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Politecnico di Milano
Department of Design

Founded in 1863, Politecnico di 
Milano is regarded as a lead-
ing research and educational 
institution worldwide, offering 
innovative programs at all levels 
within its schools of Engineer-
ing, Architecture and Design. 
Today it is worldwide among 
the top 10 in the QS ranking 
by Subject in Arts & Design. Its 
Design Department was found-
ed as the first Italian Depart-
ment for Research in Design. 
It promotes the significance 
of design as a key element of 
research and education, able to 
act within the various processes 
of production of tangible and 
intangible goods, focusing on 
the central role of individuals, 
communities, and society as a 
whole, and with a leader role in 
the interplay between industrial 
settings, public and private sec-
tors, public administrations and 
universities.

The research team involved 
in the Human Cities project is 
part of the Polimi DESIS Lab 
within the international DESIS 
Network – Design for Social 
Innovation and Sustainability, a 
group of researchers adopting 
a strategic and systemic ap-
proach to design, with a specific 
focus on design for services and 
design activism.

Politecnico di Milano, Department of 
Design
Via Durando, 10, Milan, Italy 

https://dipartimentodesign.polimi.it/en
Polimi DESIS Lab              
www.desis.polimi.it 
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What does it mean to look for innovation processes 
through culture and creativity in European small and 
remote places?
The five Italian best practices selected and presented, 
spanning northern and southern Italy, provide a 
fundamental finding: a design-driven process must 
take into consideration the strong social fabric and the 
ancestral knowledge embedded in these territories 
to enter in dialogue with the local communities, to 
engage them towards a transformative and inclusive 
regeneration of their tangible and intangible heritage. 
A long temporal commitment is needed, and it 
requires hope, determination, and a very clear vision 
about what can possibly be built together. 
It is, therefore, necessary to envisage experimental 
actions with a long-term perspective: in fact, the 
acknowledgment of the relationship between cultural 
production and participation, and between wellbeing, 
social cohesion, and innovation must include the 
importance of local traditions and of its human 
heritage to co-create new narratives to address new 
visions. To grow this sense of purpose in a community 
and keep it alive, genuine connections have to be 
established.
Involving communities in projects and initiatives, 
honouring their stories and their desires, engaging 
them through co-creation tools that enable their 
expression of imagination, and their view of the 
world are timeless ways of bonding and co-creating 
that may lead to a true meaning that will only grow 
stronger through time.

In this article, the Polimi team explores these 
insights under a transversal lens of interpretation, a 
fundamental concept in all Italian best practices: the 
wisdom of time.

The Italian five best practices presented are Forno 
Vagabondo (northern Italy), Arte all’Arte (central Italy), 
Foghìles, and A Cielo Aperto (southern Italy), and 
The Big Bench Community project (spreading the 
country).

“ A long temporal 
commitment is 
needed, and it 
requires hope, 
determination, and 
a very clear vision 
about what can 
possibly be built 
together. “

The wisdom 
of time
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What do we mean by time, a word that can have so many facets and 
interpretations?
In our research, the concept of Time has emerged in all five Best 
Practices selected as a fundamental and transversal element.
In particular, we found it declined with three different meanings:
- Time as a symbol of a community’s ancestral knowledge that is worth to 
be preserved and narrated, as well as valued against the contemporary 
transformation of suburban environments; 
- Time as the period needed to get in contact with a community, to 
be welcomed and acknowledged by it, in order to establish long-term 
interactions with the territory;
- Time as the small and remote places’ “slow pace” that needs to be 
respected and preserved.
In this sense, time as historical and cultural progression has generated 
the sense of belonging and the relational values that make a community 
out of a group of people; a community that embodies this wisdom 
continuously alive through its local traditions, memories, and human 
heritage.

The five case studies are illustrated below, showing how these concepts 
support and unfold in the different case studies through these three 
interpretations.

In most of the explored projects, we have noticed that in small and 
remote places the greatest heritage lays in the ancestral knowledge of 
the locals, in their witness presence as inhabitants of places. Small towns 
guard treasures, precious traditions, rituals from the old times, specific 
craft techniques. Unfortunately, small and remote towns’ material and 
immaterial culture often risks being undervalued, not consolidated, not 
handed down, and hence lost. 

In reversing this process of loss, creative people may play a crucial role. 
In the five Italian best practices, in fact, creatives have acted as triggers, 
supporting locals in recognizing and differently valuing their heritage, 
and have worked as enablers to foster their immaterial culture and to 
turn it towards a long-term perspective.

The project “Arte all’Arte” (Ed. Art to Art), with the artwork by Anthony 
Gormley “Fai spazio, Prendi posto” (Ed. Making Space, Taking Place), 
embodies this side of the concept of Time. “Arte all’Arte” is a public art 
project taking place in 1996-2006 in Tuscany. It revolves around the idea 
of creating, through the work of artists, a new balance between the city 
and the countryside: whereas in the past cities were like islands within 
the countryside, now it is the other way around. The expanding city is, 
in fact, turning remote areas into deserts. The project is long and rich 
in contents, but we found of particular interest the artwork by Gormley 
“Fai spazio, Prendi posto”, which took place in the town of Poggibonsi in 
2004, during the 9th edition of “Arte all’Arte” project. Gormley’s chose 
Poggibonsi as the site for his ambitious project because, in contrast to 
the charming, picturesque character of the other towns where creative 
works of Arte all’Arte took place, Poggibonsi had an anonymous 
character that appealed and stimulated him, as if it was seeking a 
new sense of pride and identity. Poggibonsi is a town where tourists 
pass through on their way to San Gimignano, and that went through a 
continuous process of construction and reconstruction from the Middle 
Ages till now. 

Gormley’s project consisted of the production and installation of seven 
iron sculptures produced from body casts of volunteers recruited to have 
plaster moulds taken off their bodies and then cast in iron. The seven 
iron sculptures have been placed in seven different spots in Poggibonsi, 
representing familiar places of present times and forgotten places of the 
past. They ranged from squares, parks, railways, and supermarkets. Also, 
the artist has worked on the creation of a map of collective memories as 
a complementary part of his project. Ethnographic research has been 
conducted by asking inhabitants which memories they instinctively 
associate with specific places of their town. The resulting map was 
displayed in a tourist information centre together with historical pictures 
of the town and with photos of the sculptures’ manufacturing process. 
According to Gormley, “the role of the statues is to serve as a catalyst 

74



for unacknowledged thoughts and 
feelings, coordinated to reconsider 
the collective condition of the 
town”. Gormley has related his 
project to psychogeography: the 
study of how physical surroundings 
have an impact on human 
emotions and behaviours. The 
core concept of “Fai spazio, Prendi 
posto” is to enable local inhabitants 
to express themselves within the 
fabric of the town. 

This artwork is a great example of 
how cultural heritage can be valued 
thanks to close collaboration 
among creative people and locals, 
and then translated through the 
language of arts.

When getting in contact with a 
community, it is fundamental to 
take the right amount of time to 
access its strong social fabric and 
work constructively with them to 
establish a long-term and impactful 
commitment. Coming into a small 
community from the outside, 
trying to bring innovation and co-
creation processes, might not be 
the easiest thing to do because of 
the complex ancestral conflicts or 
social internal dynamics that may 
lay behind and that are invisible 
to external observers. This is the 
reason why a certain amount of 
time is needed for external creative 
people to enter a community and 
to be acknowledged by locals and 
then be able to start processes of 

collaboration and social innovation. 
This is also accompanied and 
fostered by the presence of 
local activists who work as a 
fundamental link between creative 
people and the local community of 
small and remote places.

A great example supporting this 
concept is “A Cielo Aperto” (Ed. 
“Open-air”) case study.  This public 
art project, curated by the artistic 
duo Bianco-Valente and Pasquale 
Campanella, started in 2008 
within the cultural association 
Vincenzo De Luca in the town of 
Latronico (Basilicata region), with 
the idea of realizing a widespread 
open-air museum, where various 
permanent works could dialogue 
with the natural environment 
through shared and participated 
processes. Every year, one or two 
artists are invited to Latronico for 
an artistic residency to design their 
interventions by involving local 
inhabitants in the process. This 
project, after more than 10 years, 
is still ongoing with a stronger 
impact year after year. Pasquale 
Campanella said in an interview 
that, after initial incomprehension 
about the scope of the initiative, 
local inhabitants became 
familiar with the approach and 
contributors of “A Cielo Aperto”, 
understanding that they could be 
primarily bearers of culture and 
that this was not only limited to 
big cities. They discovered that 

One of the sculptures of Antony Gormley in Shopping center 
Valdelsa (Poggibonsi, Tuscany), realized as part of the artwork 
”Fai Spazio, Prendi posto” within the project “Arte all’Arte”.
©Associazione Arte Continua - Ela Bialkowska
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they had a dense and strong cultural heritage made up of interesting 
aspects. From that point on, the perception of the locals changed, and 
new cultural associations were founded in the town. Artists and curators 
got closer and closer to locals, listening to their stories and building 
artworks together: this demonstrated how much a long-term and 
personal commitment is needed to start co-creating new visions and 
to capitalize on this process. In fact, the commitment of a few people 
with ties to the village, such as Pasquale Campanella and Bianco-Valente, 
acted as catalysts in the development of projects. They were able to act 
as bridges, giving the involved artists a sense of familiarity with the place 
and the relational fabric. Their presence helped to bring out the potential 
of Latronico, which was then exploited by the artists thanks to their 
strong sense of community.

“Forno vagabondo” (Ed. “Wanderer Oven”) best practice also underlines 
the importance of long-term commitment. It is an itinerant social oven 
that, since April 2020, has travelled through Alta Vallagarina (Trentino-
Alto Adige region) on an electric cargo bike. Stopping in public spaces of 
small villages, the oven becomes a meeting and experimentation point 
for the local community, thanks to sequential and collective activities 
linked to bread production. The aim of the project is to convey issues 
related to environmental education, through a simple and familiar 
practice such as making bread together. In the interview with Flora 
Mammana, one of the project’s designers, she stated that the initiative 
was very well welcomed by the small communities of Alta Vallagarina, 
also thanks to the strong and active network of participating local 
associations. For this reason, despite the complexity of the current 
situation (“Forno vagabondo” was designed and started right before the 
beginning of COVID-19 pandemic), the designers were able to activate 
further collaborations and encourage the community. However, the team 
noticed that, mostly due to the short amount of time they had to carry 
on the project live, they were not able to be more inclusive in terms of 
cultural diversity. To access the different cultural layers of a community, 

The inauguration of the flag of Latronico (Basilicata), co-de-
signed by Eugenio Tibaldi and Latronico’s inhabitants as part 
of the workshop “Una bandiera per Latronico”, within the 
project “A Cielo Aperto”.
©Associazione Culturale Vincenzo de Luca - Pasquale 
Campanella
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a longer commitment is needed to 
build trust.

Long-term commitment has a 
lot to do with the impact that 
these projects can generate in 
small and remote places. Creative 
collaborative processes can have 
an incredibly positive effect over 
time if they are built and carried on 
respecting and cherishing these 
territories and the needs of the 
locals.

To examine in depth this aspect, a 
good case study is the “Big Bench 
Community Project” (BBCP), a 
non-profit initiative - promoted by 
the American designers Chris and 
Catherine Bangle - that replicates 
typical park benches all over Italy 
and abroad, but in an out of scale 
dimension. As demonstrated by 
the Big Bench placed in 2009 in 
the town of Clavesana, Piedmont 
region, an artistic installation with 
such a great resonance can actually 
support local enterprises, tourism, 
and craftsmanship. How does the 
initiative work? The designers 
freely provides the bench builders  
with designs and instructions, only 
requiring the bench to be placed 
in a scenic location, on public 
open land, aimed at becoming 
part of a collective experience 
for locals and tourists. BBCP has 
managed to improve the local 
economy of the places where 
a new Big Bench is installed, 
drawing attention and increasing 
the number of visitors from local 
and non-local communities. 
Moreover, local craftsmen got 
and continue getting involved in 
the construction of these Giant 
Benches, which grow in number 
month after month. 

The BBCP also somehow 
strengthened the sense of 
pride and belonging of the 
community, increasing the 
engagement of craftsmen and 
locals and enhancing the sense 
of community. Furthermore, it 
offered ordinary active citizens a 
simple and feasible possibility to 
provide a public service for their 
community – as an occasion to 
“give back to the community with 
pride”.  

The last but not least concept of 
time that emerged as a fil rouge 
from the Italian five case studies is 
the most intangible but probably 
the most precious and transversal 
one: Time as the small and remote 
places’ “slow pace” that needs to be 

respected and preserved.

The best example among our cases 
supporting this aspect of Time is 
“Foghiles”, which started in 2018 in 
Semestene (Sardinia). It promotes 
and organizes opportunities for 
meeting and experimentation in 
the rural area through constant 
research, reflection, and practice 
on the organic relationship 
between the human being and 
its surroundings. Foghíles means 
“fireplaces” in the local dialect. In 
the past and still today, meetings 
around the fire represent 
the occasions for knowledge 
transmission through tales and 
experiences. Directly connected 
with the territorial context of 
Semèstene, a tiny town of 120 
inhabitants, the meetings have 
been aimed to reinterpret places 
and traditional knowledge, moving 
“beyond the museification” of 
rural life and the empowerment of 
countryside collective celebration. 
The events all follow the agrarian 
calendar over solstices, equinoxes, 
and several punctual occurrences 

A bread-making workshop in Villa Lagarina (Trentino Alto Adige) 
organized within the project “Forno Vagabondo”.
©Julia Wagner
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The preparation of the fire for the “Celebration of the Place”, 
a practice carried out in Semestene (Sardinia) as one of the 
events within the project “Foghiles”.
©Associazione Culturale Po.PS. Rurbana

during the year, and they relate to the local practices and the creation of 
new rituals, following the seasonal rhythm. During every event, young 
volunteers and participants temporarily become part of the community, 
in a context where time is marked by the tolling of bells and space is 
shaped by scenarios of learning and conviviality. 

Foghiles’ project aims to extend and enhance the life of the little Village 
of Semestene bringing in active people eager to organize convivial 
events as occasions to imagine the future of a place together. Working 
on such a small territory and community allowed the Foghiles team to 
concretely acknowledge the social complexity of the village being part 
of it. Antonio Vincenzo Sotgiu, one of the project designers and native 
of Semestene, showed that this is possible. Initially, Foghiles aimed at 
reaching its scope by becoming a big festival, collecting a lot of people 
from Sardinia and abroad for ten days. This didn’t happen for different 
reasons. However, they realized afterward that this “failure” became 
an opportunity: bringing in Semestene a large crowd would have 
disrupted the pace and altered the intimate network they were able to 
create. For example, the team engaged the community to the events 
through physical postcards and posters, that turned to be important 
touchpoints to value the importance of an invitation in person. In fact, 
during the interview, Antonio showed us a picture of a small altar in 
a private home in Semestene. In the photo, it is possible to see the 
Foghiles invitation postcard together with the holy cards that elderly 
people usually preserve in their homes. This same old woman, once she 
had received the agenda of Foghíles festival from Antonio, used to call 
him every day to check if they were respecting the schedule. She also 
participated in providing food to the participants of the events, together 
with her neighbour. This is a sweet anecdote to represent a kind of 
complementary impact that was not foreseen but that was reached also 
thanks to the respect of local traditions and rhythms that the Foghiles 
team demonstrated to Semestene inhabitants, where intergenerational 
gatherings also work as cohesion builders.
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Conclusion
Based on these observations, are 
small and remote places hopeless 
and all destined to become lost 
forgotten deserts? Absolutely not. 
They are steady living museums, 
patiently guarding human and 
natural treasures, hidden portals to 
new possible realities that can be 
co-created. This valuable impact 
could be achieved through the 
activation of a virtuous engine of 
human and social relations thanks 
to a knowledge sharing with the 
ecosystem of local actors that 
goes beyond mere information 
and data but rather towards 
stories and a sense of care of local 
identity. In this way, brand-new 
interactions between inhabitants 
of small and remote places and 
creatives, whether they are part 
of the community or newcomers, 
could meet the scope of creating 
new narratives and addressing 
new visions for these valuable 
but sometimes hidden territorial 
identities. Creatives could detect 
those hidden potentialities and 
materialize them into unexpected 
and participated cultural ideas 
and solutions to become futures 
narratives for the territory. 
Small and remote places are, in 
conclusion, wise heritage keepers 
quietly waiting for renewed 
attention to re-flourish, to be lived 
at their own pace, not ours. They 
are wisely inviting all of us to come 
back and slow down again.
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