
economy where the exploitation of the semantic
use of vertical surfaces becomes as important, if not
even more important, than the logistic use of hori-
zontal surfaces in determining real estate value.

The ineffable nature of public space 

The concept of public space is a phantom increas-
ingly crossing the current discourse about city, a
discourse that often leans towards nostalgia. Like
lovers often discovering how important they are to
each other at the moment they separate, it seems
that we began to be intensely concerned about
public space starting from a general perception of
its disappearance. But what is really disappearing?
Not a physical reality, as in fact public spaces are
evidently increasing in terms of surface and facili-
ties, but probably a relationship between people
and space, a way of living and experiencing urban
space. It is not the purpose of this paper to tackle
the complex theoretical debate about the nature of
public space; rather, as a consequence of a long-
lasting practice of exploration and video/photogra-
phic documentation of the globalizing urban lands-
cape, it will be argued that the way we experience
public space today tends towards a passive, “ocular
centric”1 attitude, flattening the identity of the citi-
zen to that of the voyeuristic incarnation as specta-
tor, as audience. The concept of public space, in the
common sense as well as in the literature, evolves
in the modern era parallel to the bourgeois public
sphere as described by Jürgen Habermas2: a discur-
sive arena universally open to citizens, originating
at the end of the Seventeenth Century from the dif-
fusion of printed press and cafes. 

The sequence of pictures (fig. 1a–c) is emblema-
tic of this conception. A man climbs on a chair and
starts to address the people. Suddenly, people
group around him in circle, a strongly symbolic
form.3 At his feet, a bunch of notifications attesting
the many times he has been legally prosecuted for
exercising the right of free speech in public. Public
space appears here in its essential nature of site of
struggle for representation.4

Personally, I doubt if a more participative and
interactive sphere ever developed in the past, defy-
ing to excessively romanticize what has always been
substantially space for conflict and negotiation,
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Fig. 1a–1c: Bologna: free speech in public

Space of exposure: 
notes for a vertical 
urbanism

Lorenzo Tripodi

Abstract

This paper introduces some considerations about
how the processes of spatial production and image
production are increasingly intertwined and similarly
managed in the urban field, and how images affect
the way we think and experience public space.
Starting from the assumption that the contempor-
ary conception of public space is shifting from an
idealistic vision of space for contact and mutual
exchange to a more pragmatic space of exposure, a
fluidified and mediated space where city users (as
the citizen’s post-modern personification) are expo-
sed to flows of commodified images, the term cine-
matic space is proposed here in order to describe
this transformation. An evident convergence is
taking place between architecture and cinema pro-
duction processes, perceivable not only in the phe-
nomenology of everyday life, but also in the simila-
rities between the languages used to describe
them. In other words, digital media are not only
essential tools for describing the contemporary
urban landscape, but they are becoming more and
more constitutive elements of the emerging urban
reality. Some aspects appear relevant to this general
dynamic, such as the increasing mediation of the
urban experience by means of digital devices, the
asymmetry of power between who is exposed to
flows of images and who controls them and the
increasing mobilization and fluidification of indivi-
dual behaviours and lifestyles imposed by develop-
ment models. These phenomena concur to determi-
ne the emergence of what can be defined a vertical
urbanism: a structural transformation of the urban



subject to fluctuations, expansions and repressions
according to geographical and historical contexts.
Nevertheless, today the idea—if not the reality—of
public space as a civic arena, as place of contact or
as place of formation of public opinion is collapsing
into different visions determined by the widest
dynamics related to globalization. Such a fracture
participates to the paradigm of an epistemological
shift generally individuated as post-modernism, or
preferably, late modernism. Phenomena such as the
decline of nation states,5 the privatization of public
goods, the dominance of the symbolic and cultural
economy,6 the dramatic diffusion of information
communication technology,7 the dissolution of tra-
ditional familial and social categories, the emergen-
ce of new forms of communities weakly dependent
on contiguity, migrations,8 terrorism and surveillan-
ce policies,9 radically renovate the conception, the
design and the management of urban space.10 The
combined influence of such phenomena produces a
new vision of public space that can be defined cine-
matic. Here it is not the nature of site for represen-
tation to be denied but the balance of powers
among players, the reciprocity in the capacity to
produce representations. By re-designing the essen-
tial embodiment of the citizen’s post-modern figure
as spectator, that which emerges is a substantial
asymmetry between who broadcasts and who is ex-
posed to flows of produced images.

The cinematic space

The cinematographic metaphor is strictly fitting
here: concepts like frame, exposure, running time,
palimpsest, spectacle, audience are appropriate to
describe contemporary urban structuring and re-
structuring processes. But in such a conceptualizati-
on, the use of the term cinematic has a double
motivation. It refers to the current English meaning
as a subject related to cinema, interpreting the con-
ception, the perception and the physical construc-
tion of urban space as a substantially passive and
contemplative experience for the citizen. But it also
refers to the original etymology deriving from the
greek Kinein, to move, denot-ing kinematics as the
branch of physics dealing with the motion of a
body or a system: a mean--ing as well reflected in
the more colloquial term movie, asserting the strict
interdependence of visuality and motility in deter-
mining the urban configuration.11

As a cinematographic experience is produced
through a combination of three fundamental fea-
tures—a photographic sequence of images or
frames, a conveyor determining the frame rate, and
a lens acting as mediating surface allowing to focus
(fig. 2)—so the renovated urban public sphere
manifests itself as a combination of three ideally
overlapping functional spaces: a space of exposure—
where images are produced and reproduced; a

space of flows—where constant necessity of move-
ment is unceasingly fostered and managed; a space
of mediation—where protocols of exchange and
codification are defined and controlled by the mar-
ket. These three aspects, or functions, concur to
define the cinematic public space as a new identity
of the civic urban form. They can be seen as diffe-
rent vantage points, different perspectives from
which to look at an interdependent concurrence of
factors: the increasing technological mediation of
every human interaction, the increasing velocity of
most societal and productive processes, the increa-
sing relevance of the visual perception and produc-
tion in the everyday life experience. Looking at
contemporary literature on urban life, we could
hardly escape from categorizing any contribution as
adherent to one or more of these three visions.
Let's have a closer look at these three phenomeno-
logical spaces, focusing on the one called space of
exposure, a perspective specially fitting to this con-
ference topic. 

The Mediated space 

Other than normative or property status, public
space is inherently defined by human behaviour.
Human behaviour is increasingly mediated by digi-
tal devices (fig. 3). In this perspective, public space
is mainly conceived as interface, where the face to
face contact between individuals is substituted by
interactions with or through digital de-vices. This
general process of mediation belongs to what we
can call a networked sphere, acting at the same time
as an extension of private sphere in public space—
let's think of mobile phones, pda or mp3 players
building portable private bubbles in public—or as
an intrusion of the public sphere in the private phy-
sical domain—as for example the uncountable win-
dows opened the internet into almost every house
allowing a certain level of mediated public life.
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Fig. 2: Cinematographic projector



Mediation concurs to dissolve the traditional cate-
gories of public and private and promotes new
ways of experiencing urban space as an extensive
interface environment. The mediation process gene-
rates a representational space that surfaces in the
physical space mainly codified as flows of images.
Codified images are the main means through which
interaction happens in the mediated space and
tend to produce a slight transformation in the way
we interact with the morphology of urban space. 

Historically, the intrinsic quality determining
public space’s existence was its potential horizontal
use as space accessible to everyone, substantially
characterized by emptiness that can be socially
filled. If its classical nature is that of open space, of
urban void, of the arena where gathering and
copresence can have place, the new embodiment
of public space takes the substance of the membra-
ne:  it is a mainly vertical articulation of surfaces
and portals filtering and regulating the shift bet-
ween private and public life. Porosity, selectivity,
traceability, capacity to act as filter are some quali-
ties of an emerging urban landscape assuming an
increasingly complex, fractal and dynamic character.
The design of such an urban morphology follows
access issues more than property rights: as Paul
Virilio12 pointed out more than two decades ago,
the doors of the city have been substituted by
access protocols. 

A relevant aspect of this process is that public
life is increasingly filtered, tracked, registered by
digital devices, contributing to the construction of a
parallel city of data which forms and decays at an
incredibly faster pace than its physical embodiment,
“the” city. It is a meta-city where velocity, connec-
tivity and time of decay are be-coming parameters
almost as relevant than form, mass, property and
other traditional values in determining economical
value and power relationships in the physical world.
It is the space of flows as described by Manuel
Castells,13 as opposite to the space of places.

The Fluidified space  

Second main characteristic of the contemporary
urban space is to be space of flows, or fluidified
space, where immaterial flows of data and money
are directly connected with an increasing mobility
of bodies and goods.14 The city is no longer the
site of staying. Historically, the settlement was the
primary figure of the urban, essential constitutive
values of which were intimacy, appropriation,
defence, circumscription and cohesion; with late
modernity, there has been a definitive shift towards
an ontology of movement. The nature of the city is
defined essentially by the capacity to attract move-
ment, to interweave trajectories, to manage traffic.
Today the city is above all a node, an attractor, a
territory of transit and exchange. According to this
vision, public space is essentially planned as infra-
structure. It is conceived, de-signed, managed and
regulated mainly by the means of fostering mobility
and charge capacity. This is an inherently modern
conception, embodied with the idea that the maxi-
mum displacement of goods, capitals and inciden-
tally people produces the maximum economical
growth or development. The important role assu-
med by the renovation of Railway Stations in recent
revitalization processes of urban centres is not an
accident. Such primary nodes of individual trajecto-
ries, ultimate incarnation of urban public space in
the age of mobility, are reorganized with an increa-
sed quantity of retail spaces, advertising surfaces
and screens (fig. 4, 5). Beyond their status of public
infrastructures, they are generally managed trough
private public partnership and considered key spa-
ces for commercial exploitation, intensively seizing
the attention of a huge number of commuters.
Attention is exploited as a capital resource in the
urban economy. The main measure of urban life is
shifting from space to time, as distance is becoming
less relevant and speed increases as the dominant
value. Again Virilio, who has an education as urban
planner, called for a new discipline in order to
describe the contemporary state of being, which he
de-fined dromology, the science of velocity, esta-
blish-ing conceptual links between visuality and
time compression.15 Is this relationship that I'm
interested in highlighting as a dominant character
of the urban field. As in cinema the mechanical
movement (time rate) of the film is causally con-
nected with the time of exposure, both impressing
or reproducing images, in the same way the space
of flows determines a space of exposure, conceived
and structured in function to maximize the city
user's capacity to be exposed to flows of informati-
on, images and goods. More than existence, it is
persistence that counts, in the hyperreality
domain...
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Fig. 3: Digital monitoring device in entrance 



The Space of Exposure  
Thirty years ago, Venturi, Scott Brown and
Izenour16 in their Learning from Las Vegas led a pro-
vocative study on the emerging American landsca-
pe. Aside from the effective value of the urban con-
text they were depicting, we must recognize that
their analysis of the Las Vegas strip can today be
considered a far-sighted mode to analyze urban
environment, in a way that could be fruitfully
applied to most of the contemporary cityscapes.
The importance of signs, and of architectures that
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Fig. 6: Branded landscape in Florence

Fig. 4: Railroad network diagram

Fig. 5: tv screens at Milan railway station

acts themselves as signs, designed in a functional
relation to vehicles' speed, is recognized here as
the primary feature determining urban form (fig. 6).
The power to impress, to persist on the retina, to
interfere with the trajectories of the city user beco-
mes a substantial goal of urban planning. The citi-
zen becomes a vector in an economy of gaze—
where to catch the eye is the imperative. 

Since then, this relationship between speed and
image consumption has become a central node of
the new “creative city” configuration. Urban space
acts primarily as space of exposure: a functional,
structured space where city users are exposed to
the spectacle of goods, entertained, impressed by
flows of images. Image manipulation or consumpti-
on is the increasing occupation of the contempor-
ary citizen, at work as well as during leisure time.
The production of images be-comes a main produc-
tion form in the age of the symbolic economy. It is
a trend that affects the production of urban space,
the way as the city is physically shaped. The mana-
gement of imagery is more or less evident at the
core of most phenomena affecting the urban world,
and we can recognize this dominance in many
forms and in many words inhabiting the current
urban dis-course. Urban renewal programs are con-
ducted mainly by redesigning the image of the city
as a way to foster physical transformation; urban
marketing acts mostly through the production of
seductive images for competing cities, in order to
attract capital and creative and human resources,
allowing the material achievement of what is plan-
ned (fig. 7, 8). Quoting Richard Florida's para-
digm,17 the creative class arises: it is composed
mainly of professionals of image production, pain-
ters, directors, graphic designers, and obviously
architects, whose professionalism is increasingly
connected to digital rendering techniques. Visual
arts and digital representations are at the core of
this production force. The festivalization is the ten-
dency to program urban life as a palimpsest of cul-
tural and entertaining events. 

Gentrification processes in their typical form can
be seen as strategic deployment of insurgent creati-
ve energies, that in principle can act as subversive,
but generally end up providing a re-newed and fas-
hionable image able to re-boost real estate value of
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. The biggest indu-
strial sector in the global economy, beside the mili-
tary one, is tourism, essentially based on the mana-
gement of image consumption. Cultural heritage
sites are attentively managed as exploitation of con-
solidated image resources coming from the past
and offered to the leisure market. Disneyfication
processes are a common phenomena in urban
historical milieux, where traditional cultural values
are reinvented and slightly subverted in order to fit
in the stereotyped and commodified image expec-
ted by the tourist (fig. 9). Finally, and all over the



latter, advertising is colonizing every context of
urban landscape not only as a residual use of
available surfaces, but as a training force for the
urban economy. Its diffusion is not incidental, but
in a synergetic way connected with many buil-
ding or restructuring operations, and it is often an
essential prerequisite for financing new construc-
tion or renovation projects. All these processes
are somehow distributed in delocalized networks,
but emerge from production to consumption
through an essentially vertical articulation of sur-
faces that constitutes the essence of the contem-
porary city, experienced as succession of frames
on personal and public screens, on facades, bill-
boards, signage, and through any other kind of
transparent or opaque, passive or active surface.

The sequence of images (fig. 10a–c) helps to
clarify the point of my presentation. We are near-
by Potsdamer Platz, Berlin, a place that we can
consider emblematic of many of the dynamics
that are listed above. Speaking in architectural
terms, the outcome of this huge urban project
well represents the short-circuit between digital
representation and production of physical space:
if rendering techniques are intended to better
represent the real world, here a paradoxical ren-
versement, an overturn, seems to take place.
Moving across the physical space of the Platz, the
hyper real sensation of being in a digital rende-
ring surfaces in the passer-by…  But this story
happens just at the fringes of this fast transfor-
ming district, which became a valuable node in
the urban asset of Berlin. In April 2006, I was
passing over the new Leipziger Platz, which until
recent times was just a circular sign on the map
and where only recently buildings have been
sprouting up like mushrooms. I noticed carpen-
ters assembling a scaffolding, which I supposed
to be the prelude for the construction of a new
building. But as I came closer, something seemed
strange to me: the scaffolding was occupying the
whole lot, leaving no place for the supposed
building. Curious, a few weeks later I went back
to the scene and I found it wrapped in a plastic
canvas, printed with trompe l'œil facades, detai-
led at the point to show the merchandise in the
painted shop-windows: the scaffold had become
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Fig. 7-8: Billboards advertising urban renewal programs

Fig. 9: Florence: a taste of the “renaissance disneyland“

Fig. 10a–c: Leipziger Platz, Berlin: Building “simulacra“



the simulacrum of a building. Before its effective
construction, the image of the building was realized
and inserted in the urban landscape, used as
resource for advertising and advertising at the same
time for its own future realization.18

A Vertical Urbanism? 

What I semi-seriously call vertical urbanism is an
emerging form of production that implies a massive
use of tools and techniques borrowed from image
production in order to determine and exploit value
from the urban location, connected to the potential
attention of the widest number of passers-by. It is a
combination of advertising, graphic design, urban
marketing, architecture and visual arts. The capacity
to attract and maintain attention becomes a funda-
mental measurement unit of contemporary urban
production. This capacity is connected with the
progressive colonization of urban surfaces, expressly
for dominating their communication potential.
Urban design moves from fields to frames: land's
logistic use of horizontal surfaces lose relevance in
respect to the semantic use of vertical ones. If until
now, the design of the city has been essentially dra-
wing plans from an aerial point of view, distributing
functions through the physical space in a primarily
horizontal articulation, in this case we assist the
prodromes, the premonitory signs of a vertical urba-
nism aimed at organising the visual perception of
an urban palimpsest. Programmed flows of images
constitute the core of the urban experience, the
screen becoming the main morphological element
structuring a city where to be visible is more impor-
tant than what actually is done inside the architec-
ture. The commerce as the historical core of the
urban life19 is substituted by the display, the show-
room becomes the evolution of the shop and the
shop window overcomes the warehouse. 

Maybe the most emblematic expression of this
tendency is in the “overexposed” Times Square in
New York City, perhaps the truly architectural em-
bodiment of the Empire's Capital in the age of glo-
balization (fig. 11). According to M. Christine
Boyer,20 Light Units in Times Square, or L.U.T.S,
have been defined by a 1987 ordinance that man-
dates the amount of illuminated signage that new
buildings in New York's Times Square must carry. It
is not the excess of visual signage, but rather the
insufficient brightness compared to a required stan-
dard that is in this case ratified by law, reasserting
the eminently semiotic nature of this space. L.U.T.S.
replace lots in a shift to an urbanism where the
screen becomes the dominant morphologic element
of urban landscape. Here, a dense palimpsest of
moving images is programmed in order to obtain
the maximum exposure to the densest mass of pas-
sers-by. It is a space dominated by the entertain-
ment and media industry, and is also significantly a

space the parameters of which approach that of the
internet rather than traditional architectural envi-
ronment made of stone, the look of which alluded
to solidity, consistence and endurance. Again, the
capsizing of “real” in the face of the virtual is per-
ceivably crossing a physical space that is structured
and experienced as a multimedia hypertext, orga-
nized as a layered cascade of windows, dominated
by successions of pixels, information-overloaded
and redundant. 

Here we have the ultimate achievement of the
cinematic city, where the space of exposure is totally
integrated with the mediated space and the space of
flows. It is an informational space, where the data-
city comes literally to the surface showing its meta-
phoric nature; it is one of the most densely crossed
sites in the world, although significantly lacking
inhabitants, where the form of the space symbolizes
the shift from a conception of public space as a
place for staying, meeting and joining, to a site of
flowing: despite the name, there is no square, it is
just an X where the main arteries of the city cross
and the hugest number of passers-by is pushed in
the urban rhythm (and I won’t deny the  fascination
that such a choreography undoubtedly carries). 

Can it be objected that such a particular space
as Times Square or other similar locations in the
dense downtowns of capital cities are not a valua-
ble example for the general evolution of the global
urban landscape, that they are only a very partial
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Fig. 11: Times Square



example of how cities look. But aside of such im-
pressive, brilliant display of shiny power, the colo-
nization of vertical surfaces by corporate industry
has an evident diffusion in many other ambits and
forms. Just to stay in ny, at the same moment I
picked up the images shown in the previous page,
I discovered an apparently odd campaign carried by
a small organization based in the Lower East Side,
called localexpression (fig. 12). In the general
neglect of the public opinion, they denounced a
new municipal law which was being promulgated,
forcing all the sidewalk newstands of the city to be
substituted by a standard model. With the new
system the news-sellers would have been reconver-
ted to franchise employees, not owning their news-
stand anymore, and the variety of printed press
would have been contained inside a standard kiosk.
In the proposed solution, the whole external surfa-
ce would have been given in concession to adverti-
sing agencies (specifically Viacom), suppressing the
view to the public of the printed press. Struggling
against this law, the activists of localexpression

pointed out how this was going to represent a can-
cellation of a plural form of expression provided by
the public exposition of the diversity of magazines,
substituted by the monopolistic display of a corpo-
rate image. Similar processes are happening for bus
shelters and many kinds of street furniture, as well
as for every kind of residual urban surfaces or

vehicles, as part of a rush for monopolizing the
visual communication lead by strong powers. 

On the other hand we can notice that also
the resistance to hegemonic process increasingly
assumes the form of a struggle for the right to
urban surfaces: practices like graffiti, street art,
sticker art, subvertising, urban scale projections
and many others similar attempts have become a
fundamental part of artistic and political strate-
gies against the hegemony of global corporate
power on the expressive potential of urban sur
faces. To reclaim streets and walls and disempo-
wer commodified visual pollution are major
issues for movements concerned with consoli-
dated powers (fig. 13).

Conclusions

We live in the age of the symbolic economy,
where an incommensurable mass of symbolic ex-
changes exists in a representational sphere. A
process is occurring in the interstices of globaliza-
tion, where the techniques of digital visual repre-
sentation, supposed to expand the possibility to
represent the fast evolution of physical landscape,
are increasingly becoming constitutive elements
of the emerging urban realities. Digital imagery is
sensibly emerging in the architectural surface of
the modern city, expanding the semiotic potential
of urban space. It is not a hazard that the enter-
tainment industry is becoming one of the most
relevant actors in the real estate market and that
techniques refined in the cinematographic indu-
stry are pervasively affecting the way urban space
is managed and designed. Cinema seems now to
provide a model for the production of lived
space. Cinema is a wonderful discipline, a domi-
nant culture in our times that has the dignity of a
major art. But cinema is also far away from being
a democratic process. It is a highly hierarchical
and asymmetrical production process, directed
through commercially definite purposes. Urban
life is an infinitely more complex world, that is at
risk of being affected in a dysfunctional way from
the asymmetry of power generated in the context
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Fig. 12: localexpression.com campaign “bye bye newsstand” Fig. 13: Subvertising campaign in Berlin



of global capitalism by the pervasive domination of
digital means of production, reducing the citizens’
role to a mere audience of a spectacle directed

from far away. We inhabit a representational space
that is plastered with produced images. But control
over these flows of images is an open issue.
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