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What is Biennale Urbana 
 
Biennale Urbana is a cultural platform designed from observation of the Venetian lagoon and 
its system of ‘specialized’ islands - with its environmental, economic and aesthetic solutions 
developed through the centuries - and to evaluate its applicability to other contemporary urban 
and environmental contexts.  
The confrontation between this ancient awareness of your own places and the current situation 
of massive exploitation of artistic/landscape resources for economic and political purposes is 
crucial to define new models of – local and global – intervention on an urban scale. 
The project aims to build up through the implementation of actions, educational paths and 
transformation processes of the territory executed directly in the critical locations of the 
contemporary city, along the lines of conflict between urban and natural environment, between 
residents and administrations, between tourists and inhabitants, between public and private, 
between protection and use of heritage. 
 
Biennale Urbana references the model of Documenta Urbana, conceived by Lucius Burckhardt 
in 1980 in Kassel to tighten the relationship between artistic and architectural 
experimentation, and aims to explore aesthetic practices that address urban and 
environmental issues around the world. 
 
 
 

 
Venice Lido: Pepe Barracks (1591); one of the 33 pavilions of the Ospedale al Mare [Hospital at the Sea]; Marinoni Theater. 

 
 
 
Who Biennale Urbana addresses to and collaborate with 
 
Biennale Urbana intends to operate in the Venice context with the aim of reinforcing the 
symbiosis between the lagoon and the city, between residents and visitors, between local and 
international institutions. 
Biennale Urbana wants to be a bridge between the Art Biennale and the Architecture Biennale 
in order to increase the presence of the whole ‘system of Biennials’ (Art, Architecture, Cinema, 
Dance, Music, Theater) at the Lido and on the islands of the lagoon, building connections 



between institutions, artists, architects and the territory, its administrations, its population and 
its forms of social and economic organization. 
 
We collaborate with and address to:  

- Artists, architects, activists, researchers who perceive, like us, the need for a renewed 
interaction between arts, citizens and institutions in order to transform a territory; and 
the inherently social and political value of use of aesthetic languages; 

- The inhabitants of Venice and its lagoon, the local associations of ‘active citizenship’ and 
the entrepreneurs interested in the reactivation of disused spaces, the generation of 
new economic networks and the improvement of the quality of life and living together; 

- The Venice Biennale as a pilot institution to rethink the relationship between artistic 
disciplines, environment and city; 

- The public administration, the municipalities of Lido, Mestre and Marghera and the local 
institutions responsible for the transformation of the territory, interested in bringing to 
the Lido and the outlying islands some parts of the economic network connected to the 
Biennale and the art system; 

- International cultural and educational institutions aware of the urgency of creating new 
forms of production and education executed directly in the actual places of change, in 
collaboration with those who live there, experiencing new forms of use and 
management of urban - disused and not - spaces; 

- Conscious tourists willing to participate in the enjoyment and promotion of the lagoon 
heritage. 

 
 
 

 
Venice Architecture Biennale 2014: summer school with the ETH Zurich students, crossing the Lido and the lagoon on foot and  

on boat. 
 
 
 
How we created Biennale Urbana 
 
The process that led to the idea of a Biennale Urbana began with a two-day walk “From MOSE 
to MOSE” along the Venice Lido, organized by Teatro Marinoni in April 2014 in collaboration 
with many local partners. 
It then took explicit form during the summer school for the students of ETH Zurich - Institut 
für Geschichte und Theorie der Architektur held in June 2014 during the Architecture Biennale 
in Venice at the Swiss Pavilion and led by Stalker Walking School (Giulia Fiocca e Lorenzo 
Romito), in collaboration with Teatro Marinoni, Spazi Docili [Docile Spaces] and whoami. 
Guests which took part to it with interventions and lectures: Philip Ursprung, Lieven De Cauter, 
Suad Amiry, Lisa Parola, Anna Detheridge, Peter Lang, Michael Obrist, Martin Josephy, Pelin 
Tan. The summer school focused on some abandoned spaces of Lido, the island of Poveglia 
and the Arsenale, meeting the citizen committees working on these areas. 
 
 
 



 
Activities of the summer school with the ETH Zurich students: meeting with the local committees at the Marinoni; group work outside 

Giardini at the Biennale; concert at the Marinoni. 
 
 
 
Method and objectives 
 
Art, Architecture and Environment 
Biennale Urbana promotes a model of environmental art that is not a mere object of 
investment for financial segments of the artsystem, but a kind of art which has an intrinsic 
quality and value because of its relevance to specific social groups and communities, acting as 
a generator of new audiences and fostering discussion on the limits and interactions between 
public / private and aesthetics / politics. 
Biennale Urbana is also an observatory on aesthetic practices related to the idea of ‘the city’ 
and, therefore, a platform for the collection of materials related to such practices; their 
exhibition and critical discussion; the meeting between the various subjects involved in them 
(authors, activists, communities, social groups, public) and the exchange with their 
counterparts in other similar cities. 
 
Action, Education and Transformation 
This approach is implemented through a constant exploration of critical and marginal places 
aimed at stimulating a collective awareness of the problems of the territory. Such experiences 
are able to shape a community – different for age, background and skills, made of visitors, 
residents, administrators, artists and researchers - which, starting from the condition of such 
places, could become able to explore the memories and imaginaries connected to them. This 
relationship-building between places and people is in itself an educational program for 
everyone who takes part to it. A process of participatory and creative transformation is 
therefore activated. Its aim is not only to recover these spaces but also to rebuild both the 
communities needed for their renewed use and the skills needed for their economically and 
ecologically sustainable management. 
 
Venice and the lagoon: Hospitality, Environment and Care 
The lagoon environment, protected and continually transformed through a wise management 
of the balance between fresh / salt waters and land, was developed over the centuries as a 
refined, sometimes brutal, device of geographical-cultural relationship with otherness. A filter 
between Venice and the outside world exploited with wisdom to perform in the best possible 
way the magnificent role of gateway between East and West. 
An apparatus to govern and relate to otherness, put in action through the management of the 
distances between islands, balancing the need to include other cultures - often rejected and 
excluded from Europe, but necessary to Venice with their precious goods and knowledge - and 
avoiding contagion risks from infections and diseases still without a cure. Venice coined the 
term Ghetto; invented quarantine and Lazaret – which freed the city from pestilences much 
earlier than other European cities -; established fondaci [warehouses/hostels for foreign 
communities] and schole [professional schools] to accommodate merchants and craftsmen of 
the East; supported an Armenian Catholic rite, granting the Armenian community a whole 
island to secure a privileged relationship with the Armenian merchants of Persia. 
The lagoon has always been a testing ground of the balance between Nature and Culture, 
becoming therefore the place where to manage geopolitical distances and relations. A sort of 
World Map of the interests of the Venetian Republic in the Mediterranean sea. 



Facing the contemporary crisis of the models of coexistence between cultures, between man 
and nature, between local and global, it is necessary to confront with such a historic 
geographic apparatus relating to the Other, to Care and to Environment. We have to recall its 
history, but also its possibilities and limits, reintroducing the experimental use of geographies, 
technologies and Institutions produced by Venice to shape its unique urban model. 
 
 
 

 
 “From MOSE to MOSE” walk (2014): San Nicolò; Murazzi; going towards the Pellestrina bocca di porto [harbour entrance] and the 

MOSE system. 
 
 
 
Fondaci, Islands and Schools 
Biennale Urbana aims to be a testing ground for the recovering of some historical places now 
abandoned and some Venetian Institutions now lost, such as: Fondaci [warehouses], places of 
hosting and commercial-cultural exchange; Islands, areas of reception and care; and Schools, 
institutions of solidarity, education and production. 
The suggestion to use these models again is not just an academic exercise, but an opportunity 
to test strategies to recover not only some abandoned architecture, but also the increasingly 
dispersed Venetian genius loci. These ancient socio-economic models offer us the chance to 
rethink the role of Art and Architecture in collaboration with active citizenship, wise 
entrepreneurs and institutions, experimenting new ways in managing abandoned spaces, in 
order to revive a Venetian way on the search for a future for the contemporary city. 
 
Local network and international network. 
In its activities Biennale Urbana connects a local level, created over time by the Marinoni 
group, and formed by several partners from the Lido involved in culture, politics, environment, 
social issues, sports, crafts, etc; and an international level, made of cultural and artistic 
institutions, Universities, Foundations, Museums, artistic and architectural projects, etc. 
 
 
 

 
Lectures of the guest of the summer school with the ETH students: Martin Josephy; Suad Amiry; Peter Lang. 

 
 
 
The function of the international network is to help the local network in making available its 
knowledge of and connection with the territory to all those interested in co-producing projects, 



interventions and (art)works willing to have a real cultural, social, economic relationship with 
the areas of the Lido and ‘peripheral’ islands - which were always on the borders of the system 
connected to the Biennale and to the cultural institutions of the historic city. 
It's time for the Venetian lagoon to be not just an object that undergoes the Biennale, but to 
fully become one of its actors, capable of (self)representation and recognized in its economic 
and political relevance. 
 
 
 
Carried out activities 
 
June 2013 / March 2014 – Definition of route and local partners for the “From MOSE to MOSE” 
walk along the Venice Lido. 
April 2014 - Two-day walk “From MOSE to MOSE” along the Venice Lido. Since then we 
organised this walk many times during the year. 
June 2014 - Summer School, Swiss Pavilion, Venice Architecture Biennale. 
July-September 2014 - Workshop activities with ETH Zurich students. 
October 2014 - Project presentation at the National Art Gallery Zachęta, Warsaw. 
October 2014 - Workshop and walk at Lido with Peter Lang’s students of the KKH Stockholm. 
January-February 2015 - Workshop and project presentation at Parsons, New York. 
 
 
 
Future activities 
 
May 2015 - Three-day walk “From MOSE to MOSE” at Venice Lido and outlying islands. 
Summer 2015 - Towards Biennale Urbana 2016, a program of field research, walks, meetings, 
workshops, talks and exhibitions during the Venice Art Biennale. 
Autumn 2015 - Tour (one week) of the boundaries of the lagoon [gronda lagunare]: From the 
world map of Fra Mauro to the Atlas of the Lagoon. 
Autumn-Winter 2015 – international presentation of our calendar of events and activities 
planned during the 2016 Architecture Biennale; establishment of additional partnerships and 
collaborations; field study of the various partner cities; educational and research activities with 
various partner universities. 
Spring 2016 - preparation of summer activities, exhibitions and publications. 
Summer 2016 - 2016 Architecture Biennale / Biennale Urbana 2016. 
 
 
 

 
Summer school activities inside the Swiss Pavilion: exhibition of the produced works and final discussion; meeting with the Arsenale 

committee on the border of the area of the Biennale. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
info@biennaleurbana.org 
www.walkingoutofcontemporary.com/outofcontemporary 
 
The Biennale Urbana project was established by Officina Marinoni, Spazi Docili [Docile 
Spaces] and STALKER. 
Project leaders are: Christian Costa, Andrea Curtoni, Giulia Mazzorin and Lorenzo Romito. 
 
 
 
 
 
Since September 2011 the Comitato per il Teatro Marinoni Bene Comune [Committee for 
the Common Good Theater Marinoni] worked to avoid the sale and privatization of the 
“Marinoni Pavilion” with its open spaces, which is part of the former Ospedale al Mare [Hospital 
at the Sea] at Venice Lido. They promoted its public and collective use, protected it from 
deterioration, vandalism, intentional crimes and thefts, trying to preserve its artistic and 
social-ecological values. After four years of activities they also established the Officina 
Marinoni [Marinoni Workshop] association to maintain the “Marinoni Pavilion” as a laboratory 
for social inclusion practices, new business models and discussions about the ‘public’. The 
Officina Marinoni association coordinates the project “Cantiere Teatro. Partecipazione e 
formazione per il recupero di un bene comune” [Construction Site Theater. Participation and 
education for the recovery of a common good]. 
www.teatromarinonibenecomune.com 
www.facebook.com/teatromarinoni.benecomune 
 
Spazi Docili [Docile Spaces] is a public art project created in 2008 and based in Florence. 
The name, clearly referencing Michel Foucault, postulates the existence of spaces which are 
‘docile’ to the ‘Power’ in which the incompetence of the Italian political-bureaucratic-
administrative class takes a touchable, concrete form. From a deep investigation of a specific 
territory the project extracts the dynamics of interaction between politics, artsystem, 
economic-financial system and aesthetic languages. These functional models are then 
subjected to experimental verification through their application in works of contemporary art 
and projects of intervention to be tested locally and internationally in order to verify their 
actual local / global validity. 
www.spazidocili.org 
www.facebook.com/SpaziDocili 
 
STALKER is a collective of artists and architects founded in 1995 in Rome. Its research and 
actions are based on spatial practices of exploration and listening, and are focused on local 
contexts, archives of memories and collective imaginaries. A Laboratory of Urban Art that pays 
particular attention to urban fringes and empty spaces which are undergoing a transformation, 
combining artistic practices and observation of contemporary city dynamics. Since 2001 
STALKER promotes Osservatorio Nomade [Nomadic Observatory], a transdisciplinary network 
working on analysing the complexity of metropolitan areas through relational, convivial and 
playful practices. 
www.osservatorionomade.net 
www.stalkerlab.org 
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