mental mapping 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Artena is a small town at the base of the Lepine mountains situated 30 km east of Rome. It 
was built between the 5th and 6th century BCE, carved out from the limestone mountain on 
which it rests. Its ancient name “Montefortino” still reflects the current character of the place 
– a difficult to reach, densely built mountain village perched high above with still visible 
stone fortifications, lending it an equally imposing and charming air. The entire village is 
composed of stone, from its attached houses to its winding streets to the few mansions which 
dot the town and hint at the town’s history as the residence of noble families such as the 
Borghese. The town’s narrow, cobblestone streets are characterized by steep slopes 
improvised with continuous steps and are passable only by foot or by donkey, the latter of 
which is used for heavy goods transport. A few stores in town provide the most basic of 
necessities and the couple public areas in town are largely undefined, providing few amenities 
other than a possible bench and overlook. Cars can only access the town at three points on the 
outer edge. Green spaces in town are meager and concentrated in the central part of town, the 
result of bombing during World War II. These spaces have since remained unresolved, 
indicated by their sparsely vegetated, neglected, trash-strewn character. 
 
Taken together, these features do not make living in Artena easy, which is why development 
spread from the foot of the historic village into the plain below. Most of Artena’s population 
of 14,000 live in the new part of town, “Artena nuova,” where a series of new neighborhoods 
catering especially to young families are better suited to contemporary needs. Old Artena’s 
dwindling population numbers at a couple hundred, and there is a growing urgency to develop 
a vision for the town.  
 
In connection with the newly founded Progetto Artena and the International Society of 
Biourbanism, the 2013 Biourbanism Summer School in Artena aimed to create new visions 
and design impulses in the village by integrating theory on complexity, neuropsychology, 
architecture and biophysics with action-oriented “bioacupunture projects” across town. The 
bioacupuncture projects were conceived as test beds for instituting biophilic design, whereby 
patterns in nature are carefully reinterpreted in the built environment to support social and 
cognitive functioning while strengthening the “genetic code” and resiliency of a place 
(Caperna, 2013). According to Caperna (Ibid.), one of the tenants of biophilic design is 
understanding the “wholeness of the site” as a context for different planning actions. Thus, 
before implementing place-based bioacupuncture projects, it was first necessary to explore the 
social landscape of Artena, to talk with inhabitants to better understand their own needs, 
difficulties, values and desires in relation to the physical environment.  
 
 
MAPPING ARTENA’S SOCIAL LANDSCAPE 
 
In an effort to better understand how Artenese conceive of and interact with their 
environment, we decided to institute community values mapping (Raymond et al., 2009), 
whereby community members are asked to identify areas of value and threat on a map, and 
these answers are compiled to produce a community-level picture of the intensity and 
distribution of these values and threats. This style of mapping has been alternatively called 
landscape values mapping (Carver et al., 2009), participatory mapping (Fagerholm & 
Käyhkö, 2009), place attachment mapping (Brown & Raymond, 2007), and social values 
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mapping (Sherrouse, Clement, & Semmens, 2011). Though these approaches often have 
slightly different methods, they all draw greatly from theory and research in behavioural 
geography and environmental psychology (McLain et al., 2013), whereby place is 
differentiated from space as mental constructions of areas embodied with experience, whether 
real or imagined, and meaning (Tuan, 2001). The academic use of maps to represent place 
was most influenced by American urban planner Kevin Lynch, whose most famous work The 
Image of the City (1960), showed that people perceive urban environments in consistent ways 
through the use of a mental mapping exercise. Most notably, Lynch found that people tend to 
define the environment in terms of five elements: paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Base map of Artena used for interviews 
 
 
The project described here used place-based nodes and paths, or focal points and channels of 
mobility, respectively, to uncover places of meaning and opportunity in Artena as part of the 
2013 Biourbanism Summer School. The aim of the project was to use these nodes and paths 
of meaning and opportunity to map Artena’s social landscape as a context for the 
“bioacupunture” projects undertaken during the summer school. While social landscapes are 
multifaceted, including attitudes, values, perceptions, activities, sense of place and social 
capital (Ryan, 2011), each of which may be connected with place, for our project, we chose to 
concentrate on perceptions, attitudes and activities of and within Artena. 
  
The research was carried out through the use of semi-structured interviews with a random 
sample of 26 residents of Artena. The interviews each lasted approximately five minutes and 
consisted of an introduction to the study and five sections. In the first section, participants 
were asked where people congregate in town, when, and if this is the same in the winter as in 
the summer. The second section asked each participant for places most meaningful to them 
personally in terms of social interaction, beauty and spirituality and why (in a few words). 
The third section asked for public places in town that could use improvement and why (in a 
few words). The next section asked participants to identify routes they often use, and the last 
asked whether or not the participant was a native Artenese. Each of the interviews involved 
use of a hand drawn map of Old Artena (Fig. 1), transparent paper, and different colored 
markers. After an introduction and inquiry about the participants’ first name and age, 
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participants were given a brief orientation to the map and asked to mark each of the places 
asked for (places of congregation, meaning, opportunity or improvement, and commonly used 
routes) directly on the transparent paper atop the map. Different colored markers were 
provided for mapping places of meaning, whether social, spiritual, or aesthetic.  
 
A pilot conducted with two residents uncovered substantial language difficulties with a purely 
paper based, translated version of the interview. Thus, a native Italian speaker was recruited to 
lead the interviews while another researcher assisted with the mapping and equipment. This 
decision not only made interviews flow more smoothly, they also allowed the capture of a 
much greater level of sensitivity regarding attitudes and survey feedback.  
 
All maps were superimposed to reveal concentrations of perceived social activity and places 
of personal meaning and opportunity, in terms of their distribution and intensity. These 
concentrations were summarized in two thematic maps (places of value and improvement) for 
presentation to the community at a final workshop on the last day of the summer school.  
 

 

 
 

Figure 2 Composite map of the most valued places in Artena 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Composite map of places perceived to need the most improvement 
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Places and paths identified as the most valued sites (Fig. 2) corresponded in most cases with 
their role as a social meeting space, but in some cases also related to their historical, cultural 
and religious significance. Identified places of value included the churchyard and the church 
of S. Croce, Piazza Vittoria, Via Maggiore, the Piazza della Resistenza, the 
Palazzo Borghese park called “the Villa”, the archaeological site called “Piana Civita,” and 
Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli. The largest vacant lot in town, called “Case spallate,” the result 
of bombing during the Second World War, was also mentioned by a few residents, 
particularly adolescents. Many of the places identified were discussed in terms of cherished 
memories.  
Places for improvement (Fig. 3) corresponded mostly to the many trash-filled and neglected 
vacant lots in the heart of town caused by World War II bombing, but also to old Artenese 
palaces such as the Palazzo Borghese and the small Palace of the Governo, which are in dire 
need of restoration. The Borghese park called “la Villa”, which is remembered as a very nice 
place but now difficult to access, was also mentioned. These “places for improvement” were 
concentrated within the inner part of town as opposed to the more valued sites, which were 
found on the outer edges of Artena.  
 
Though the values mapping research described herein was intended to inform the other 
bioacupuncture projects, time constraints made their concurrent execution necessary. 
Nevertheless, the Biourbanism Summer School participants were intuitively drawn to the 
many vacant lots in the heart of town. These decisions were likely made as much because of 
the low risk associated with the spots on account of their obvious neglect, as of a perceived 
intervention need. 
 
In conducting the values mapping interviews, many of the residents, when asked to 
participate, were initially reluctant or hesitant. After explaining the reasons why we were 
looking for information on Artena – in order to understand their needs and their difficulties, 
ambitions and desires – we found people very willing share. Often our interest in them was 
rewarded with gratitude for our work and our attention to them. Thus, aside from uncovering 
places of social and personal meaning and opportunity, we discovered that one of the pressing 
needs of the community is that of “being heard,” especially by the municipality, which was 
often referenced during the interviews.  
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Figure 4 Churchyard of St. Croce during the “Live Artena” Festival 
 
In response to the perceived lack of municipal assistance in community development, many 
Artenese have taken it upon themselves to initiate activity. One group of young Artenese have 
recently organized a blog and a website which serves as an intermediary between people and 
institutions in Artena towards community development. Village residents also organize 
several activities throughout the year, from folk festivals to religious events. Particularly 
important as a center for these festivals is the churchyard of St. Croce, which was identified in 
the interviews to be as important for social meaning as for religious meaning (Fig. 
4). “Live Artena” is one of the largest such events of the year (Fig. 5), in which old 
cellars and warehouses are revived as art galleries and mini-bars. The expansion of this 
event is seen as an opportunity which could become an important vehicle to boost the local 
economy and to revive the historic village. In particular, many residents would like to see Via 
Maggiore be redeveloped to become a place in which typical food products and crafts of the 
area are displayed in order to attract tourists and people from outside to move to Old Artena.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 5 Photographs of the galleries of “Live Artena” 
 

 
VALUES MAPPING AS A TOOL FOR BIOURBANISM RESEARCH AND DESIGN 
 
One of the major problems in modern architecture is that projects are often designed and built 
without sensitivity to the place in which they are situated and the social and natural systems 
which operate there, seeking instead to create a universal artistic statement. Biourbanism 
seeks to counter this issue by treating the urban environment as a complex system within 
which interactions between human and physical elements can be deepened in a way that 
provides environmental enhancement, psychological restoration, and a higher quality of life 
(Caperna et al., 2010). By conducting community values mapping, subjective and objective 
elements of the landscape are combined in a way that can deepen understanding of physical 
and social interactions within an urban environment.  
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Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City (1960) and subsequent work demonstrated that 
uncovering human perceptions of the urban environment through mental mapping can be used 
as the conceptual basis for sound urban design. The research described herein utilized paper-
based maps to uncover Artena residents’ mental maps of their community and demonstrated a 
consistent picture of meaningful and activity-rich areas on the one hand, and negatively 
perceived areas on the other hand. While paper maps allow a certain degree of flexibility in 
capturing multifaceted, place-based relationships and values, they are also time-consuming in 
data analysis. Though this method worked well for the small population of Old Artena, GIS 
(Geographic Information Systems) and other digital cartographic tools may be more 
appropriate in other urban settings with higher populations and more complex built areas to 
uncover place meanings and how they connect with physical form.  
 
Combining place-based perceptions with geographic information on the built and natural 
environment has multifaceted, powerful planning capabilities. Though this area of research is 
relatively new, it has already shown great promise for exploring aesthetic preferences, 
psychological well-being, restoration, social interaction and place attachment (Brown & 
Raymond, 2007; Fuller, Irvine, Devine-Wright, Warren, & Gaston, 2007; Matsuoka & 
Kaplan, 2008). Values mapping also facilitates participatory planning by providing a 
communication tool and a means to more deeply think about the way one relates to and 
interacts with one’s environment, as well as offering a powerful visualization of community 
values and threats. The latter point is particularly important considering participatory planning 
has been the subject of increasing emphasis in both research and planning practice over the 
last 20 years (King, Renó, & Novo, 2013). Future biourbanist research could incorporate 
community values mapping to explore how biophilic designs affect various dimensions of 
human well-being and quality of life in urban environments.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The community values mapping approach described demonstrated to be a useful method of 
charting important elements of the social system in Artena, notably important meeting areas 
and walking routes, places of meaning, and places of opportunity. The research indicated that 
the most activity-rich and meaningful areas of town lie on its outer edges, whereas areas most 
needing improvement are concentrated in the middle of town, particularly in bombed out 
vacant lots. Though a sense of intuition directed the location of most of the bioacupuncture 
projects completed during the course of the 2013 Biourbanism Summer School, which 
correlated with the values mapping results, intuition and artistic inspiration in architecture do 
not always lead to well-placed and well-received results. A values mapping approach such as 
the one described herein has the potential to pinpoint areas of activity, meaning and 
opportunity so that natural social flows and values are respected while areas in need of urban 
revitalization can be pinpointed. It also proved to be a useful tool for community members to 
voice their hopes and frustrations regarding planning in the city. Though the approach 
described here only used basic paper-based maps means and no digital analytical tools, more 
sophisticated community values mapping approaches have been shown to have vast potential 
for underlining interactions between social and natural systems at a myriad of scales, from the 
individual to the neighborhood and city-level. Community values mapping is thus 
recommended as a powerful tool for future research in biourbanism. 
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ABSTRACT 

During the Summer School in Artena, one of the proposed exercises was about resetting the 
so-called “Case spallate” – an area below the small Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli, consisting of 
two terraces without access from the street. This empty urban space is the result of war 
bombing, and it is underutilized and neglected until now. 

Several proposals were made, in order of summarizing wishes and demands of the population, 
but they have been gradually dropped during the construction. Trying to overcome the 
difficulties of the place and to emphasize its potentialities was one thing on paper. On the 
other hand, going on the field revealed the “essence of the place”, who prevailed over the will 
of designers. For example, benches for admiring the view were added, which were not 
previously thought of before our survey. Upon project completion some structures were 
created: an access path, a “waterway” to collect meteoric waters, a space which can work as a 
water pool or an entertainment area, according to the time of year. 

In the final phase of the work, which lasted a couple of days, the population began to take 
interest in the re-qualified space, and to reclaim it. 

Key words: redevelopment, re-evaluation, meeting place, belvedere, events, participation of 
the population, biourban acupuncture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The historic village of Artena spreads over a hill of the Lepine mountains in the province of 
Rome. Its urban density makes the connecting roads and open spaces to seem part of the 
houses themselves. The steeply sloping connections are resolved with stone steps, along 
which mules only can carry heavy materials and supplies. The spaces that open up 
unexpectedly here and there, are the results of bombing during the last world war. The so-
called “Case spallate” are gaps left by the destruction of some houses, and never re-sewed. 
For decades, these spaces kept being small landfills between the houses. 

One of the proposed exercises during the Summer School was the redevelopment of one of 
these areas. More precisely, we identified the terracing below Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli, as 
a particularly significant point on which to intervene. 

Having to “rethink” a place so special and complex, we tried to better understand how the 
Artenese lived and conceived these spaces. 

Figure 1 Festival in piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli 

Some people were interviewed, from the youngest to the most elderly, and asked what they 
wanted for Artena, what was missing and what they needed. As a result we found out that one 
of the most significant points for them is Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli. Upon request of the 
population, the municipality recently paved it to make it available for community gatherings 
and events (Fig. 1). Nonetheless the square remains an unfinished space, with stones still 
stacked by the existing benches, which makes it difficult to use the space fully (Fig. 2). 
Further below, looking out over the parapet, one can see the abandoned terraces. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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The space below Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli on which action was taken, is structured around 
a couple of terraces on a steep slope. These terraces do not have any direct access, 
one has to climb over some rocks to enter. The usability is also difficult due to the presence of 
debris and materials of varied nature, which were accumulated and abandoned in this place 
during decades of neglect and abandonment. 

Trying to plan a redevelopment project area, we thought back to the interviews. People had 
expressed the need for meeting spaces, public gardens, playgrounds for children, and places 
for recreation, where they could organize events able to attract people from the outside. 
The team working at “Case spallate” was big and heterogeneous in both nationality and 
background, and produced several threads (Fig. 3) and project proposals (Fig. 4). 

A further analysis through the site let the group focus on physical space, morphology, 
problems, potentialities, and it brought up some common themes, which would be included in 
the final design (Fig. 5). 

Figure 2. Piazza Don Amedeo Vitelli with cobblestones no longer repositioned 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Figure 3. Exchange of ideas and arguments in the working group 

Figure 4. Some project proposals 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Figure 5. Proposal for final project 
 
 
First of all, we realized that the two areas were needing “connection”. As a consequence it felt 
natural to design a path that would link them to each other. Additionally, we tried to create a 
meeting area surrounded by greenery, and a leisure centre for concerts, shows, and more. 
Somebody found relevant the realization of a “water space” in which people could find 
refreshment during summer. A hard task to achieve indeed, due to the dryness of the climate. 
We thus decided to perform this space as a “flow basin”, which would convey the “waterway” 
naturally self-forming during the rains, but that could be used as a small theatre during the dry 
season. 

 
 

Figure 6. Situation of the terraces before the intervention 
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Figure 7. Cleanup work 

In the initial phase we started to clean up the place (Fig. 12.6 and 12.7), both on the surface 
and in depth. Cleaning was continued in depth, until we were able to find the level where the 
land could be usable. We considered all the terrace wall and street pavement stones, poles and 
wooden beams from demolitions, and various ferrous pieces that we found on the ground 
(Fig. 12.8) as useful material to be reused for realizing some of the structures of the project. 

Figure .8. Installation of benches to enjoy the view below 
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Figure 9. Final layout with seats, the waterway, the access path, and the basin at the bottom 
 
 
During the construction phase, such material started to be utilized. Initially an access path in 
clay was created, following the contours of the existing ground. As we proceeded with the 
work, the “essence of the place” took over the project. Looking at the panorama of the valley 
below, it seemed natural to build a “lookout”, creating relax spots which weren’t initially 
planned (Fig. 8). Beside it the waterway with a cascade of stones to mark the path, and the 
water collection basin below were created (Fig. 9). 
 
 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Figure 10 A forecast of complete work 

ESTIMATION OF THE COSTS 

If the work could had been carried on, this is its possible maximum cost, according to the 
official 2012 public works rate list of Lazio Region. 

Work carried out during the Summer school (about 18 people who have alternated three days 
of work): 

1. Cleaning of the surface layers: manual digging of the soil, raking, €   4.000,00 
collection and sorting of waste and found materials

Works estimated to complete the project area: 

2. Realization of the soil layer useful for further work: carrying € 15.300,00 
cultivation soil, forming levels of land, bagging and carrying
materials on man’s shoulder, landfills transportation

3. Creation of access stairs from the side streets: opening access €   6.500,00 
for demolition, construction of stairs with concrete, stone
cladding of the space, retaining wall, arrangement of rock
existing access
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4. Creation of fences on the outer wall of the border: €   3.000,00 

5. Creation of internal pedestrian access path paved with site stones €   3.500,00 

6. Creation of retaining walls by using the stones found on site, €   5.000,00 
terracing the area, flower bedding

7. Creation of three levels with recycled materials found on site €   1.500,00 

Creation of gutter stone for the “waterway”, of a containment tank for €   7.500,00 
water made by semi-circular tiers, to be used as an entertainment space 

8. Irrigation system €  4.000,00 

9. Supply and installation of urban furniture: benches, litter bins, €   9.000,00 
children’s games.

10. Turfing about half of the area €   1.500,00 

11. Supply and installation of trees €   4.500,00 

Total € 69.300,00 

CONCLUSION 

After the realization, the attraction and curiosity of the Artenese towards the job we were 
doing increased, especially towards the change that had taken place in just a few days. The 
inhabitants began to make proposals on how to continue the work or embellish the different 
spaces with flowers, plants and other things. 

This area seemed to have finally been “unlocked” and they were starting reclaiming it. 

One of the aims of the intervention was the participation of the population, which 
unfortunately hadn’t been established in the early phase, but was then increasing. 

Following the theory of “biourban acupuncture”, our small intervention managed to create a 
greater repercussion of our intentions, which we hope will continue in the future. 
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ABSTRACT 

The historical identity of Artena has strong texture and natural spaces that give the town a 
strong potentiality for social life. Nevertheless the town lacks an effective, recreation area. 
We identified an unlinked free space used as a weak green garbage area. Our aim is returning 
that potential area into life, by linking it to a green recreational function, i.e. by making it a 
meeting and vista point. 

Key words: potential, strong texture, stone, link, meeting point, unique, turn into alive place, 
vista point 
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NEEDED SOUL 
 
When we decided the area for our project, we knew that our space had a potential, despite it 
looked like a garbage dump. All we needed to bring that dead space back to life was just a 
little bit of spark and nature touch.  
 
The area has a very sloped topography that allow us to find more creative, dynamic and 
surprising usages. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1 An expected view from vertical garden and waterfall 
 
 

WHAT UNDERLIES THE DESIGN 
 
The constraint of using onsite recovered material only (stones, wood, etc.) brought the unique 
biophilic character of Artena to our design. The goal was a multi useable area, that can attract 
both old and young visitors. In undertaking that function it should link the whole green spaces 
and also make connection between people and nature. The project area has a very good and 
huge vista point over the valley (Fig. 4). It also can be seen from the valley widely. Using the 
wall as a vertical garden with waterfall can make the town even more attractive to everybody, 
so that not only Artena people, but also neighbourhoods can come visiting and using it as a 
recreation area. 
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Figure 2 Water cascade 

Generally a slope represents a design problem because it makes costs and work time grow; 
but we can turn that difficulty into a function, by making it a privileged point of observation 
over the valley. We thus created little terraces with wood benches, where people can relax and 
contemplate the panorama where all the beauty of the valley lies on underfoot (Fig. 3). 

Considering our desire of making the place as ecological and compatible with the 
environment as possible, we focused on the big wall behind it. We realised that we can use 
rain water, let it flow, and collect it in a pool at the lowest level of the place (Figures 1 and 2). 
Thus youth of Artena could use that pool… and maybe even older people could! 

We hope that our idea brings in a new landmark and more connectedness into the urban 
space, because  disconnected, soulless spaces make people to become more unsocial and more 
alone.  
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Figure 3 Benches for rest and relax, vista points 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4 A different view of the site 
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Green reminiscence 
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ABSTRACT 

The theory of Biourbanism considers the urban body as a complex living organism, since it 
represents humans’ living environment. Thus, combined with the designing tool of Urban 
Acupuncture that pinpoints areas in need of repair (Casagrande, 2013), it is able to relieve 
stress through the living space, in the human species. Using these theories, the “green 
reminiscence” project held in an historical area of Artena’s location, brings in a symbol in 
order to stimulate the habitants. Using local materials and local patterns, it creates everlasting 
fractals that make the dwellers familiar with the Gaia Hypothesis, the humans’ subconscious 
connection with Earth, which exists under each and every man-made action. 

Key words: Biourbanism, Urban Acupuncture, Gaia Hypothesis, local pattern, fractal, self-
similarity 
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“Read Nature with an open heart, listen to Nature with a ready mind” 
 

(Barbiero, 2013) 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The projects of Biourbanism Summer School 2013 focus on the impact of man-made urban 
actions on the surrounding environment and therefore, on the humans’ short-term and long-
term physicality and psychology. What happens if you dig and find a root, or plant a small 
tree in an area where people only used to see concrete and rocks? How and why do dwellers 
choose an alternative use of that area afterwards and the most important, how do they by 
themselves preserve or alter this use only for their benefit? The greater impact is not only for 
scientific teams, but basically for inhabitants to realize that cities or villages are not only the 
space where we live, but in fact a locus, since locus is when space is imbibed with the man- 
made actions (Philippakis, 2010). According to Biourbanism, this living hypercomplex 
system is composed of several interconnected layers of dynamic structure, all influencing 
each other in a non-linear manner (Caperna, 2011). Thus, in a world ruled by the laws of 
complexity, it seems extremely difficult for any scientist to predict, when pulling a string with 
brutal and large scale interventions on an urban layer, which Pandora’s Box is opened in 
another.  
 
Here comes (Bio) Urban Acupuncture, a theory which studies not only the layers of the 
environment, but basically the links between them. It is based on the combination of urban 
design with traditional Chinese medical theory of acupuncture (Casagrande, 2013) and 
teaches us that, as in the human body, urban space needs needles in strategic points where 
“stress” is held and can’t be relieved. These urban needles are small-scale interventions that 
seem to heal many linked layers and eventually the larger urban context (Casagrande, 2013).  
 
This theory is strictly connected with environmentalism, as many actions attempt to balance 
relations between humans and the various natural systems (Lincoln, 2009), such as the big 
tree in the alley of Ruin Academy (Artena, Italy) that has spread its roots over a wide surface 
on the wall and it has penetrated through the wall in order to lock itself into the primary 
structures of the building. This tree has chosen a man-made structure as its living environment 
(Casagrande, 2013; p. 6) and constitutes one of the greatest small-scale verifications of 
human’s and nature’s co-existence. This kind of actions helps us after all to re-discover little 
by little our ecological selves, being part of our deepest self (Barbiero, 2013), which lead us 
to the Gaia Hypothesis, the human’s deeper connection to Nature (to Earth, from its core to its 
surroundings), as being part of it. Even in this evolved, artificial society, where our 
naturalistic intelligence is progressively fading out, we still have the need to interact with 
natural elements, to feel the Ground under our feet, to drink water directly from the fountain, 
to discover the roots under the floor. The rocks, the minerals, the water, the air, the earth and 
its visible inhabitants, each creature, living or not, can speak to us, can help us feel at ease 
within our common home, the Habitable Earth (Barbiero, 2013). 
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“Green reminiscence” project, held in Artena village (Italy), is the symbolic outcome of that 
theory; it’s the archetypal reminiscence of the lost balanced relation with what’s around us, 
what’s inside us, what surrounds the boundaries of our bodies. Its purpose is a gesture of 
revival of our naturalistic instinct, a gesture to re-discover our connection with life, which 
gives us the key, after all, to open the door of sustainability. 

THE PROJECT 

Artena is an Italian village that, according to a civil settlement excavated recently, is dating 
back to the fifth and forth century BC. Destroyed by the Romans it was revived and 
developed in the Middle Ages as a fortified castle. By then, due to its strategic structure, it 
became one of the most important targets in many wars, so in the World War II it was 
bombed, leaving ruins instead of houses. Artena is a living organism, with its free spaces 
being organized in the most effective way and fully adaptable to dwellers’ needs. So these 
holes, created brutally by the war, became dead spaces with no use. Until now one of these 
areas is covered by concrete and has become an intolerable place unable to be used during the 
daylight because of the heat and the lack of shadow provided. It contrasts significantly with 
the picturesque landscape.  

Actions for covering the reminiscence of the war like the concrete put over this area sound in 
opposition to the naturalistic instinct. Nature lies under the cement and tries to find cracks in 
order to rise again and co-exist with its physical landscape and the inhabitants. And it could, 
in the end. Roots started cracking the concrete seeking for sun and water, giving a tremendous 
hint of what’s lying above. 

Clearly, what this area needed was to get re-attached with its actual ground, to get rid of the 
impression of abandonment that was the war heritage. The ground needed to be alive; its 
power was emerging through the concrete towards the whole space. The evidence was in the 
corner where some roots had started cracking the material, next to a useless bench. Getting rid 
of the concrete along the whole area was the first impulse, but of course it was unrealizable. 
Thus, the corner became the strategic point of what this project symbolizes.  

Several rocks and stones left after some road repair were lying over the roots, making 
impossible for the inhabitants to observe the extraordinary effort of nature for re-gaining its 
space. At the beginning I thought to make a new plant grow in that specific corner in order to 
achieve this symbolic re-connection, until I realized that nature have had this idea first. A 
climbing plant could also have a functional role, providing the existing bench with shadow.  

So I started re-arranging and organizing the existing stones in order to create a proper place 
for the plant to grow, small rocks that seemed to match with each other, like a puzzle. For 
their re-arrangement, existing patterns of the village were used: rocks that pop out of the walls 
and floors of Artena, their cracks, even the staircase that occupies most of the village’s free 
space, qualities observed in every corner, constituting its most representative characteristics.  

These elements and motifs with an underlying mathematical structure that repeat themselves 
(Stewart, 2001 p. 6), have a significant importance in this project, while their use in a smaller 
scale is the result of the observation of the wider space. Its characteristic geometric shapes 
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create a fractal. Fractality or the presence of self-similar patterns where self-similar means 
they are the same from near as from far (Gouyet, 1996), is one of the most important 
structural laws of the world, the way every complex element of nature is formed. We usually 
begin noticing such a structure on a large scale. The power of self-similarity begins at much 
greater levels of complexity, it is a matter of looking at the whole (Gleick, 1987 p.115). Thus, 
the significant importance lies in the fact that, by obtaining and using these local patterns, we 
actually use the primitive law of self-similarity that describes the whole concept of the world 
– while theoretically, fractals are not limited to geometric patterns, but can also describe 
processes in time (Vicsek, 1992 p. 31), images, structures and sounds (Brothers, 2007) – in 
order to achieve our re-connection with it through one of its smaller-scale living hyper-
complex systems: our society.  
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Reading the urban layers, acknowledging their links, choosing strategic points in need to be 
pinpointed and making small-scale interventions to relieve stress; that is the procedure of 
biourbanism combined with urban acupuncture, for everlasting balanced societies to be 
created. Regarding the environmental layer, actions trying to accomplish re-connection of 
humans with other living organisms should be taken into great consideration, since this 
connection constitutes one of the most significant issues of our society. If the ecology is the 
science of the relationships between living organisms and their environment, the relationships 
between human beings and the rest of the living world should receive particular attention 
(Barbiero, 2013). Nevertheless, for the majority of people, an exclusively rational and 
cognitive approach to the environment issues is often insufficient to motivate them to take 
preventative or remedial action (Barbiero, 2013). Nevertheless, sometimes, even observing a 
slight difference in our intimate environment is all we need to re-discover the balance needed 
for continual evolution. Thus, the impact of these actions would be the response by the locus, 
by the living organisms that compose the society. My symbolic gesture wants to open such a 
dialogue between them. After all, actions without an impact don’t exist; every action, even the 
urban one, indicates movement, but without the social impact it remains static and eventually 
dies. 
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ABSTRACT 

Landed in the city of Artena for the International Society of Bioburanism’s summer school, 
we were immediately challenged to understand its environment at a level that would permit us 
to recognize not only its individual parts, but more importantly, how these parts are organized 
into a pattern (Lynch, 1960) which forms Artena’s unique identity. Following the 
Biourbanism approach, we aimed to decipher and point out the existing patterns and their 
interrelations. The project ‘Life Bearing Rocks’, focuses on the sequence of patterns that are 
manifested in the city’s rock cracks, bringing life in through the complexity of emerging 
buildings, movement flows, vegetation, and people. Using the tool of biourban acupuncture 
(Casagrande, 2013) we tried to give prominence to the wholeness that nature creates in the 
body of Artena through its discreet presence in the rocks’ cracks, by planting and cleaning the 
soil of small nodal points.  

Key words: Biourbanism, biourban acupuncture, patterns, rock cracks. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The choice of developing a project beside the city’s rocks lies in the fact that these tiny spatial 
nodes are an eloquent narration of Artena’s nature and human beings cohabitation. They 
embody the whole system of inhabitants spatial practices, through which they recognize 
themselves and both enjoy and modify their space by slowly producing it whilst appropriating 
it (Lefebvre, 1991). 
 
The rocky landscape of Artena demands a constant movement in a vertical axis which is 
pleasantly interrupted by small horizontal surfaces, through the diffusion of the rocks’ cracks. 
This geometry creates a spatial system of small surfaces, which through their direct 
connection generates the city of Artena and organizes its social life in a multi core web of life. 
Hence, in some cases, the rock cracks form the street network of the city; in others the 
foundation of houses; or, in our case, the locus of children’s daily activity and the place of 
their gradual maturation. 
 
 
PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION 
 
From the first moments of our presence at this special spot of Artena, we felt an invisible 
bond with it. Fascinated by the outstanding, almost dramatic, morphology of the rock, we felt 
invited to explore its cracks and enjoy the sun like little lizards in their natural environment. 
Only a few minutes later, we realized that it was not feeling like home only to the two of us. 
We were standing exactly at the afterschool playground area of Artena, the place of the 
children’s daily afternoon appointment for playing, talking and living: their favourite spot in 
Artena as they all spontaneously confessed. The boys were playing with the rocky vertical 
landscape by climbing and practicing impressive jumps, performing a daily silent ritual of 
maturation. The higher they conquered the rock, the more they grew up. The girls, more quiet, 
always united, were observing the boys and at the same time claiming the space for their 
needs, a sanctuary away from the eyes of the ‘grannies’, a clean space with flowers where 
they can sit, talk, play volleyball, and hide and seek. 
 
As soon as the children saw us with gloves and plastic bags, they started working with us. 
Soon, we became their helpers. They could reach every spot of the rock, no matter how steep 
it was. The rock cracks were their home and they knew every single part of it. After two days 
of constant work, their rock was a white canvas, ready to be enriched with their desires.  
 
During the following days, our team became larger. The local construction workers taught us 
how to rebuild some small ruined stone supporting walls. They gave us the materials and lent 
us their tools. With them, we also created some sitting places, using the slabs we found during 
the cleaning process. We also cleaned some parts from some stones that the heavy winter rain 
had made slide down. 
 
Through the cleaning process, by removing the alienating human traces that fouled the spatial 
experience of the place, we had the opportunity to highlight the readability of nature’s design. 
The small supporting constructions aimed to enhance the cooperation of nature and humans in 
the process of the production of the space. Thereafter, our acupuncture points were revealed, 
calling for the existing small soil patches along the rock cracks network to become 
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flowerbeds. Together with the children, we planted the small colourful flowers and created 
the garden that was already there, hidden among the rocks. 

CONCLUSION 

Thanks to the project ‘Life bearing rocks’, we had the opportunity to understand to a 
satisfying level the complexity of Artena’s urban structure. Studying the behavioral patterns 
of its dwellers in a small scale, such as the everyday random and exploratory movement of the 
children along the rocks, we were able to recognize the interrelations between the people and 
the space they inhabit (Whyte, 1980). The geometry of the rock cracks, being itself a 
micrograph of Artena’s urban fabric, reveals the spatial practices of people and the flows of 
multiple movements, be them human, informational, or energetic. 

Working with the children as a united team, Roberta, Lorena, Valentina and Tiffany, we 
aimed to nurture people’s interest for their living environment and unfold its existing 
qualities. 

Figure 1 Moment 1: Cleaning 

Figure 2 Moment 2: Small restorations and constructions 
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Figure 3 Moment 3: Planting 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4 The life bearing rocks project 
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ABSTRACT 

The paper presents a project based on the theories of Urban acupuncture and Placemaking, 
incorporated with the concept of Soundscape. The intention of this project was to move away 
from traditional placemaking strategies that usually result in visible improvement of the 
space. The aural environment, i.e., the soundscape in Artena was designed by introducing a 
specific sound into the local soundscape, the bell rings along with the mules’ movement. The 
bell ring was recognized as not only a pleasant sound that could change the atmosphere in the 
village, but also as an information source, a local seniors’ social care media. The bell ring also 
has the potential to become a soundmark of Artena, which could become incorporated in the 
cultural identity. A design concept for the bell of Artena was also proposed.  

Keywords: Placemaking, urban acupuncture, sound, soundscape, soundmark, bell ring, mule, 
Artena. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This paper presents a project developed during the summer school 2013 “Neuroergonomics 
and Urban Placemaking” in Artena, Rome, organized by the International Society of 
Biourbanism. Based on the theories of “Urban acupuncture” and of “Placemaking”, this 
project was done in combination with the concept of “Soundscape”, and showed how sound 
could change a place with multiple significance. 
 
Acupuncture is a traditional Chinese medical theory, which stimulates specific acupuncture 
points on the body with needles to correct imbalance (disease) in the flow of Chi through 
channels known as meridians. “Urban acupuncture” is an urban environmentalism theory 
which combines urban design with this traditional Chinese medical theory, and uses small-
scale interventions to transform the larger urban context, thus to relieve stress in the 
environment (Casagrande, 2013). As stated by the champion of the concept, Marco 
Casagrande, Finnish architect and social theorist, “urban acupuncture means focusing on 
small, subtle, bottom-up interventions that harness and direct community energy in positive 
ways to heal urban blight and improve the cityscape” (Casagrande, 2013). The principles of 
urban acupuncture theory are in many aspects in consistence with those of “Placemaking” 
which is a multi-faceted, community-driven, bottom-up approach to planning, design and 
management of public spaces. Placemaking is also recognized as both a process and a 
philosophy, and an hands-on tool for improving a neighbourhood, city or region 
(Metropolitan Planning Council of Chicago) (Fortuzzi, 2013). 
 
The concept of “Soundscape” was first introduced by Schafer (1969, 1977) who was 
concerned about noise pollution and people’s awareness of acoustic environments. It is 
treated as the “auditory properties of a landscape”, and defined as the totality of the sounds 
that reaches the human ear from a particular environment. The soundscape concept focuses 
not only on the negative aspects of the sonic environment, i.e. noise, but also on the positive 
aspects. It deals with the physical, social, and psychological factors in the human perception 
of the acoustic environment. A pioneering soundscape research was also carried out by 
Southworth (1969) who was concerned about soundscape in terms of the identity and the 
delightfulness of the sounds, as well as about the correlation between visual and auditory 
perception. Several guidelines about the sound elements of a preferred soundscape could be 
extracted from the findings of his research in soundscape design, including that sounds should 
be novel, informative, responsive to personal action, and culturally approved; sounds should 
fit into the context; and sounds should have low to middle frequency and intensity. Recent 
soundscape researches also provided rich knowledge for designing purpose (Liu et al., 2013a, 
2013b; Yang and Kang, 2005), and a soundscape oriented design approach has been already 
adopted in urban planning (De Coensel et al., 2010), and in urban park design (Gaetano et al., 
2010). The soundscape approach has the potential to inspire and provoke new thoughts, and to 
challenge the visual dominance in design and planning of spaces. As stated at the beginning, 
this project was done exactly on this purpose.  
 
 
LOCATION AND CONTEXT OF THE PROJECT 
 
Artena is a village in the province of Rome, Italy. It is situated in the northwest of Monti 
Lepini, in the upper valley of the Sacco River. It is approximately 40 km southeast by rail, 
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and 30 km direct from Rome. Economy is based on agriculture, animal husbandry and 
tourism. The project is conducted in the historical part of the village built on the north side of 
the mountain and overlooking the valley. Though there are traffic roads reaching to both north 
and south sides of the village, the road system inside the village is not approachable for 
modern transportation, as most of the roads are narrow steps built with stones. Thus, mules 
are used until now in the village for delivery of necessities, rubbish and construction 
materials, etc. (Fig. 1). The image of mule is used already for external propaganda of Artena, 
as one of the local characteristics (Fig. 2).  

Since the beginning of our research we had in mind the idea of combining the soundscape 
approach with placemaking. The soundscapes in the village are formed mainly by human 
sounds (talking, activities), regular sounds from the church bell, weak traffic sounds from the 
valley, and natural sounds (wind, birdsong). Generally speaking, this is a quiet village, but the 
soundscape here has no typical characteristic. Thus, we recognized that there was a chance to 
change the soundscape here, and to improve its quality, and to enhance the soundscape 
characteristic of Artena. 

Figures 1 and 2 Mules in Artena 

SOUNDSCAPE DESIGN PROCESS 

Although the project used a soundscape concept, the process of soundscape design closely 
followed the three steps of placemaking (Fortuzzi, 2013).  

1) Discover. The first step of placemaking requires the designers to discover the needs and
aspirations of the people who use this space through communication with them, to view the 
place as an entirety, and to pay attention to issues on the small scales.  

The inspiration came out when the mules were passing by. Yet it is worldwide common to put 
bells on livestock such as cows, donkeys, mules and goats, who inform their owners about the 
animals’ location, most of the mules in Artena are normally not wearing bells. The bell worn 
by only 1 out of 15 mules rings only at night, not during the delivery, as stated by the owner. 
The ring produced by bells along with the mules’ movement is a kind of low to middle 
frequency and intensity sound in its physical characteristic, and could be a pleasant sound if 
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introduced into the soundscape. The bell ring could be more significant in terms of giving 
information. As the road inside the village are usually narrow, when the mules pass by, the 
others from the opposite direction may have to wait. The bell ring could give a signal to the 
villagers about mules’ approaching, thus they could have an earlier response. Also because of 
the road condition in Artena, it is difficult for seniors to walk out of their houses even to the 
nearby shops to get their necessities, especially in winter time. As the mules are already used 
for delivery of these necessities to the local shops, with the bell ring along with them, it is 
possible for the seniors to get their necessities directly in front of the door of their houses. 
When they hear the bell ring, they know that the mules carrying their necessities are coming. 
Here the bell ring could function as a specific social care of the seniors. Thus, bell ringing 
along with the mules’ movement is recognized as a placemaking acupuncture needle.  
 
2) Create a common vision. The second step of placemaking is to create a common vision 
about that place, by the use of the gathered information.  
 
Routes where the mules are usually passing by were surveyed with the help of the delivery 
man, and shown later on the map of Artena (Fig. 2). It was found that the routes cover almost 
the whole village. It means that, by just putting bells on the mules, they could bring the 
pleasant sound to the whole village as they are passing by different routes. Thus the action 
could change the whole image of the soundscape in Artena. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 The routes where mule pass by in Artena 
 
 
3) Implement. This is the last step of placemaking, in which the common vision should be 
evolved into an implementation strategy, beginning with small-scale and feasible 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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improvements that can immediately bring benefits to public spaces and to the people who use 
them. 

With the help of a villager, we found one old bell that gives a pleasant sound. We walked with 
the bell across the mules’ routes in the village to observe their reactions. Most villagers were 
curious and showed interested in the bell ring. When we asked their opinion about the belling 
ring, most of villagers said that it was a pleasant sound, and that they would like to hear it in 
the village regularly. The bell ringing with the mules’ movement could be culturally approved 
by the local villagers.  

We considered necessary to design a specific bell for Artena, in order to bring its connection 
to a deeper cultural level. Thus, we developed a design concept based on the information 
gathered from the local villagers.  

Our bell’s shape follows the traditional type used in Artena, which is very similar to the 
famous Treicheln style Swiss cow bell. Then the most important symbol of Artena (Arco 
Borghese) along with its motto “EX CINERE RESURGO” which means “We Rise from the 
Ashes” is put on the bell, as shown in Fig. 3. The villagers were consulted about the design of 
the bell. 

Figure 3 Bell designed with the symbol of Artena 

Because of time reason, although we could not make the designed bell or find enough bells to 
be put on the mules, with the support of the delivery man, we shot a video of our walk 
through the village routes with the mule carrying a bell, in order  to clearly explain the project 
idea. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The initial purpose of soundscape concept was to arouse people’s awareness of their 
surrounding acoustic environment. In this project, instead of using traditional placemaking 
strategies that usually result in visible improvement of the space, the aural environment or 
soundscape of Artena was designed by introducing a specific sound into the local soundscape: 
the ring of a bell carried on by mules. The bell ring is not only a pleasant sound able to 
change the atmosphere in the village, but it also works as a helpful information source and a 
resource of social care for local elders. Soundscapes have been recognised as vital for the  
sense of a place (Schafer, 1994). Schafer coined the term soundmark out of the word 
landmark, to describe the sound unique to a specific location. Soundmarks can give specific 
information about places, and help people to form the sense of their living environment. If the 
project idea would be adopted by the village, the ringing mule’s bell has the potential to 
become a soundmark of Artena, thus part of the local culture in future.  
 
The project idea was developed by closely examining the life style and the requirement of the 
villagers. Putting a bell on the mule is this kind of pinpointed and quickly accomplished 
interventions that release energy and create a positive ripple effect, as proposed by the urban 
acupuncture theory (Hinchberger, 2006). The soundscape design process followed also the 
placemaking steps. We believe that the bell ring will improve the spiritual qualities of the 
village. The mules will play music on the way whilst carrying history and life in this 
mountain village.  
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ABSTRACT 

Open space revitalization in Artena had the aim of introducing a design element that would 
serve as a catalyst for future interventions by the local community. As ISB students of 
Neuroergonomics and Urban Placemaking, we planned to achieve this through two tools and 
an acupuncture ‘needle’. The intent was in establishing a space that would appeal to the 
greater community and encourage interaction, followed by conceiving of an event, a small 
intervention that would awaken the potential of the space to the people of Artena; and 
perpetuated by the presence of a mobile kiosk that could be used for supporting any number 
of community activities.  

The well-intended project was limited by time, materials and terrain, unexpectedly leading to 
a more powerful intervention than what was originally envisioned. Girls of fourteen, and of 
their own accord, took ownership of the revitalization effort to make the open space into a 
place for social interaction and activity.  

Key words: Artena, urban acupuncture, placemaking, open space revitalization, youth 
engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION – ARTENA IN CONTEXT 
 
Artena is by some counts a rustic, medieval, and enchanting old town. But by many 
contemporary standards, Artena is not an easy place to live. Situated on a steep hillside, all 
goods and services brought in and out must be carried by foot or by mule. Over the millennia, 
this practice has only changed in terms of frequency – goods and services are now provided 
less often and in smaller quantities. 
 
As lifestyle expectations have changed, so too has the population. As new commodities 
became more accessible, younger generations began to move out of old Artena to the new 
town in the valley below, where there are new houses with modern amenities and reliable 
services. The more people leave the hillside, the more services disappear, inducing more 
people to leave – and thus the cycle continues. Currently, somewhere between 50-75% of the 
homes of Artena are vacant, and the approximately 400 people who remain are serviced by 
three grocery shops, two restaurants and two bars, all located on the periphery of the historic 
town and intermittently open for operation. 
 
The densely woven network of resources and relationships that had kept Artena together for 
hundreds of years has slowly deteriorated, leaving large gaps in both the town’s social and 
physical infrastructure. Talking to people of all ages, there is a sense of being the few 
survivors, a strong nostalgia for the past and a feeling of abandonment by funding institutions.  
As new waves of immigrants benefit from these gaps – attracted by the availability of low-
cost housing – new challenges to rebuilding the social and physical infrastructure arise. 
Whether the result of ethnic prejudice, cultural and linguistic differences, or the potential 
impermanence of their residency in Artena, newer populations are spoken of by native 
inhabitants as a separate community. Yet evolution of this disparity is also evident, whereby 
the youngest generation now share the same language, attend the same schools and, perhaps 
most importantly, play together.  
 
Artena’s untapped potential was striking, but with deteriorating infrastructure and services, a 
diminishing population base, and no distinct ownership over most open spaces – one begins to 
understand how it must be difficult for locals to envision that potential. Confronting these 
issues head-on was a focus of our week-long academic sojourn to Artena. The theories of 
Biourbanism during our lectures explained to us why we are so fascinated by places such as 
these, and why Artena is a model candidate for biourban acupuncture. The task at hand, then, 
would be for us to devise a strategy to call attention to this potential for the people of Artena.  
 
 
OPEN SPACE REVITALIZATION 
 
With five days to assess potential biourban acupuncture opportunities, identify resources, and 
implement our plan, we aimed to introduce an idea that would serve as a catalyst for 
conceiving future interventions by the Artenese themselves. We planned to do so through two 
tools: 
 
1. Establishing a Space: an open space that would be safe and clean and possess some 

qualities of biophilia – a view outward from the space to both the streets and the valley 
(prospect), shade and seating (refuge), and more vegetation (visual connection with 
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nature) – that would have broad community interest and be a magnet for use by and 
interaction among natives and newcomers, youth and adults, men and women, and 
Artenese and tourists.  

2. Staging an Event: a small-scale, publically accessible recreational event – an activity,
pastime, entertainment event, or other busyness – that would draw attention to the
revitalized space, and shed light on its transformative potential for the town.

Figure 1 Artena from then to now 

We began by selecting a space with the potential to meet our criteria for a space in which to 
stage an event, including proximity to pedestrian flows, presence of shade trees and potable 
fountain water, and visual access to and from the space. We settled on a designed hardscape 
that was evidently not well cared for; the next step was to gather and dispose of the rubbish. 

THE NEEDLE: COMMUNITY YOUTH ENGAGEMENT. THE NEEDLE WE 
SOUGHT TO CREATE 

Once the revitalization space, intent and tactic were established, we set out to identify the 
design intervention that would serve as the ‘acupuncture needle’. We began with the idea of a 
portable and multifunctional kiosk that would provide the very basic elements for any variety 
of activities:  

1. Shade: under which to find refuge from the solar heat – Artena currently had few, if any,
public outdoor spaces offering shade.

2. Surface: on which to place objects (e.g., goods for selling, games for playing) – The few
flat surfaces that existed in the whole of the town were hardscaped and/or littered with
debris.

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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3. Seating: from which to observe, participate or rest – Artena currently had no semi-
permanent group seating options available to the public.  

 
A simple kiosk could be used as a weekly market stall for local or traveling shopkeepers to 
sell groceries in the heart of the town; as a gaming space for children or seniors to play cards 
or board games; a seating area for watching a neighborhood soccer game; or an evening hang-  
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 The chosen location 
 
 
out space for young adults when the local bars close down. In the center of the town – 
midpoint on the hill – no open space was currently able to serve these activities, and through 
dialogue with community members, it was clear that such services were desired. 
 
As we began with a search for potential second-hand materials to build the kiosk, we realized 
that material availability, transportability, and implementation time were more constraining 
than we had expected. We were now on day two of a five-day project. A growing familiarity 
with the topography and street design, which were defining attributes of the town, was giving 
us a greater appreciation for the complexities of goods and services delivery and waste 
disposal. However, this was also a constant reminder of how project implementation may be 
impacted. This realization encouraged us to reassess what was feasible with the resources 
available primarily on the project site (the open space), and secondarily within Artena. 
Consequently, options for constructing the kiosk had become dire. Near the end of the day, 
we had collected nothing but a few wood posts and plastic crates each of questionable 
durability. Aesthetics and safety became a concern – if the kiosk was perceived by the public 
as being made of waste and was potentially unsafe to utilize, its capacity to function as a 
representational kiosk and inspire positive change would fail. 
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Around the same time, a trio of fourteen year-old girls – interviewed during our initial 
opportunities assessment on the previous day – began helping to clean up, along the way 
explaining to us the history of the space and its relationship to the community. We departed 
the project site that afternoon leaving in place a salvaged table and the plastic crates serving 
as representational seating, reluctantly convinced of the efficacy of our ‘needle’.  

THE NEEDLE THE COMMUNITY GAVE US 

Upon returning to the site some 36 hours later, we noticed two things had happened in our 
absence that would redefine our understanding of what a ‘needle’ could be. During our 
absence on day three, the girls had progressed the project and transitioned the focus of the 
intervention to a larger space one street above – they had selected a more flexible space with 
greater visual and physical accessibility. They had also put up a temporary barrier, which, as 
they told us later, was to prevent the boys from messing it up; this indicated to us a sense of 
ownership in the project and pride in their efforts. In response, the boys later placed flowers 
on the makeshift kiosk as a gesture of peace. 

This transition shifted our team’s role from leader to participant: the girls had taken 
ownership of the space, and had developed their own vision for how the space could be 
utilized, as well as its potential relationship to adjacent spaces. There was a de-emphasis on 
designing a kiosk due to limited access to appropriate and safe materials, and our project was 
now to follow them: the girls had become the ‘needle’. 

This latter concept of an open-air cinema had high visibility potential, could be enjoyed by the 
whole town population and, from what we gathered, was unique and unpracticed in Artena. 
On days four and five, we helped the girls remove rubbish and debris, relocate earth and 
stones to build flower beds, and plant flowers, until the space resembled somewhere one 
would want to spend time, somewhere that looked cared for. The new space was better 
situated to serve a wider variety of activities: a playground, urban farm or garden, open-air 
market, small sports field, or an open-air cinema. This latter concept of an open-air cinema 
had high visibility potential, could be enjoyed by the whole town population and, from what 
we gathered, was unique and unpracticed in Artena. 

To help envision what this cinema might look like, we repositioned the plastic crates in rows 
for sitting. White-washing the windowless wall of the adjacent building could serve as the 
screen, and the town had a projector that could be plugged in to a neighboring building. 
Located at the centre of the town and visible from one of the town squares at higher 
elevations on the hill, the movie screen would easily attract attention, serving as a low-cost 
activity that could be regularly provided to the public.  

On days four and five, we helped the girls remove rubbish and debris, relocate earth and 
stones to build flower beds, and plant flowers, until the space resembled somewhere one 
would want to spend time, somewhere that looked cared for. The new space was better 
situated to serve a wider variety of activities: a playground, urban farm or garden, open-air 
market, small sports field, or an open-air cinema. 
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Figure 3 The given location 
 
 

 
 

Figure 4 The work 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5 Rubbish 
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Figure 6 CineArtena 

CONCLUSION – LESSONS LEARNED 

For our team, we perceived Artena as a precious but neglected island. However, we also 
recognized that there are an infinite number of layers of information behind what we observed 
at the surface. This point was made ever so clear when our intended event was derailed by a 
community-wide annual event a youth group had organized for the same day – their own 
urban acupuncture needle. By the end of the five-day project period we had staged no event, 
but were able to reflect upon a few lessons learned: 

• Engaging the whole town is not necessary to have an impact – The event we were
seeking to stage could have been as simple as an impromptu soccer game, a picnic with
the girls, or a brief movie clip.

• Responding more directly to the needs of the population’s various sub-groups requires
more time for research and surveying – When time is of the essence, it is easier to grow a
small-scale idea than to restrict one that starts at a big-scale.

• Implementing neuroergonomic design requires a greater understanding of the people,
their needs and usage patterns of a space, as well as how such information can be aligned
with design strategies to enhance human psychophysiological and cognitive experiences.
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• Being flexible allowed the project outcome to be more impactful than it might have been 
had we insisted on following through with the plan as it had originally been envisioned –
As a group, we were largely unconvinced any one plan was the most appropriate and 
were consequently open-minded to change, such as when we moved locations midway 
through the project.  
 

• Engaging with the community youth was the most valuable experience of the 
revitalization project, both for the perspective it provided us and for the potential to have 
a lasting impact on the community. 

As an exercise in neuroergonomics and urban placemaking, we found that our comprehension 
of biourban acupuncture – though it changed over the course of the project – came naturally 
to us, and to the student group at large; it was a deliberate effort. Whereas, the human science 
– and the degree to which it was valued by each group member – was largely skirted, and was 
thus hardly incorporated. This is likely due to challenges in drawing familiar connections 
between the neurosciences and the built environment.  
 
While this aspect of biourbanism was meant to have a more prominent role in the ISB student 
program, ultimately, what is important is that the capacity to make change in Artena was 
realized, even if only by a few. At the very least, the trio of teenaged girls shared an 
experience that will live on with them and, hopefully, for the long-term benefit of Artena. 
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