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Lightwells in Francesco Venezia’s Work

This paper investigates the interplay between sunlight and architecture, highlighting how sunlight, beyond architect 
control, shapes architectural form through a rhythmic dialogue of light and shadow. Sunlight’s cosmic dimension 
influences volumes, surfaces, and spatial perception, anchoring architecture within nature’s cycles. Francesco 
Venezia’s work provides a critical lens on these themes, especially in his analysis of Le Corbusier’s Tower of 
Shadows, where architecture serves as a temporal marker. In his 2000 Venetian exhibition, Gli Etruschi, Venezia’s 
manipulation of spatial elements, colour, and lighting evokes Etruscan hypogeal spaces transfiguring their spatiality 
in the ephemeral space built up in Palazzo Grassi. The exhibition invites viewers into an immersive experience, 
where sunlight reveals architecture’s connection to both the cosmic and the human, anchoring it in an enduring 
spatial-temporal rhythm.

Lightwells in Francesco Venezia’s Work

Il contributo indaga l’interazione tra luce solare e architettura, evidenziando come la luce del sole, al di là del con-
trollo dell’architetto, plasmi la forma architettonica attraverso un dialogo ritmico di luci e ombre. La dimensione 
cosmica della luce solare influenza i volumi, le superfici e la percezione spaziale, ancorando l’architettura ai cicli 
della natura. Il lavoro di Francesco Venezia fornisce una lente critica su questi temi, soprattutto nell’analisi della 
Torre delle Ombre di Le Corbusier, dove l’architettura svolge la funzione di marcatore temporale. Nella sua mostra 
veneziana del 2000, Gli Etruschi, la manipolazione di elementi spaziali, colore e illuminazione di Venezia evoca gli 
spazi ipogei etruschi trasfigurandone la spazialità nello spazio effimero costruito a Palazzo Grassi. La mostra 
invita gli spettatori a un’esperienza immersiva, in cui la luce del sole rivela la connessione dell’architettura con il 
cosmico e l’umano, ancorandola a un ritmo spazio-temporale duraturo.

Light wells, museum, hypogeum, Etruscan, exhibition
Pozzi di luce, museo, ipoegeo, Etruschi, allestimento
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere 
delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, rac-
conto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viag-
gio, ring, tutorial, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal 
is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a dis-
course on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sec-
tions that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme 
analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, 
translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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centre of the composition, the sculpture, doubled by its reflection in the 
water, aligns with the skylight’s mirrored image.

The representation of the symposium, as conceived by Venezia, stages 
an imagined encounter between the hypogeal world of Etruscan necropo-
lises and nature. The central light well evokes a ‘meditative’ way of think-
ing, as opposed to ‘calculative’ thought (Venezia 1987, p. 36), guiding the 
visitor into a suspended temporal dimension. This experience focuses 
on the vision of a thin sheet of water, a ‘residual puddle’ (Venezia 2001, 
p. 6), above which rests Henry Moore’s 1975 black marble sculpture, illu-
minated by light and enveloped in a ‘secret shadow’ (Venezia 2013, p. 9). 

Through this interplay of elements, the sombre atmosphere of an 
Etruscan necropolis is reimagined, akin to the atrium of a Roman domus, 
as a ‘sacred space’ (Venezia 2018). Here, as the hours pass, one witnesses a 
‘poem on nature’ (ibid.). That ‘temporality’ (Rossi 2005, p. XXIII) of Boullée 
is enacted in this luminous space, submerged in a ‘solid night’ (Venezia 
2013, p. 63). A perforated dome of reinforced gypsum captures the beam of 
light from the courtyard skylight, giving form to the epiphany of starlight.

The trou de mystère (ibid., p. 16), noted in 1910 by Le Corbusier in a sketch 
of Hadrian’s Villa, creates a surreal dimension through its indirect light; 
through the light captured by this hypogeal space, visitors return to ‘the 
cave [where they rediscover] the remnants of a primal civilisation, the world 
of primal humanity within [themselves], a world scarcely accessible or illu-
minated by consciousness’ (ibid., p. 13). At last, they return to their ances-
tral lineage, with the Etruscans. Similarly, in the Swiss Pavilion in Paris, 
designed by Le Corbusier for the Cité Universitaire, an unexpected event 
occurred during the construction process: while excavating the foundations, 
ancient quarries once used to source building materials for historic Parisian 
neighbourhoods were uncovered. These excavations for Le Corbusier’s new 
structure brought to light voids that had supplied materials for other build-
ings within the city. A technical inconvenience thus unveiled a world that 
would have remained buried in the obscurity of the underground, if not 
for the creative response it sparked from the Swiss architect. This ‘accident’, 
as Francesco Venezia frequently describes it, triggered a ‘poetic reaction’ 
(Venezia 1987). The solar world reconnected with the underground world in 
a timeless, complementary project. The hypogeal world of the tuff quarry, 
governed by the geometry of the building’s foundation plan, re-emerges in 
the sunlit expression of the structure above, reinvigorating the link between 
the subterranean and the architecture above ground.

Expanding on this narrative, the atrium of the exhibition at Palazzo 
Grassi, like the vestibule of a Roman domus or an underground cave, is trans-
formed into a sacred space where humanity can redeem itself from the ‘sin’ 

Sunlight, a persistent manifestation of nature, exists independently of 
human actions and intention. The Sun, in its presence, emits starlight from 
a remote, inaccessible dimension – a cosmic realm that humankind may 
observe but cannot influence. This light manifests as a force that, within 
the poem of a day (Venezia 2018), modulates and transforms terrestrial life, 
defining forms through the interplay of light and shadow. It generates a 
chromatic world, producing unique visual effects that constantly shift over 
the course of the day and through the seasons. Light, while originating from 
a distant universe, has exerted a fundamental influence on the evolution 
of architecture, becoming more a phenomenon to be shaped into volumes 
and surfaces. In harnessing the luminous ray, architecture has articulated 
its stability, turning into a dimensional parameter of terrestrial movement 
and producing that delicate yet mysterious rhythm of light and shadow.

In 1978, Francesco Venezia published his study on Le Corbusier’s 
Tower of Shadows (Venezia 1988), wherein he examined the role of shad-
ows within architecture, arriving at his own conclusions regarding the 
temporality of architecture as a fixed instrument of measure. Reflecting 
on Étienne-Louis Boullée’s work, as well as Aldo Rossi states in the pref-
ace of Étienne-Louis Boullée, Architettura. Saggio sull’arte, Venezia inter-
prets the relationship between abstraction and nature: where ‘architecture 
is not fantastical; it is closely linked to nature, its laws, and its evolu-
tion. Through this temporality, revealed by light, classical architecture 
– conceived a priori and entirely contained within geometric thought – 
reverts to nature’ (Rossi 2005, p. XXIII). In this way, a tangible example is 
observed in the internal view of a Roman domus in Pompeii, a meaning-
ful and recurrent image in Venezia’s architectural reflection. In his arti-
cle Usque ad infera, usque ad coelum (Venezia, Petrusch 1985, pp. 141-143), 
employing a principle of Roman law, he affirms that there exists a cor-
respondence between what lies on earth and what exists in the heavens. 
Light becomes the rhythm of architectural permanence; buildings remain 
in a stable, unchanging state while light cyclically pursues its course.

For Francesco Venezia, the regulation of light is mastered through the 
construction of spatial and temporal orientation instruments, wherein sun-
light assumes an immutable role within architecture. As he contends, we 
continue to see light fall on Egyptian architecture exactly as the Egyptians 
experienced it. We construct so that light strikes our walls, casting shad-
ows that immerse architecture within the spatial and cyclical movement of 
time. When wisely composed, voids and mouldings bring out a building’s 
resonance, evoking what Paul Valéry, in Eupalinos, or the Architect, makes 
Phaedrus ask Socrates: ‘Tell me (since you are so sensitive to the effects of 
architecture) have you noticed, in walking about this city, that among the 
buildings with which it is peopled, certain are mute; others speak; and others 
finally – and they are the most rare – sign?’ (Valéry 1956, p. 83).

The œuvre of the Neapolitan architect, in his recherche patiente (Le Corbusier 
2015), addresses and incorporates the control of light as a fundamental 
aspect of design across a multiscalar approach to architectural project.

This multi-level exhibition concept was realised through a series of 
spaces that, exhibiting an ‘evocative rigour’ (Dal Co 2001, p. 4), subvert the 
nature of Palazzo Grassi’s interiors, establishing a deliberate narrative struc-
ture composed of three elements: the colour of the horizontal plane, that of 
the vertical partitions, and the design of the display structures. The ceiling 
of the general exhibiting area is left open to reveal the pre-existing rooms, 
while the flooring and vertical partitions dialogue with the tones emanating 
from the oxidised sheet metal of the cabinets. These display cases thereby 
assume warm hues that align with the chromatic and material qualities of 
the exhibited ancient artefacts. Diffuse and directional lighting accentuates 
their presence, which, like a constellation of satellites, articulates the narra-
tive of the exhibition. Constructed from sheet metal with a light tempered 
glass covering, the cases vary inversely in size relative to the archaeological 
remnants they display, reflecting the architect’s intent to subvert typical 
exhibition hierarchies where larger objects attract more focus, sometimes 
overshadowing the significance of smaller artefacts (ibid., p. 5).

The polarity of Venetian exhibition is most clearly expressed the atri-
um-courtyard of Palazzo Grassi, a ‘temporal’ threshold able to lead vis-
itors into ‘an encounter with the Etruscans through the representation 
of a Symposium’ (Venezia 2001, p. 6).

The ephemeral structure, which does not touch the courtyard walls of 
the building, consists of a steel frame clad in wooden panels, surmounted 
by a spherical skylight, with oxidised copper panels lining the well. Within 
this setting, around the water’s surface, structures form beds to accommo-
date reclining figures, mysteriously taking part in the symposium. At the 

of having taken from nature. Humankind, at last, returns to the under-
ground environment, restoring the material utilised for solar architecture.

As in the design for the exhibition at Palazzo Grassi, Francesco Venezia 
incorporates the control of light into many of his projects. Employed as a 
‘temporal’ narrative tool, the cannon lumière becomes a central feature of 
the spaces he conceives. This is evident, for instance, in the installation 
for the exhibition Pompei e l’Europa. Rapiti alla morte. I calchi and Fotografare 
e documentare Pompei in the 2015 show Pompei e l’Europa. 1748-1943. Here, 
referencing Boullée’s work, a ‘faint’ (Dal Co 2015, p. 38) ray of light enters 
through an opening on one side of a pyramid, filtered through the shaft 
of a spherical dome. This beam enacts the drama of death, grazing the 
casts on display as the hours pass.
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