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Abstract 
El artículo aborda el caso de estudio de Cinque Terre, cuyo territorio, gracias a la condición 
de marginalidad geográfica que caracterizó la zona durante siglos, fue modelado lentamente 
por el hombre a lo largo del tiempo, dando lugar a un paisaje específico. Debido a su 
particularidad, el área de Cinque Terre fue inscrita en la Lista del Patrimonio Mundial de la 
UNESCO en 1997. En 1999 se creó el Parque Nacional de Cinque Terre con el propósito 
de administrar y preservar el paisaje. Poco después, el sitio comenzó a ser conocido en todo 
el mundo como principal destino turístico. Como consecuencia, el lento ritmo de evolución 
según el cual se construyó el paisaje dejó paso a una rápida metamorfosis de los lugares. 
El trabajo estudia las paradojas contemporáneas que se dan en Cinque Terre en relación 
con su reconocimiento patrimonial por la UNESCO, las transformaciones de dichos 
lugares debido al aumento de los flujos turísticos y el papel del proyecto en ese contexto. 
 
This paper addresses a case study of  the Cinque Terre, whose territory, thanks to the condition of  
geographical marginality that has characterized the area for centuries, has been slowly shaped by man over 
time, giving birth to a particular landscape. Thanks to this particularity, the Cinque Terre area was added 
to the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1997. In 1999, this was followed by the creation of  the Cinque 
Terre National Park, with the goal of  managing and preserving the landscape. Soon after, the site began 
to be known worldwide as a main tourist destination. As a consequence, the slow pace of  evolution through 
which the landscape had been built gave way to a fast metamorphosis of  the individual places.  
This paper discusses the contemporary paradoxes which have ensued in the Cinque Terre in relation to the 
UNESCO nomination, the transformations which affect the places due to the increase in tourist flows, and 
the role a project might have in this context.  
 
Keywords 
Cinque Terre, paisaje, UNESCO, turismo, proyecto 
Cinque Terre, landscape, UNESCO, tourism, project 
  

“El Patrimonio Cultural del Valle de Ricote…” 

sobre Capacitación, Investigación, Información y Comunicación, el equipo de expertos e 
investigadores, elaborarán talleres formativos y de capacitación dirigidos a fomentar la 
participación de las comunidades en el proceso de registro y documentación de los bienes, 
al tiempo que permitirán detectar informantes clave e identificar grupos de población 
interesados en participar para la valoración del patrimonio mediante una serie de entrevistas 
o encuestas-cuestionarios cuyo diseño se consensuará y validará  
por las comunidades participantes reunidas en jornadas y mesas de trabajo específicas. En 
la composición de las mesas de trabajo se velará por una adecuada representación de los 
colectivos minoritarios y personas en situación de pobreza o exclusión social.  
 
Conclusiones 
A modo de conclusión, cabe señalar que la construcción del Mapa Cultural de los 
municipios del Valle de Ricote es una iniciativa que beneficia y repercute positivamente la 
conservación y valorización del patrimonio cultural del lugar en diferentes modos.  
Lo pertinente de su puesta en marcha puede resumirse en las siguientes ideas fuerza:  
- Se enmarca en la línea del nuevo paradigma holístico impulsado por UNESCO.  
- Es un proyecto a corto y medio plazo, que se inserta en una estrategia de gestión del 
patrimonio a largo plazo.  
- Está ligado a los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible de la Agenda 2030 de la ONU. 
- Da visibilidad a los inventarios patrimoniales existentes, enriqueciéndolos con nuevas 
aportaciones.  
- El elemento clave es la participación ciudadana. 
- Es el producto de una sociedad informada, implicada y responsable. 
- Fortalece los lazos y genera conocimiento y beneficios sociales y económicos.  
- Permite elaborar un estado de la cuestión, un diagnóstico y una visión de futuro sostenible 
del patrimonio cultural.  
- Es la concreción de un modelo de identificación y protección del patrimonio construido 
“de abajo a arriba”. 
 



“The Built Landscape of  the Cinque Terre”  

“Everything flows. The soul which witnesses, unmoving, the passing of joys, sadnesses 
and deaths of which life is made, has received “the great lesson that things pass”. In this 

shifting scenario, it has taken her a long time to recognize the secret and stable line of 
spiritual growth”. 

 

Marguerite Yourcenar, Il tempo grande scultore 
 
Introduction1 
In the year 1860, the Florentine painter Telemaco Signorini visited the Cinque Terre for 
the very first time. Leaving the village of Biassa behind him, after an hour’s trek, he reached 
the Sanctuary of Montenero where an unexpected view opened up before him: “One 
thousand, two hundred metres below us, at the foot of the mountain which runs down 
steeply into the sea at the tip of the Cavo; and from there moving west towards Genoa, the 
tip of Mesco; in this vast inlet, in five small bays, five villages – the Cinque Terre. Below 
our feet, like a whitish dust among the green of the vineyards, closed in a narrow gorge of 
mountains, the houses of the capital of these five villages, Riomaggiore; then, beyond the 
hillock, Manarola; then, above a vast beach, Corniglia; and later beyond other hillocks, 
Vernazza; then last, well aligned along its beach, among many olive and orange groves, and 
at the foot of the Mesco, Monterosso”2.  
With his words, he painted a landscape to which, just a century later, UNESCO would 
assign an Outstanding Universal Value. 
After that first visit, Signorini was to return several times to the five villages of the Ligurian 
Levant: between 1881 and 1899, Riomaggiore would become the favourite haunt of his 
summer sojourns and, above all, the subject of his representations and reflections, 
investigated in the pages of his diaries and drawings. In Riomaggiore, Signorini was to write 
and paint, portraying both the places and their inhabitants (fig. 1). The latter, like the 
terraced slopes, or those crêuze [paths] which furrow the hills, and the compact villages 
rising vertically from the living rock, became a central element of his representations. The 
austere faces of women and men who, by using only local materials, had shaped the territory 
over time, to create a highly particular landscape. With ever-shifting attention, Signorini 
focused on both landscape views and scenes of everyday life, settlements wedged between 
steep slopes, cobbled streets, doorsteps, and sinuous lines of terracing. He rendered the 
physiognomy of the places and the faces, the form of the settlements whose structure has 
been partially preserved and fragments of a life now long gone. In a figurative short circuit, 
he passed from the scale of the landscape to the narrow urban scene of a street and allows 
us to appreciate that balance between the landscape and settlement characteristics of this 
portion of Ligurian territory and the rhythms of life of those who lived there. It would be 
easy to think that the balance between the characteristics and the rhythms of life has been 

 
1 This paper is the result of joint reflections made by Mauro Marzo and Viola Bertini. While the 
workload was shared throughout, the article was written as follows: Mauro Marzo paragraphs 
“Introduction” and “Contemporary paradoxes and projects” and Viola Bertini paragraphs “The 
longtime of territorial construction” and “The short time of the transformation of the landscape”. 
2 Telemaco Signorini, “Diario”, in Telemaco Signorini, Riomaggiore. I Diari, I Disegni, ed. by Beppe 
Mecconi, (Sestri Levante: Töpffer, 2020), 19–20. 
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lost forever and certainly, in comparing a painting by Signorini with a modern photograph 
of the same places, overflowing with crowds of distracted mass tourism, there would be no 
doubt. However, this is not entirely true: albeit in the imbalance represented by the current 
uses of the places and artefacts, something does remain of those ancient balances which 
are still faintly perceptible. In today’s images, the many eras of these places and the forms 
they assumed in the different phases of their life are still captured: the laboriously built and 
maintained terraces, the consolidation of the villages, the role of the marinas, the 
construction of the railway line and stations. 
A place, as Claudio Magris has written, “...is not only its present, but also that labyrinth of 
times and eras which intertwine in a landscape and constitute it, just as the folds, wrinkles, 
expressions carved by happiness or melancholy not only mark a face, but are the face of 
that person, who never has only the age or mood of that moment, but is a set of all the 
ages and moods of his or her life”3. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Telemaco Signorini, Chiacchiere a Riomaggiore, 1893 (Wikimedia Commons). 
 
The long-time of territorial construction 
Throughout the decades-long timespan in which Telemaco Signorini discovered, roamed 
and portrayed this landscape, the Cinque Terre were a very marginal place, geographically 
speaking. The villages, once accessible only on foot or from the sea, and the agricultural 
land behind them have ostensibly remained identical over time. Once that extensive and 
complex process in which the hills had been gradually sculpted to create a multitude of 
terraces overlooking the sea was concluded, it seems that everything stopped: the evolution 

 
3 Carlo Magris, L’infinito viaggiare (Milan: Mondadori, 2005), XVI-XVII. 
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1 This paper is the result of joint reflections made by Mauro Marzo and Viola Bertini. While the 
workload was shared throughout, the article was written as follows: Mauro Marzo paragraphs 
“Introduction” and “Contemporary paradoxes and projects” and Viola Bertini paragraphs “The 
longtime of territorial construction” and “The short time of the transformation of the landscape”. 
2 Telemaco Signorini, “Diario”, in Telemaco Signorini, Riomaggiore. I Diari, I Disegni, ed. by Beppe 
Mecconi, (Sestri Levante: Töpffer, 2020), 19–20. 
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of the form of the agricultural land, the settlements, and time itself. And this precise 
moment of temporal suspension appears fixed in the painter’s canvases and in the first 
black and white photographs.  
The first historical documentation of the Cinque Terre dates back to the 11th century, when 
the settlements of Vernazza and Monterosso were already present as part of the Margraviate 
of Eastern Liguria. Instead, testimonies on the other villages belong to a later period: 
Corniglia is attested in 1211, Manarola in 1273, and Riomaggiore even later4. The villages 
perched above the sea arose from older settlements on the hillsides, located near the 
sanctuaries which still exist today. Starting from 1276, their vicissitudes were linked to those 
of the Republic of Genoa which, around a century earlier, had undertaken a policy of 
expansion in the Riviera di Levante – the eastern stretch of the Italian Riviera. Then in 1797, 
this whole territory passed under French control. It was at this stage that, following the 
founding of the municipalities, the Cinque Terre were divided into three administrative units5. 
Finally, starting from 1818 and up until the Unification of Italy, the territory became a part 
of the Kingdom of Sardinia within the Province of Levante, whose seat was in La Spezia6.  
Here is not the place to retrace the historical events that have left their mark on the Cinque 
Terre area. Nonetheless, it is interesting to highlight how their physical space has seen “two 
different paces of evolution”7. A slow pace associated with long-lasting phenomena which 
have consolidated “permanent marks on the territory”8. Among these is the terraced 
landscape which, intimately linked to the morphology of the soil, is still frequently 
recognizable even where it is no longer present, emerging as a footprint, a trace, and the 
sign of another era which interferes with the present one. The modelling of the terrain, 
made necessary by the geomorphological traits of the site, is something which dates back 
to ancient times. Over the centuries, its development took on a cyclical trend: “Periods of 
abandonment and a new naturalization of the areas already cultivated alternated with 
expansion phases, in which the abandoned strips were first restored, often by rebuilding 
hundreds and hundreds of cubic metres of walls”9. The terraced system reached its 

 
4 Attilio Casavecchia, Enrica Salvatori, Il parco dell’uomo. La storia e la pietra (Manarola: Parco Nazionale 
delle Cinque Terre, 2003). 
5 These are the municipalities of Riomaggiore, Vernazza and Monterosso, which still exist today. 
Originally, the Municipality of Riomaggiore included both the hamlets of Manarola and Corniglia, 
while today the latter falls within the municipality of Vernazza.  
6 Mauro Agnoletti et al., “Porto Venere, Cinque Terre e Isole (Palmaria, Tino e Tinetto). Paesaggio 
culturale: territorio, ambiente ed agricoltura”, in UNESCO Site Management Plan – Notebook 4 
(Florence: University of Florence, 2016).  
7 Maristella Storti, Il paesaggio storico delle Cinque Terre. Individuazione di regole per azioni di progetto condivise 
(Florence: Firenze University Press, 2004).  
8 Storti, Il paesaggio…, 27. 
9 Attilio Casavecchia, Enrica Salvatori, Il parco dell’uomo. Storia di un paesaggio (Manarola: Parco 
Nazionale delle Cinque Terre, 2002), 10. 
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maximum extension in the 19th century10, when it is estimated that more than 1,000 hectares 
of land were being used for agricultural purposes11 (fig. 2). 
This surface corresponds to a quantity of dry-stone walling measuring somewhere between 
3,500,000 and 2,800,000 cubic metres, to which should be added, again in the period of 
maximum expansion, between 84,000 and 98,000 cubic metres of walls that had to be 
rebuilt every year. If we consider that a builder, assisted by a labourer, takes a full day to 
complete 2 or 3 cubic metres of dry-stone walling12, it becomes apparent that the 
architecture of this territory has been defined very slowly over time, through operations of 
construction, care, maintenance and reconstruction, aimed at taming a hostile soil and 
making an otherwise non-arable area productive. Accordingly, for centuries, the people of 
the Cinque Terre have produced a particular kind of landscape. The long duration of the 
transformation processes of this portion of the territory, associated with the slowness 
imposed by the construction of the terraces, introduces a theme: that of the relationship 
between the form of space, the rhythm of time, and the perception of both in regard to the 
landscape. This is a particular interpretative key of these contexts which any project, 
whether on an architectural or territorial scale, ought to take on board. 
In the period when Signorini discovered and then began to regularly stay in the Cinque 
Terre, something was already changing in the life of these places with consequences on 
their form. In fact, it was in the late 19th century, just when the terraced system had reached 
its maximum expansion, that a different evolutionary rhythm began to appear in the 
landscape of the Cinque Terre, a “much faster rhythm which accompanied the realization 
and life of contemporary ‘urban artefacts’”13, and which determined a rapid transformation 
of space, affecting the ways in which it was lived, traversed, and used. 
The first such artefact which accelerated the pace was the Navy Arsenal constructed in La 
Spezia (1869) which offered new job opportunities for the inhabitants of the five Ligurian 
villages. In 1874, the construction of the Sestri Levante to La Spezia railway line followed, 
introducing a clear break in that age-old condition of geographical marginality which, up 
until that point, had characterized the Cinque Terre area and had also contributed to 
preserving its slow pace of transformation. In the 1920s, the appearance of the phylloxera, 
an insect which attacks vines, resulted in serious losses in terms of agricultural productivity 
and forced the inhabitants to abandon agriculture as the sole source of income in favour 
of more profitable jobs. However, thanks in particular to a female workforce, the soil 
continued to be cultivated, thus preserving that cultural landscape which, over time, had 

 
10 Mariolina Besio, “Rappresentare i processi di identificazione tra paesaggi e comunità”, in La 
rappresentazione identitaria del territorio Atlanti, codici, figure, paradigmi per il progetto locale, ed. by Alberto 
Magnaghi (Florence: Alinea, 2005). 
11 Mariolina Besio, Il vino del mare; il piano del paesaggio tra i tempi della tradizione e i tempi della conoscenza 
(Venice: Marsilio, 2002). 
12 The data cited, relating to both the cubic metres of dry-stone walling and the time taken to 
construct the walls themselves, have been taken from Casavecchia, Salvatori, Il parco dell’uomo..., 13. 
13 Storti, Il paesaggio…, 27. 
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delle Cinque Terre, 2003). 
5 These are the municipalities of Riomaggiore, Vernazza and Monterosso, which still exist today. 
Originally, the Municipality of Riomaggiore included both the hamlets of Manarola and Corniglia, 
while today the latter falls within the municipality of Vernazza.  
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led to the consolidation of specific local identities, “corresponding to territorial images and 
to well-recognized social and economic organizations”14. 
At the end of the same century, a second series of events followed, to which significant 
transformations affecting the territory in the ensuing twenty years can be traced. In 1997, 
UNESCO declared the area of “Portovenere, Cinque Terre and the Islands (Palmaria, Tino 
and Tinetto)” as a site of Outstanding Universal Value, including them in the World Heritage 
List as a “Cultural Landscape”. In particular, the Cinque Terre are identified by UNESCO as 
an “evolved organic” and “continuing” cultural landscape, whose “authenticity rests on the 
extent to which the traditional way of life has been preserved without significant loss, despite 
pressures from modern socio-economic development”15. Their universal value is expressed 
by the site’s ability to represent “the harmonious interaction between man and nature to 
produce a landscape of exceptional scenic quality that illustrates a traditional way of life that 
has existed for a thousand years and continues to play an important socio-economic role in 
the life of the community”16. However, in the landscape of the Cinque Terre the concept of 
“continuity” today appears to have become drastically weakened. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Riviera di Levante alla quarta della scala di Savoia ossia di 1 a 9.450 eseguita negli anni 1816. 1822. 
23. 24. 25. 1826 e 1827 - Sheet 14 (portion), 1816-27 (Istituto Geografico Militare). The map shows 
the extent of  the terraced landscape in the XIX century within the area comprised between the 
hamlets of  Vernazza and Corniglia. 

 
14 Patrizia Lombardi, Francesco Marchese, “Scenari evolutivi del paesaggio agrario delle Cinque 
Terre,” in Scenari strategici. Visioni identitarie per il progetto del territorio, ed. by Alberto Magnaghi (Firenze: 
Alinea, 2007), 347. 
15 ICOMOS, “World Heritage List, Portovenere/Cinque Terre (Italy)”, (Advisory Body Evaluation, 
no. 826, September 1997), 130. 
16 ICOMOS, “World Heritage List …”, 131. 
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In the same year as the UNESCO nominations, the Protected Marine Area was established. 
This was followed in 1999 by the creation of the Cinque Terre National Park, and that of 
the Portovenere Regional Natural Park in 2011. These two parks, the sum of whose 
boundaries roughly coincides with the perimeter of the UNESCO site, were established 
with the aim of protecting and enhancing the territory in its tangible and intangible aspects, 
and in order to protect those specific characteristics of the cultural landscape to which the 
UNESCO attributed an exceptional universal value. Starting from the UNESCO 
nomination and following a significant territorial promotion campaign, the Cinque Terre, 
in a short period of time, became a destination for mass tourism. Thus, due to the sudden 
acceleration caused by tourism, the slow evolutionary pace has given way to a rapid 
metamorphosis of the places.  
 
The short time of the transformation of the landscape 
This metamorphosis is evident, first and foremost, in the abandonment of agricultural 
practices. A process, as mentioned above, which has older origins, but which has 
nonetheless become consolidated over the last thirty years, proceeding in parallel with the 
increase in tourist footfall and the reduction in the resident population17. In fact, of the 
complex of terraces present in 1973, only 34% were still being used for agriculture in 2012, 
while the remaining part was undergoing a process of renaturalization18 (fig. 3). The 
colonization by nature of previously terraced areas entails not only a modification of the 
physical and visual characteristics of the landscape, but is linked to a phenomenon of 
hydrogeological instability, which represents one of the main risk factors for the 
conservation of this territory19.  
The abandonment of agricultural practices is also associated with that of the multitude of 
rural buildings which dot the hillsides. These are pieces of architecture, mostly of a medium 
or small size, created to serve agricultural plots, and often built with the same stone material 
used for the retaining walls. A recent study, as yet unpublished and conducted by Università 
Iuav di Venezia20, has highlighted that of the total number of buildings registered in the 

 
17 In the period between 1997 and 2016, the resident population in the UNESCO site (Municipalities 
of Monterosso, Vernazza, Riomaggiore, and Portovenere) decreased by 12.8%. In the period from 
2002 to 2016, in the same municipalities, tourist arrivals increased by 108.3%. From an analysis of 
ISTAT data.  
18 Management Plan for the UNESCO Site “Portovenere, Cinque Terre and the Islands (Palmaria, Tino, and 
Tinetto)”, 2016. This plan was developed by the Liguria Region, the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and 
Activities, the Cinque Terre National Park, the Municipality of Portovenere, and some public and 
private research institutes. This was the first management plan for the site following the UNESCO 
nomination. 
19 On 25 October 2011, the Cinque Terre were submerged by water and mud. The flood, caused by 
a huge amount of rain falling in a short period of time, was exacerbated by the poor maintenance of 
the dry-stone walls, which represent the main form of prevention against hydrogeological risk. 
20 Viviana Ferrario, Mauro Marzo (scientific supervisors), Viola Bertini, Laura Dal Pos, Edoardo 
Danzi, Gianluca Spironelli, Andrea Turato (working group), “Rural architecture in the Cinque Terre 
area: mapping and survey of scattered rural buildings” (A scientific collaboration agreement between 
Università Iuav di Venezia - research cluster CULTLAND Cultural Landscapes, and the Cinque 
Terre National Park Authority, 2019-2020). 
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led to the consolidation of specific local identities, “corresponding to territorial images and 
to well-recognized social and economic organizations”14. 
At the end of the same century, a second series of events followed, to which significant 
transformations affecting the territory in the ensuing twenty years can be traced. In 1997, 
UNESCO declared the area of “Portovenere, Cinque Terre and the Islands (Palmaria, Tino 
and Tinetto)” as a site of Outstanding Universal Value, including them in the World Heritage 
List as a “Cultural Landscape”. In particular, the Cinque Terre are identified by UNESCO as 
an “evolved organic” and “continuing” cultural landscape, whose “authenticity rests on the 
extent to which the traditional way of life has been preserved without significant loss, despite 
pressures from modern socio-economic development”15. Their universal value is expressed 
by the site’s ability to represent “the harmonious interaction between man and nature to 
produce a landscape of exceptional scenic quality that illustrates a traditional way of life that 
has existed for a thousand years and continues to play an important socio-economic role in 
the life of the community”16. However, in the landscape of the Cinque Terre the concept of 
“continuity” today appears to have become drastically weakened. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Riviera di Levante alla quarta della scala di Savoia ossia di 1 a 9.450 eseguita negli anni 1816. 1822. 
23. 24. 25. 1826 e 1827 - Sheet 14 (portion), 1816-27 (Istituto Geografico Militare). The map shows 
the extent of  the terraced landscape in the XIX century within the area comprised between the 
hamlets of  Vernazza and Corniglia. 

 
14 Patrizia Lombardi, Francesco Marchese, “Scenari evolutivi del paesaggio agrario delle Cinque 
Terre,” in Scenari strategici. Visioni identitarie per il progetto del territorio, ed. by Alberto Magnaghi (Firenze: 
Alinea, 2007), 347. 
15 ICOMOS, “World Heritage List, Portovenere/Cinque Terre (Italy)”, (Advisory Body Evaluation, 
no. 826, September 1997), 130. 
16 ICOMOS, “World Heritage List …”, 131. 
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maps of the Land Registry Plan – dated to the end of the 1950s – a large part is no longer 
visible today because they have been swallowed up by vegetation and are in disuse or a state 
of ruin.  
In contrast with the gradual loss of the rural building heritage, accommodation facilities21 
and commercial activities for tourists have been mushrooming in the five villages, created 
within pre-existing compact works of architecture which, piled on top of one another, make 
up the built environment. The functional transformation of the urban fabric entails a formal 
transformation and a degradation of the quality of the public space. On the one hand, signs, 
stalls and elements of commercial appeal alter the perception of both the architectural 
figures of the buildings’ façades and of the public spaces they face, on the other, the large 
masses of tourists who flock there in the spring and summer months, highlight just how 
these collective spaces, born as an expression of very different uses and customs from those 
of the current visitors, are now distorted by flows that have become unsustainable. An 
effective summary of the phenomenon is the description which Marco D’Eramo made of 
towns declared World Heritage Sites by UNESCO which “are withering and becoming 
steadily less populated, reduced to theatrical backdrops against which a bloodless 
pantomime is performed. Where life once throbbed, […] now you will find only 
ubiquitously similar snack bars and stalls selling quaint specialties and muslins, batiks and 
cottons, beach wraps and bracelets. What was once a bustling din of loud excitement is 
now all conveniently listed in travel brochures”22. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: The Landscape of  the Cinque Terre, 2017 (Ente Parco Nazionale delle Cinque Terre). The 
photo shows the hamlet of  Manarola in the foreground. In the background, the town of  Corniglia 
and its train station are visible. The process of  reforestation involving the hills is also apparent.  

 
21 Approximately 460 tourist accommodation structures have been counted by the Liguria Region 
within the boundaries of the Cinque Terre National Park. This data, updated monthly, was found 
on the geoportal of the Liguria Region, last consulted on 7 May 2021, https://geoportal.regione. 
liguria.it/catalogo/mappe.html.  
22 Marco D’Eramo, “Urbanicidio a fin di bene”, Domus 982 (2014): 143. 
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In particular, the small stations, railway platforms and the jetties serving maritime transport, 
which represent the main accessibility nodes to these places for visitors, are the areas in 
which it becomes most evident how the spaces are unprepared to accommodate such a 
large tourist influx. Newspapers report debates around limiting the number of train 
accesses to the five villages. Meanwhile, a limited number is already in place for the paths 
which criss-cross the territory of the National Park. These paths are fragile, born to serve 
agriculture and maintained by the constant care of man. Their configuration, given by the 
intertwining of horizontal lines lying at different altitudes and parallel to sea level, along 
with steep vertical lines which scale the hillsides, has now become an infrastructure system 
with the tourist fruition of these places in mind. Being able to cross the Cinque Terre 
landscape at an easy pace is one of the main points of attraction.  
 
Contemporary paradoxes and projects 
The aforementioned events and the transformations they have induced, the changes in the 
use of the places and artefacts, the altered conditions of accessibility and the crossing of 
the territories, have introduced the germ of a paradox into the Cinque Terre landscapes, 
built with such extraordinary slowness over the centuries. As Gilles Deleuze has taught 
us23, the meaning of the expression “common sense” is made explicit by noting that “in 
everything there is a determinable sense” and, conversely, the meaning of “paradox” resides 
in the coexistence of “two senses at the same time”24. Indeed, according to this French 
philosopher, a paradox is “what destroys common sense as a single sense, but also what 
destroys common sense as an assignment of fixed identities”25. 
The impending hazard of a destructive process generated (absurdly) by an intent to protect 
and safeguard the character of the places is now evident in the Cinque Terre. Two different 
paradoxes appear to be correlated with the UNESCO nomination, albeit to differing 
degrees. The first lies in the fact that the renown of the site, spread worldwide by this 
nomination, has led to an uncontrolled, hard-to-manage boom in tourist flows. The 
pressure that these exert on the territory has reached such an extent as to jeopardize those 
tangible and intangible heritage elements, which, precisely through the addition to its World 
Heritage List, UNESCO seeks to preserve. This phenomenon, which, again turning to 
Deleuze, stands in antithesis to the uniqueness of common sense, and does not exclusively 
affect the territory we are dealing with. In fact, it often occurs in places identified as World 
Heritage Sites; it frequently concerns the ‘art heritage cities’, but it can also concern greater 
or smaller portions of a territory, precisely as is happening at the Cinque Terre. “Its touch 
is lethal: wherever the UNESCO hallmark is applied to a city, the city dies out [...]. This 
veritable urbanicide [...] is not deliberately perpetrated. On the contrary, it is committed in 
all good faith and with the loftiest intentions, to preserve examples of heritage for the 
benefit of humanity”26. Acute and scathing words.  

 
23 Gilles Deleuze, Logica del Senso, (Milan: Feltrinelli, 2005). 
24 Deleuze, Logica…, 9. 
25 Deleuze, Logica…, 74. 
26 D’Eramo, “Urbanicidio…”, 143. 
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The second paradox lies in the fact that the main attraction of the Cinque Terre is the 
terraced landscaping, whose current structure has been configured by a centuries-old 
activity which defined its shape, stone by stone, through a very slow construction process, 
accompanied, however, by tireless maintenance which took place uninterruptedly until 
relatively recently.  
The Cinque Terre territory is now traversed and visited by those who, often guided by 
stereotyped images, are looking for a postcard landscape, all the more attractive the more 
interconnected it is with a structural fragility. The growing number of visitors is 
accompanied by various interrelated aspects: the aesthetic qualities celebrated by the views 
of painters and photographers; the possibility of perceiving the sense of time taken by the 
long construction process of the terraces so that the landscape seems a huge sculpture, a 
gigantic collective work of land art; the acceleration and intensification of tourist flows 
induced by the UNESCO nomination. A landscape, as has been stressed several times, that 
is fragile and totally unsuitable for welcoming large masses of tourists. Paradoxically, the 
slow pace, with which an idea of sustainable tourism is associated in the collective 
imagination, has been replaced by a different pace, that of the hit-and-run, governed by a 
part of the limitless world of tour operators who sell packages thanks to which, in a handful 
of days less than a week, you can visit, photograph and post on social networks Venice, 
Florence, the Cinque Terre and perhaps even Pisa, with the inevitable snapshot holding up 
the leaning tower. The fruition of the places is rapid and often takes place within a few 
hours and in those few hours it gnaws away at the places. That same wish for a slow 
crossing of territories, which in the Cinque Terre is the most appropriate way to know and 
appreciate the places, is transformed in this portion of Liguria into a product aimed at mass 
tourist enjoyment, albeit paradoxically sustainable. We must therefore ask ourselves 
whether and to what extent an architectural and landscape project can interpret and help 
to resolve these paradoxes, if only in part.  
Reflecting on the role of a project with regard to the paradoxes that are so clearly apparent 
at the Cinque Terre leads to a questioning of strategies that could help to slow down the 
methods of using a territory which is as beautiful as it is fragile, precisely because of the 
long-time taken to form that landscape.  
On the subject of time and projects [the architect] Vittorio Gregotti wrote: “Time, together 
with the place [...] is [...] the offer of an opportunity of the present in comparison with a 
poetic past [...] in its persistence in memory and in the alternation of different conditions 
of life and work, sometimes very distant from one another. Without ever forgetting that 
the interpretation of time is still one of the structural materials which a project shapes”27. 
The definition of guidelines for the recovery of scattered rural buildings28, to be 
accompanied by the maintenance and restoration of portions of the terraced system and 
their ancient uses, the construction of new opportunities for a slow-paced knowledge of 
the places by working on improving the paths with panoramic views, and the 

 
27 Vittorio Gregotti, Tempo e progetto, (Milan: Skira, 2020), 13. 
28 Currently under definition is the new Cinque Terre National Park Plan, which will contain some 
guidelines for the recovery of the scattered rural heritage. In this context is the study “Rural 
Architecture in the Cinque Terre Area: Mapping and Survey of Scattered Rural Buildings”, 
conducted by Università Iuav di Venezia and preliminary to the drafting of the Plan itself. 
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redevelopment of public space, are just some of the actions that could be implemented in 
order to propose a different idea of temporality. On the other hand, the presence of some 
opportunities – offered by portions of disused railway tracks29 and by the dense network 
of routes that criss-cross the territory, extending well beyond the borders of the National 
Park (fig. 4) – could become the road around which new forms of territorial transit could 
coalesce, thereby also strengthening relations between the UNESCO site and the broader 
context. One possible approach to an open project, based on strategies shared with the 
population, government organizations and territorial protection bodies, and achievable in 
phases commensurate with priorities and needs as well as available resources and funds, 
ought to be based on identification of a scheme which can link settlements and terraces, 
marinas and railway stations, rural buildings and stairs clinging to the steep slopes of the 
hillsides. 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Viola Bertini, The Network of  Walking Routes Crossing the Territory, 2021 (The map is part of  
the ongoing research “UNESCO sites and tourism: design strategies for architecture and landscape”, 
Università Iuav di Venezia, Dipartimento di Culture del progetto, scientific supervisors Viviana 
Ferrario and Mauro Marzo, research fellow Viola Bertini). 

 
29 These are some portions of the first bed of the Sestri Levante to La Spezia railway line, which was 
partially moved uphill in successive phases between 1924 and 1970. Part of it, in the stretch between 
Framura and Levanto, has been transformed into a cycle-pedestrian path, opened officially in 2011.  
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27 Vittorio Gregotti, Tempo e progetto, (Milan: Skira, 2020), 13. 
28 Currently under definition is the new Cinque Terre National Park Plan, which will contain some 
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A similar project, put together with regard to the categories of space and time, would 
interconnect in an open design the episodes of the inhabited villages with the various 
swathes of agricultural landscape which make up this fragment of Liguria between Punta 
Mesco and Punta di Montenero, where a jagged stretch of terraced, mountainous coast 
plunges into the blue waters of the Mediterranean.  
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