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DDR STATEMENT
The implementation of design tools in a strategic multi-scale planning process for 
territorial enhancement related to heritage sites is the main goal of the research, 
and the project working on an experimental case study makes the design approach 
particularly relevant, both in terms of research topic and methodology. The relation 
between heritage and its surrounding concerns deeply the spatial relations involved, 
which can be better investigated and transformed through visual tools.
In the ongoing assessment phase, related to the cognitive framework, design tools 
are used to integrate the literature review in order to achieve a more realistic and 
complete comprehension of the territorial features: on-field surveys are mapped and 
reported through photographic dossiers; from this first holistic experience, sketches 
and diagrams help visualizing the relation between heritage and its context; a 
topographic analysis made through sections and a 3d model – physical or virtual – 
will be useful to investigate the present and historical development of the territory.
The second step of the research, called interpretation framework, will then try to put 
in action the idea of architecture as “therapy of the space”, using design tools to lead 
the transformation of space at different scales: a large-scale masterplan will be the 
main output, but specific design interventions will be defined and proposed according 
to the main strategy, relating to the concepts of threshold/boundary, crossing/
penetration, punctual pivot. 

ABSTRACT 
In the UNESCO context, the role of cultural heritage buffer zones has been recently 
questioned by new strategic visions. In practice, Management Plans often don’t 
match the complex reality of the territorial systems and ignore the fundamental role 
of architectural tools, excluding spatial transformations from the range of possible 
valorisation actions. The present PhD research, currently at its middle stage, aims 
at the development of a design-based strategy for the enhancement of the heritage-
related territory of Tivoli, to be integrated to the current drafting of the Management 
Plan for the UNESCO sites of Villa Adriana and Villa d’Este. This pilot project, built on 
the basis of previous national and international heritage experiences and compared 
with other possible implementations, can be a starting point for the integration of 

landscape and architectural transformation in heritage preservation policies.



Buffer zones of historical or archaeological 
sites – especially in non-urban context 
– are often marginal areas, subject to 
conservative policies that look at any 
interference “from the outside” as a threat 
to heritage preservation. In the UNESCO 
framework they were introduced from the 
start as a possible – but not compulsory 
– extra protection layer for a site enlisted 
in the World Heritage List (WHL). Their 
role has changed through the years, 
and nowadays they are considered as 
an important instrument to manage 
the relation between heritage and its 
surroundings. Many sites, originally 
enlisted without a buffer zone, are now 
being requested to define it, or to enlarge 
it, in order to involve wider territories. 
Nonetheless, in the common preservation 
policies they are seen more as a defensive 
shield than as a connective fabric between 
the fragile heritage and the territorial 
system, and this leads to an overlapping of 
constraints and contradictory regulations 
that exposes buffer zones to a stalemate in 
terms of development. This condition, that 
paradoxically increases the level of diffuse 
fragility, has been tackled for a decade in 
official UNESCO papers and academic 
researches (1), but it is seldom recognized 
or addressed by local policies, especially in 
Italy. Questioning the role of buffer zones 
is the starting point for an analysis of the 
territorial project potential, correlated to 
the existing heritage management tools. 
Since 2004, Management Plans are 
compulsory for every UNESCO enlisted 
site: the implementation of this tool 
has gradually transformed traditional 
conservation policies into new forms of 
strategic planning for heritage preservation, 

looking at the mutual benefits of the 
interconnection between each site and its 
surroundings. In Italy, in the same year, the 
Cultural Ministry published the National 
Guidelines for the drafting of Management 
Plans, and in 2006 it promoted a law 
(L77/2006) specifically aimed at financing 
management and enhancing activities in 
WHL sites. So far, achieved experiences 
on Management Plans of Italian UNESCO 
sites have involved different disciplines 
and expertise, but they haven’t considered 
the architectural project as a useful tool, 
while architecture can be a key factor 
to investigate and lead the territorial 
management related to human activities, 
given its disciplinary attitude for space 
transformation.

The Tivoli case is an interesting 
experimental field: Villa Adriana and Villa 
d’Este, both worldwide known UNESCO 
sites, attract hundreds of thousand 
visitors every year, but it’s a stop-and-
go tourism. They are disconnected from 
their territorial context, which is not 
involved in the tourism dynamics, despite 
its richness in archaeological discoveries, 
landscape attractions and productive life. 
All of these elements are not inter-linked, 
considered as singularities in terms of 
preservation and development, while 
the in-between spaces lay in a diffuse 
state of non-care (2). The ministerial 
Istituto Autonomo di Villa Adriana e Villa 
d’Este unifies the two UNESCO sites 
under the same management institution, 
and it is working on the development 
of a wider cultural system, including 
other nearby sites (Santuario di Ercole 
Vincitore, Mensa Ponderaria, Mausoleo 

dei Plautii) with promotional and marketing 
actions. A conjoint Management Plan is 
currently being drafted; it will involve the 
context of the two major sites through 
the proposal of a conjoint buffer zone.
This research project works within the 
drafting process of the Management Plan; 
the main objective is the development of 
an annex leading the controlled territorial 
transformation through design-oriented 
tools, with an innovative, scientifically 
relevant and effective approach. Top-
down, standardized and bureaucratic 
solutions for Management Plans have 
been proved ineffective in matching the 
peculiarity of each place, while a design 
approach rising from specific needs can 
develop solutions that could be then 
generalized and implemented on other 
similar cases.
With this goal in mind, the research 

investigates the role and definition of buffer 
zones, referred to the interconnection 
core/context (both in an inside-out and 
outside-in perspective), through the lens 
of the design process: on the one hand 
the architectural investigation on territorial 
criticalities and heritage-related weakness; 
on the other hand the definition of a 
strategic plan made of design actions at 
different scales, coordinated by a general 
masterplan, as an effective enhancement 
proposal. The outcome, even if specifically 
referred to the Tivoli case, could be a 
starting point for the development of 
new tools for the strategic/architectonic 
planning of complex, heritage-related 
territories. 
Initial phase studies led to the definition of 
two main research questions, both linked 
to the possible implementation of design 
tools on preservation and transformation: 

(fig.1)_ satellite view of the territory of Tivoli



How can a design approach help in 

the assessment of a 

multi-layered and complex system, 

of cultural and historical relevance? 

Which design tools can be 

implemented on the UNESCO 

Management Plan, in order 

to foster positive territorial 

transformations?

From the methodological point of view, 
each research question is addressed in 
a distinct but complementary section of 
the project. The first – currently ongoing 
– concerns the cognitive framework, in 
which direct and indirect architectural 
design tools help defining the territorial 
analysis: surveys, drawings, topographic 

and morphologic interpretations will 
complete the theoretical studies with a 
more direct and realistic approach. The 
second section, called interpretation 

framework, will develop a system of 
coordinated design actions aimed at the 
territorial enhancement: this will involve 
the redefinition of the buffer zone limits, 
the drafting of a general masterplan and 
the definition of punctual projects planned 
hierarchically through space and time. 
A conclusive part of the research will 
compare the main experimental Tivoli 
case study with other similar situations, 
analysing the common features and 
possible implementation of the same 
methodology on analogous heritage sites.

COGNITIVE FRAMEWORK (ongoing part of the research) 
An investigation on the debated topic of territorial fragility underlined that statistic 
indicators and traditional punctual risk assessment should be integrated in a wider 
and more systemic territorial vision. The contribution of disciplines such as philosophy, 
geography and anthropology helped in identifying the concept of marginalization as a 
key to the comprehension of territorial fragility (3); this is particularly true when we talk of 
buffer zones, that are by definition related to the ideas of margin and limit. On a practical 
level, the experience of a direct survey on the territory of Tivoli, reported through a 
photographic dossier, has been the first step to introduce an architectural approach 
to the analysis of critical and potential features. It was based on the promenadology 
theories by sociologist L. Burckhardt (4), with the aim of highlighting the human-scale, 
slow-paced aspects of the relation between heritage and its context. The survey lasted 
three days, with different itineraries chosen according to holistic principles, using 
sometimes a car but mainly walking. Three were the main objects of investigation: 
          the current perimeters of Villa Adriana and Villa d’Este buffer zones
   what do they mark?
   what do they include/exclude?
   does anything change inside/outside the buffer zone? 
          the territorial relations between Heritage and its surroundings
   how can I reach the site?
   what do I see while going there?
           the visual relations between heritage sites and the landscape.
   what can I see from the sites?
   can I see the sites from the distance?
   is there any visual connection with other points of interest?
Photographs recorded both specific features and general panoramas, and were 
organized in the report by shooting area, while sketches and diagrams supported the 
elaboration of the results related to the three main focuses. 

The current perimeters of buffer zones, 
very different in extension, have been defined 
according to very different principles too: Villa 
d’Este buffer zone criteria are limited to physical 
proximity; the limits of the buffer zone are the 
narrow roads of the historic centre surrounding 
the villa, and the different state of care of the 
public space marks a “front” and a “back” of 
the property, more than a respect area. Villa 
Adriana buffer zone is much wider, and not 
clearly defined in terms of methodological 
principles: its limits are related sometimes to 
panoramic and visual continuity, some other 
times to barriers such as main roads, or 
orographic conformation. The included area 
is not homogeneous in terms of use, property 
or other character; its main feature is the 
historical agricultural landscape of olive groves, 
that anyway extends much further than the 
designated area. 

The analysis on territorial relations 
enlightened the lack of linking between the 
points of interest: there are no easy paths or 
public services connecting Villa Adriana to Villa 
d’Este, nor the centre of Tivoli with any other of 
the surrounding sites. Getting to the UNESCO 
sites can be a troubling experience even by 
car, through the heavy-traffic stream of the 
via Tiburtina or the highway connection of via 
Maremmana, and then with poor indications 
through local streets. Villa d’Este is in the 
historic pedestrian town centre, while walking 
to Villa Adriana is quite uncomfortable even 
from a short distance, due to the bad state – or 
sometimes complete absence – of sidewalks. 
In a visitor’s approach to the main sites there 
can be glimpses of the stunning surrounding 
landscapes, or of other attractions, but there 
are no invitations for  a deeper exploration of 
the territory; it’s even difficult to perceive the 

(fig.2)_ perimeter of Villa Adriana buffer zone (fig.3)_ access routes to the UNESCO sites

(fig.4)_ visual connection Villa Adriana-Tivoli



proximity of the Aniene river, historical genius loci 
for Tivoli development. Many negative factors 
affect the experience: traffic, noisy productive 
neighbourhoods, low-quality buildings in 
suburban sprawls, abandoned land or decadent 
ancient buildings. Nonetheless there are other 
minor routes, almost unknown to the general 
public, used mainly for local activities and not 
well-maintained, that could create a network of 
slower but more interesting connections and 
paths.Due to the peculiar topography, on the 
edge of the hillside and opening on the plain 
towards Rome, the historical development of 
Tivoli and its surrounding is strongly referred 
to visual connections: the gardens of Villa 
d’Este are almost invisible from the maze of the 
streets in the historic centre, hidden behind tall 
walls and buildings; the ruins of Villa Adriana 
are almost mimetic in the rural and designed 
landscape that surrounds and permeates 
them; they are both scarcely perceivable from 
the immediate surroundings, but they mark 
the landscape from the distance, and they are 
privileged points of view over the Aniene valley 
and the roman countryside towards Rome. 

Interpretation framework, that structures an overall planning of specific and effective 
actions to be implemented on the territory through time, involving public and private 
stakeholders, with the contribution of art, landscape and architectural design, among 
other disciplines. This approach will serve as a methodological reference for the specific 
case study of Tivoli. In 2018, the territorial redevelopment of Villa Adriana buffer zone 
was the topic of a design competition, contextual to a scientific consultation organized 
by the Accademia Adrianea di Architettura e Archeologia with the collaboration of 
MiBACT - Institute of Villa Adriana and Villa d’Este. The results of this call enlightened a 
high territorial potential, but also several critical aspects, and will serve as starting point 
for the development of the present study (6).
The specific goal of the interpretation framework is the drafting of a new design strategy 
for the area surrounding the UNESCO sites of Tivoli, using multi-scale architectural 
actions to connect them to other points of interest in a virtuous enhancement system 
based on controlled territorial transformations. 

The union of the two research parts will form a design-oriented annex to the UNESCO 
Management Plan: it will be coordinated with the strategic objectives of the main 
document, including the redefinition of the buffer zone, and could represent an 
innovative tool for the integration of landscape and architectural transformation in 
heritage preservation policies, aiming at a mutual exchange and support between 
heritage and territory.
In the conclusive part of the research project, the Tivoli pilot experience will be analysed 
in comparison with other cases of potential integration of heritage and territorial 
development, in order to extrapolate common elements of implementation. 
“There are no architectural-urbanistic solutions that start from the universal 

to get to the particular. There is always a specific case, which as such must 

be analyzed, and which will then produce an optimal solution for it, and 

perhaps procedures that can also be generalized to other problems. 

But not the opposite case.” (7)
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(fig.1)_ satellite view of the territory of Tivoli (author’s elaboration on Google Earth image)
(fig.2-3)_ perimeter of Villa Adriana buffer zone | access routes to UNESCO sites  (original sketches)
(fig.4)_ visual layering from Villa Adriana towards Tivoli  (original sketches)
(fig.5)_ landscape view from a window of Villa d’este (photo by the author)

Another survey campaign, planned for April/May, will complete this phase, verifying some 
of the mentioned results with the exploration of other secondary paths. To integrate 
the cognitive framework, further investigation are currently focused on the regulatory 
system, but also on the morphology and topography of the area, fundamental for the 
comprehension of past and potential development.

INTERPRETATION FRAMEWORK 
Nowadays, a wide literature deals with the topic of cultural heritage management, 
and it is furtherly extending to cultural landscapes, area in which the importance of 
the heritage-context relation is particularly investigated. Both academic literature and 
UNESCO publications show concern for socio-economic aspects, often involving 
the role of buffer zones, while the practical transformation of places and the related 
architectural problems are seldom mentioned. The White Paper L.n.77/2006 is a 

report on Italian UNESCO sites management experiences and enhancement activities 
from 2006 to 2018 (5): it emphasises a growing need of territorial reconnection, but 
without any contribution of architectural systemic design. In the past decade, the role 
of design in heritage-related areas has mainly been confined to competitions of ideas, 
often not directly linked to the territorial management. Other countries used a different 
approach: from the methodological point of view the case of Hadrian’s Wall, British part 
of the transnational UNESCO site “Frontiers of the Roman Empire”, is remarkable. In 
a place where the continuity of archaeological heritage and landscape is considered a 
fundamental value to preserve, the Management Plan has a structural annex, named 

(fig.5)_ panoramic view from Villa d’Este


