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Part 2

Experiments

Design and Theatre Meet
in No Man’s Land

By Côme Bastin and Fleur Weinberg

Together with a local theatre company,
the Design Department of Politecnico di Milano
has transformed an empty square into a hub
for culture and play. Design students of
the Politecnico spent 9 months working with
residents to bring new life to this peripheral

neighbourhood. They built objects from recycled
materials, set up an urban theatre, introduced
a skills market, created a relaxing corner...
In the end, they put up seven giant letters to
show the world the hidden name of this no man’s
land: La Piana.
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At this point the collaboration between the Ringhiera Theatre and
Walking around “La Piana” can feel like walking around hundreds
of city suburbs all over Europe. Residential buildings surround Politecnico di Milano began. “In February 2015, Professor Isabella
the large, empty space on top of a car park which is located on Vegni (from the European network GIDE, Group for International
street level. When you’re here, it’s hard to tell if you’re in a pri- Design Education) put us in touch with Professor Davide Fassi
vate or public space, inside or outside the city. Right next to this from Politecnico di Milano,” Nadia Fulco remembers. Davide and
empty 10,000 square metre space, Nadia Fulco co-founded the his team had worked on other social design and participatory
200-seat Ringhiera Theatre in 2007. It was a huge challenge in action projects in Milan. “We felt we could build on that experian area that was far away from the city centre and that suffered ence at La Piana,” Davide Fassi explains. “We also thought that
from a general lack of cultural activities and events. During the the social challenges of the area were a perfect context for a stunext ten years, the ATIR1 association worked closely with the dent assignment in our Temporary Urban Solutions course.” With
local community and organised countless activities, especially the additional resources brought in by the students, the efforts
for children, teenagers, older people and people with disabili- that had been started by ATIR could be scaled up.
ties. The activities were carried out in parallel to the theatre’s
on-stage events and helped to create synergies. As a result, “we Reshaping with design
managed to build a vibrant community,” says Nadia Fulco, who
is responsible for ATIR’s social projects. “A lot of the residents “The Ringhiera Theatre already wanted to change the place in an
regularly come to our plays.”
artistic way,” remembers Annalinda De Rosa, a PhD candidate
who worked with Davide Fassi on the La Piana urban experiment.
“For us it was an opportunity to see how we could engage peoAn unsafe place
ple in the area through different kinds of actions, not only artistic
But what could be done with this urban wasteland right in front actions but also project-based and design-based ones.” An initial
of the Ringhiera Theatre? “The locals call it ‘La Piana’ and it has co-briefing session took place in October 2015. The members of
inspired us since we started here,” Nadia Fulco says. “It was ATIR acted as guides for the Politecnico di Milano research team,
known as an underused and unsafe space, but we thought it helping them understand local people’s needs.
had a lot of potential.” With the help of volunteers from a range
of backgrounds (architects, scenographers, intellectuals), the The needs that were identified formed the brief for the coursemembers of ATIR thought of numerous ways to improve the work of the 60 international students who were involved in the
space. Giant flowers, visible on Google Maps, were painted all project. “The idea was that they should become familiar with the
over the square to make it more attractive. Together with local area themselves,” Davide Fassi explains. “They had to try and
cooperatives and associations, they started collecting local peo- understand the spontaneous interactions that were taking place
and the social challenges of the area.” They were divided into ten
ple’s ideas for La Piana.

1

Associazione Teatrale
Indipendente per la
Ricerca, which translates
to Independent Theatre
Association for Research
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The main entrance of the ATIR theatre on La Piana square. © Martina Mazzarello

A square with no name

Milan

Located at the southernmost
end of Milan’s southern
suburbs, the area where
our story takes place does
not have an official name.
Residents call it “La Piana”,
which translates to “The
Plain”. It’s a no man’s land

Previous page
Members of the public helped make colourful panels for La Piana square.
© Martina Mazzarello

which illustrates the history
of much of 1960s architecture,
built in a hurry to meet housing needs after World War II.
The area was urbanised in
response to increased demand for low-cost residential
housing caused by immigra-
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tion from the south of Italy.
Over the years, it came to be
known as a marginalised
dormitory district. La Piana
has a reputation for antisocial
behaviour and drug abuse.

“The idea was that they should become familiar with the area
themselves, to understand the spontaneous interactions
and the social challenges of the area.”

Panels advertised La Piana square to people in the street below.
© Caterina Corti, Vanessa Pinzoni

groups and linked with local groups such as informal citizen’s
groups, children involved in cultural activities at the Ringhiera
Theatre and people over sixty who were an important part of the
regular audience. Each group had to set up co-design sessions
with residents. “In this ideation phase, the students used design
tools to develop ideas to improve the image of the area, which
currently suffers from a lack of activities,” Davide Fassi says. The
design tools used by the students included design scenarios, storyboards, role plays, concept models, cards and visuals for concept descriptions, and cards to collect memories.

12 solutions and a giant name
The co-design sessions led to the most important phase of the
experiment: transferring the project from paper to reality. It started
on 30th January 2016 with an experimentation lab, during which
“students prototyped and tested 12 solutions to help people interact with La Piana,” Davide Fassi explains. The actions that were
carried out included Listen+look+play, a collection of swings,
unexpected points of view, and colourful light effects to make
La Piana visible from the street. “Since the square is above street
level, students used mirrors and recycled materials to create physical elements that invited people down below to come and see
what was happening,” Annalinda De Rosa says. Urban games
from all over the world, called Planae, were also prepared. Local
people used La Piana as something of a fairground to celebrate
differences and get to know each other. There was a co-designed
urban theatre, an urban skills market, a relaxing corner… “There’s
only one thing we regret,” Davide Fassi says. “It was raining that
day and since our activities were outdoor, we had to change the
layout of the event and try to use a few sheltered areas.” As a
result, “there were less than a hundred people.”

action didn’t last longer as it was based on temporary games.” Is
he right about that? Annalinda De Rosa believes that “the continuous collection of feedback and the sequential steps of the design
process made local residents, city inhabitants and local organisations pay attention to the area again. The experiments helped
to create new synergies and enhance existing ones. Many of the
ideas the students came up with, like Listen+look+play and the
urban skills market, could be implemented more permanently in
the future.” Nadio Fulco is planning a big public event when the
Ringhiera Theatre reopens. It will be an epic show “involving all
the faces of the large community that’s part of our theatre: disabled people, older people, children, teenagers, actors, educators...” And she concludes: “we will treasure our experience with
Politecnico when we organise this event and also in the future.”

The weather was better on the second day of the experiment,
which took place during Milan Design Week in April 2016. After a
bike trip in the area, all the Human Cities partners were invited to
a neighbourhood lab. The aim was to co-design a sign with local
residents to make La Piana’s name visible. “We started making
big panels for each of the 7 letters,” Annalinda De Rosa remembers. “We used colourful strips of cloth for the letters and added
photovoltaic lights, so you could see them from the street below
at night.” The lab met a basic requirement mentioned by local
people. “They complained that nobody knows what the place is
called,” Davide Fassi says. In June 2016, the annual festival of
the Ringhiera Theatre took place. The ATIR Association and the
Politecnico team decided to re-use the large panels from the
Human Cities Milan exhibition for a different purpose. People
were asked to decorate them so that they could be transformed
into sunshades for sunny days on La Piana.

Reopening
The experiment is over now and the Ringhiera Theatre has closed
its doors, as the municipality decided to refurbish the building.
But the signs designed with residents are still there, a reminder
of those active days in the empty space. “My best memory is
that there was a kind of spontaneity in the way we interacted with
people,” Davide Fassi says. “On the other hand, I regret that our
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“Nothing happens here”. One of the projects at the experimentation lab by design
students of the Politecnico. © Davide Pedone and Arianna Villa

Italy’s leading design
school

Politecnico di Milano is the
largest technical university in
Italy. It offers undergraduate,
graduate and higher education courses in engineering,
architecture and design. In
1993 it became the birthplace
of a degree course in industrial design, the first of its
kind in Italy. This developed
into a design faculty and has
now become a design school,
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located in a city with a rich
tradition of craftwork and
professional design practice.
The Design School of
Politecnico di Milano is now
the largest international
university for the training
of product, communication,
spatial, service and fashion
designers, both by the
number of students and
of teaching staff. It is ranked

48

5th in the QS international
Rankings in the field of
Art and Design. Politecnico
di Milano joined the first
edition of the Human Cities
programme in 2010 and
hosted the exhibition “Human
Cities_Challenging the City
Scale / Milano” at BASE Milano
in April 2016.

An overview of La Piana square during the experimentation lab in June 2016.
© Martina Mazzarello
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“The sixth act”, one of the projects created by design students of the Politecnico,
involved building a temporary stage on La Piana square. © Davide Pedone and Arianna Villa
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