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Design in Digital Cartography. 
Evolving Landscape Narrative 
Tools for Territorial Exploration 
and Enhancement of Local 
Heritage
Paola Menzardi & Pier Paolo Peruccio 
Politecnico di Torino, Department of Architecture and Design

Keywords
Design for Territories, Digital Cartography, Participated Territorial Narratives, 
Active Landscape, Territorial Enhancement.

Abstract
Design for territories expands its gaze to the entire spatial experience, which 
acts and feels in relation to a place. Here, space is a fluid and dynamic element 
“contaminated” by mutual interaction with human life. This interaction shapes 
both space and human experience, making them recipients and interlocutors 
of a project at the same time. One design approach in territorial enhancement 
is exploring the match between digital cartography and community mapping as 
tools for the promotion of territories starting from their local identities. 
Visual narratives of the “active landscape” are thus probed to represent territories 
as places of submerged heritage worth discovering. Within this framework, the 
AtlasFor project is presented to create participatory storytelling of the territory, in 
order to stimulate interest in social capital and culture.
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o 1. People and space, a relationship of symbiosis, planning 
and rediscovery
The relationship between mankind and space has something 
inherent and primordial that leads back to the fragile, but 
extraordinary, loneliness experienced by nomads when many 
territories and wildlife were still unknown. For thousands of 
years man has evolved as the errant traveler with the instinct 
to set out for a destination, to continuously look for new 
places. This was undoubtedly due to necessity for survival but 
is also an expression of a reaction to a natural-born need to 
discover, know, understand what exists beyond his own visi-
ble horizon.   

No man can exist without an environment that can provide 
the conditions and contexts in which to live and from which 
new places could be explored. By the same token, there would 
be no physical space that could be penetrated and inhabited, 
without someone to take care of it, to make it suitable for 
himself, to preserve it. Space as territory, and as landscape, is 
the other, the first “individual” in a person’s life, so viscerally 
grafted within us that it is an inseparable element.  

Man becomes active intervening in space in order to modify, 
design, build, transform it in another substance. Space is the 
first original subject of intervention, where man first created 
the right dimensions for living. From there on, he widened his 
action to other elements, to objects, instruments, buildings 
necessary to equip himself with the intelligence, albeit with 
its degrading effects, of which the pristine environment is 
naturally devoid.   
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More recently, man has recognized his ability to create what 
he needs with method. Historical times, technological devel-
opment, culture and market laid the basis so that these cir-
cumstances rapidly accelerated and carried the mechanism 
almost to an extreme. In the second half of the 20th century, 
man the inventor, creator and manipulator, took on a specific 
and recognized role as designer, alongside other profession-
als related to design, architects, engineers, urban planners. 
Design flourished in those years and dealt for the most part 
with objects and communication products. The concept of the 
man stripped of everything except of the space in which he is 
immersed, was replaced by the concepts of man in relation to 
anthropized space, gradually losing disintermediate contact 
with the pristine and original shape of its environment. As a 
sentiment of attachment, this concept has been recently redis-
covered, and a remarkable phenomenon has highlighted an 
overall reactivation, a widespread engagement of citizens in 
the creation of geographic information (Goodchild, 2007).

The issue of communication is not restricted to geograph-
ic data and to physical aspects of the landscape: it concerns 
a widespread phenomenon of recapture and participation. 
The aim is to communicate the totality of local heritage in 
its uniqueness by using different tools (Summa, 2009). Ex-
periences and experimentations have emerged in this regard 
to extend the modalities and the contents of the narrative of 
places to perceptions, symbolic and synesthetic dimensions. 
This means that the ways through which places are experi-
enced are broadening as people are more aware that territory 
is made of different and overlapping factors. 0
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This widespread phenomenon of user-generated contents 
in describing territory certainly involve an innovative im-
provement not merely of the Geographic Information System 
(GIS) but more generally in the overall relationship with the 
territory. New stances even from the field of cartography are 
opening up to the integration of ways of representing and vi-
sualizing territories to give haptic perceptions and the poetic 
intensity enclosed in them. These reflections bring current 
studies back to look at the approaches of psychogeography 
and design in particular to analyze the methodological possi-
bilities based upon “drifting” and the experiential dimension 
(Krucken, 2018). Communicating and visualizing territory is 
reinterpreted to translate into a non-verbal but multidimen-
sional reading. The world of design now extends an interested 
and proactive look at the territory, aware of a relationship 
that thinned out and was no longer exactly focused. This is a 
sign of a desire to rediscover the identity and the origins of 
places, a rediscovery of the potentialities, of the need to take 
charge of design and to turn it, towards the care and manage-
ment of territories.

2. Design for the territories and the issue of promotion. 
The participatory cartography AtlasFor project, towards 
new ways of disseminating local identities
The ways in which design has interpreted the concept of terri-
tory, have gone through several phases that have developed its 
intrinsic sense. The first approaches turned to “design in the 
territory”, referring to the context. They paid attention to what 
was going to be created in relation to a place that, due to its dis-
tinctive features, was considered an integral part of the act of 0
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intervention. The territory was the scenario in which particular 
design and production were built based on the interpretation 
of local knowledge and materials, for planning that continued 
over time and was consistent with the spirit of the place. The 
intermediate step took place with the “design of the territory” 
and the design of products that were directly an expression of 
the values and specificities of the place, to be spread into other 
contexts to make them better known. Today’s design can be 
defined “design for the territory”, and has shifted the objective 
to an even higher level by dealing with the enhancement and 
development of places. It moves towards the recovery, knowl-
edge and dissemination of local identities and resources with a 
view to promoting and preserving assets and empowering local 
communities (Parente & Sedini, 2017). It is interesting to note 
how the gaze on the territory, from the 1990s when the first re-
flections in the design field appeared (Parente, 2016), has been 
enriched by ever-increasing declinations and implications.  

Design for the territory is engaged in the field of participatory 
digital cartography and explores, in the wake of these past 
experiences, decisive and effective methods for the revital-
ization of places. It proceeds on projects that combine atlas 
geography with contents that push to describe beyond what 
is visible, extending to specific aspects that have more to 
do with the emotional sphere, or elusive, fleeting, seasonal, 
sensorial, immaterial things. Indications on points of view 
of interest on landscape, points of observation of vegetation 
and fauna, suggestions on local events and activities in prog-
ress, narrations of stories and anecdotes, hints about people 
holding local knowledge to meet, it is all data included in 0
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this new understanding. The aim is to succeed in producing a 
cartography of the “active landscape”, of the life and identity 
of territories capable of making known the multitude of their 
typical and unique traits in a representation that is a dynamic, 
participatory, interactive and continuous process. This way 
to intend cartography resumes along the line system maps 
(Jones & Bowes, 2017) with the purpose of representing rela-
tionships among parts and their complexity overcoming the 
limits of human understanding and visualization. 
Thus, design relies on the fundamentals of the net. It pro-
ceeds in giving a systemic view of the many existing relation-
ships generated by the correlation with the space. It also cre-
ates networks among public and private actors of territories. 
As a discipline that mediates among knowledge, it assumes a 
strategic value in the ability to generate, organize and manage 
activities designed to connect knowhow to places, to dissem-
inate it and promote cooperative actions. Design for territo-
ries is intended to foster collective, participated and systemic 
processes which are at the basis of local development. 

One of the projects carried out by Politecnico di Torino is 
AtlasFor, Atlas of Heritage and Active Landscape. It gives 
concreteness and implementation to community mapping 
through a digital platform of participated cartography. 
The work, promoted by the LandscapeFor cultural association, 
is an open-source online georeferencing project of places of 
cultural interest, subjects and initiatives that constitute the so-
called “active landscape”. It is accessed from the landscapefor.
eu website and is responsive for use by smartphones and tab-
lets. Launched in 2017 together with the APPA (Atlas of Heri-0
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tage and Active Landscape) publishing project that collects ma-
terials, it is continuously updated with the goal to reach a larger 
number of Italian regions and Unesco sites in a few years. It is 
a real atlas based on visual language. The objective is to cre-
ate a participatory storytelling of the territory starting from a 
basic cartographic level to which are added images, short texts 
and references to in-depth analysis. The narration includes 
news, traditions, music contents, filmography, and other un-
intelligible details. History, projects, activities, people are all 
active elements participating in this narrative. They contribute 
to make the landscape vital through services, productions, 
enhancement projects and initiatives for a better quality of life. 
This mapping includes, among the others, the most fleeting 
and ephemeral aspects, the impressions arose by both the over-
all and detailed views, and the seasonal characteristics.
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Figure 1. LansdscapeFor, AtlasFor, homepage of the AtlasFor platform. On the left, a pop-up menu 
allows to select information layers categorized in clusters of projects, places or themes. Retrieved 
from atlas.landscapefor.eu.
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AtlasFor is a digital cartographic platform, organized into cate-
gories and sub-themes. The information presented concern ar-
chitecture, places, art, nature, itineraries, history, productions, 
activities, receptivity and panoramic viewpoints. The toolbar 
allows to choose the regional level from which to enlarge or re-
strict the field or select from the other search options individual 
municipalities, routes or sites. The process is participatory and 
proceeds as a result of calls and meetings organized in order to 
involve communities, citizens and other actors. They contribute 
autonomously to AtlasFor with contents and even news such 
as in progress events. The aim is to rediscover local identities, 
strengthen relationships, enhance collaboration among people, 
promote knowledge and systemic practices (Peruccio, 2016). 
The atlas wants to reveal again awareness of diversities that 
give value to territories as well as the time to see hidden fea-
tures, what landscape offers to the gaze of those who can grasp 
its physiognomy but also its character.  

3. Territories from the perspective of design. 
Contaminations with cartography, mapping technologies 
and IT for new augmented narratives
The term design territoriale (territorial design) was already 
used by Ugo La Pietra in 1988 at the exhibition Genius Loci 
in Verona, to recall the evocative power of local and material 
cultures able to interpret territories and define their identity. 
That exhibition opened again in 2019 during the Milan Design 
Week reiterating the interest in bringing out the great heritage 
enclosed by submerged culture of territories. It was intended 
to encourage the advancement of a territorial design, i.e. a 
design for a specific region, starting from the analysis of the 0
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tangible and intangible local heritage. Ezio Manzini stated 
an analogous concept in reference to the territory as a proj-
ect dimension and to design as an instrument of reading and 
action. He has identified this branch of design in its “ability to 
recognize potential resources, to transform them into effec-
tive resources, and to cultivate them in the perspective of their 
sustainability” (Manzini, 2005). 

The first signs of a renovated care about territories as a vital 
element of human life, was driven by the degrowth of urban 
progress that in the late 20th century involved urban and in-
dustrial areas. They highlighted an image of the territory 
outside the city that basically had kept identity and authentici-
ty alive. The built environment instead had lost and destroyed 
them. Citizens and intellectuals also realized that processes 
of change which had affected territories had also in some cas-
es led them to become uniform, lacking their authentic par-
ticular identities (Castelnovi, 2015). At the same time, many 
disciplines (not only belonging to the area of architecture, 
urban planning and urban geography) started to deal with the 
topic of territory as a complex field of study.

They focused on mechanisms, relationships and systemic 
understanding of the territory as a whole given by its ele-
ments and interrelations (Magnaghi, 2000). A universe to be 
conceived more in terms of sustainable enhancement and re-
sponsible development instead of in terms of exploitation and 
production. Design at the beginning of the 2000s definitely 
focuses on its role as reader and interpreter of the territory, 
capable of identifying its meaning, its nuances, the intimate 0
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soul in an approach that is analytical-perceptive-sensorial. 
The transdisciplinary design assumed a greater degree of im-
portance over the years. It has been validated by the increas-
ingly contamination and synergy with other disciplines in an 
integrated approach. If design is not assignable to a unique 
area of study (Deserti, 2011), design for territories occurs 
across several areas of expertise, building relationships and 
coordinating stakeholders also at the local level (Parente & 
Villari, 2010). It has many points in common with the fields of 
research of engineers and architects among others, who work 
on technologies and geo-location platforms. These cultures 
work together to reach a common vision of valorization of 
territories. From the known to the unknown, their purpose 
is to give value to the specificities as trigger factors able to 
rise interest in discovering territories. It concerns exploring 
invisible dimensions of the space with the appropriate data 
(Claudel & Ratti, 2018). These areas work in order to invite 
and lead people to places providing them with adequate geo-
location tools. The presence of people and the evidence of 
interest in exploring territories are in opposition to phenom-
ena of degradation, abandonment and impoverishment. On 
the one hand, territorial marketing strategies, services and 
infrastructures are put in place to be effective in allowing 
people to travel through places. On the other hand, tools help 
visitors to orient themselves. Design for territory has pointed 
out that all experiences may strengthen territorial promotion. 
Design in this frame play the role to enable the community 
to envision desirable concepts, design, act and communicate 
(Maffei, Villari, 2004). Culture, art and design, are together 
sharing the same objective: they accompany and teach peo-0
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ple how to develop scenarios and visions of possible worlds, 
to feel active and responsible part of it. They also contribute 
to understand and raise the profile of community values. In 
particular, design has the practical task to mediate, build col-
laborations, partnerships and networks. Moreover, it provides 
distinctive visualization to translate complexity for everyone 
like an elastic mind (Antonelli, 2008). 

Design and cartography are no longer just geographical tools 
but instruments to enhance, by the use of digital and internet 
technologies, new narratives to encourage participation and 
collective actions. Today mapping projects for the narration 
and enhancement of territorial heritage have multiple roots in 
humanities and IT. 
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Figure 2. LansdscapeFor, AtlasFor, detail of a cultural itinerary on the outskirts of Turin, “Strada 
dei colori e dei sapori”. Retrieved from atlas.landscapefor.eu.
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These new cartographies arose from the urban computing re-
search and the amount of data produced by the collective use of 
devices. Lev Manovich defines “geo media” the location-based 
data on the behavior of people in relation to places where 
they have travelled (Resch, Britter & Ratti, 2012; Di Lorenzo, 
Reades, Calabrese & Ratti, 2012). It means that the data relating 
to the movement create new relationships between people and 
places, shared interactions and participation (Willis, Corino & 
Martin, 2012). They allow us to detect patterns of habits con-
cerning movement and frequented places. 

IT shapes patterns, influences them and directs experienc-
es we perform with respect to the space that surrounds us 
(Dourish, Anderson & Nafus, 2007; Nabian, Ratti, Biderman 
& Grise, 2009). The term “social navigation” has been coined 
to define the way how people move by the influence of ob-
served or known behaviors. These considerations not always 
have focused on the enhancement of territories, but they are 
framed within a broad reflection on the role that internet and 
technologies have as a means of cultural dissemination (Glaes-
er, Kolko, & Saiz, 2001). ICTs and Big Data, among others, are 
recognized as essential basis for destinations’ competitiveness, 
tourism development and territorial innovation. (Del Vecchio, 
Mele, Ndou, & Secundo, 2018). Locative media have developed 
digital and real environments able to enhance the knowledge 
of the place and create engagement, therefore social and cul-
tural practices. In this way technology, design and territory 
became closely interwined. Digital data and humanities offer 
opportunities for a better knowledge and discovery of terri-
tories (Formia & Zannoni, 2018) supported by the concepts of 0
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“immaterial geography”, “subjective cartographies”, “emotion-
al maps”, “psycho-geographical explorations”. These practices 
give the chance to experience places in a synesthetic dimension 
and explore different narrative modalities. And the promotion 
of these territories depends on a deep knowledge of the place 
(i.e. identity, language, material culture and symbols), a read-
ing of digital cartography and other tools to navigate and get 
different stimuli from the site. 

“Places have a great strength in their identities that actively in-
tervenes in our personal and collective existence, in cognitive, 
linguistic, perceptual and sensorial processes, even though 
often as underlying elements.” (Magnaghi, 2000). AtlasFor is a 
practical platform in this direction. 
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Figure 3. LansdscapeFor, AtlasFor, an example of documentary cartographic material relating to 
the territory of Castelvecchio, retrieved from the local historical archives. Retrieved from atlas.
landscapefor.eu.
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The participatory attitude has become a key point in this con-
text since the first half of the 2000s. Some experiments of dig-
ital mapping services began to add the possibility for users to 
publish feedbacks and new contents. The purpose is to increase 
the immersive relationship with the context giving the chance 
to interact in a totally different way. Particularly relevant are 
feedbacks about governance from the citizens and local people 
(Castelnovi, 2015). Design mediates at a local level, fosters a 
sense of community and promotes a public debate for a collec-
tive action plan. 

4. Conclusions
Designing for the territory and for its enhancement is an 
action that can take on multiple meanings and actions and 
implies a contribution extended to several areas that operate 
in a frame of reciprocal collaboration and contamination. 
Reactivating the lymph that gives life and future to the terri-
tories it is necessary also a general rethinking that includes a 
vision extended to qualities, values, and identity. It requires a 
sincere interest in their discovery. This paper aims at a vision 
of design for territories that goes far beyond physical resourc-
es, infrastructures and evidences of places. It presents terri-
tory as a subject that needs to be reactivated starting from its 
intangible social dimensions, giving identity and vigor to the 
social capital. New scenarios of relationship with territory are 
opening up by acting on processes that organize and display 
data, juxtaposing them to multiple levels of representation 
and language. This investigation has recognized a space of 
research-action about territory at the intersection of these 
spheres. It extends the cartographic possibilities to new inti-0
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mate, multisensorial experiences on the basis of fresh, inno-
vative ways of mapping. 

Design can contribute to the emergence of a system that is 
under track, configuring products-services for the under-
standing of territories. These interventions are in the long-
term instrumental to the collective memory, and to generate 
cultural values for a positive impact on the territory and 
communities. 
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