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Abstract. The main objective of this paper is to focus the attention on the transformations 
occurred during the period conditioned by the Covid pandemic within the relationships 
between subjects and the public space.
The analysis will focus on the specific experiential practices registered in some green areas 
of the University of Palermo and Catania. Such external areas, initially considered as empty 
places, without an official destination of use, were reacquired and filled with furnishings 
that re-semantized them into places of socialization. This paper will describe the emer-
gence of peculiar processes of reappropriation of them, which actually had the effect of 
reshaping their meaning. Doing so renovating the aura of attending university physically.

Keywords: Post-pandemic, reappropriation, domestication, urban reconsideration, landscape.
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Maria Giulia Franco

University of Palermo during 
and after Covid 
Auratic effects in a re-semantized space

1. Introduction
The spread of the Covid-19 has led to 

peculiar transformations in the lifestyles 
of most human societies.

This article wants to focus on de-
scribing the spatial transformations that 
occurred during the pandemic, namely 
those concerning the community of stu-
dents, researchers and teachers at the 
University of Palermo campus (Italy). An 
analysis of these transformations will be 

carried out with reference to other urban 
cases and, in particular, through compar-
ison with another Italian university, that 
of Catania. To this end, we will rely on 
the re-reading and re-consideration of 
Walter Benjamin’s  ([1936] 1968) essay 
The work of art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction, in the belief that this reflec-
tion can be useful for Semiotic research 
in topological species.
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Benjamin’s theories can, in fact, prove 
useful for understanding the transfor-
mations undergone throughout the pan-
demic, marked by the restrictive policies 
established by many governments in re-
sponse to the spread of the virus: 

Things change for an artistic practice as for a 
figurative practice, when the principle of the 
copy replaces the authority of the autographic 
copy” (Benjamin, 1939, Italian transl., p. 18).

Benjamin’s words appear effective in 
indicating which problems to take into 
consideration to describe the effects that 
the logic of the pandemic and confine-
ment, relating to both private and public 
spatiality, have caused in the daily lives 
of many.

One of the main effects concerns the 
transformation that the relational link 
between the physicality of the subjects 
and the physicality of the public space 
has undergone since the initial phase of 
the pandemic, in which spatial proximity 
was severely limited and, in some cases, 
denied. Since the beginning of the so 
called lockdown, most physical contacts 
between citizens have been replaced by 
virtual, hybrid and mediated experiences, 
leading to an increasing estrangement 
between people.

Despite this upheaval, the spatiality in 
which we have inevitably been immersed 
during the pandemic has allowed us to 
experience new opportunities for a rela-
tional contact.

As a result, foundations have been 
progressively laid for a hierarchical re-
configuration of the value of authenticity 
attributable to the physicality of the place, 
its expression and direct experience of it. 
The analysis presented here therefore 
aims to demonstrate how the regime of 
isolation has been impacting in both so-
cial and urban relations. Indeed, as an-
ticipated, every form of relation to the 
other was somehow feared to the point of 
extreme rejection of any form of human 

1 Proxemics, a discipline founded by E. Hall in 1966, is the study of human use of space. Paolo Fabbri (2020, p. 
185) specifies proxemic results attributable to the way in which humans structure and evaluate the distance between 
their space and that of others, “the study of how humans unconsciously structure microspaces” (Fabbri, 1969).

contact (Esposito 2022). Such evenience 
set the conditions for establishing new 
forms of relational exchange, the indirect 
ones, which involved subjects in new per-
ceptual experiences, during which their 
sensory and cognitive dimensions were 
virtually challenged by new demands for 
participation.

Once reached a new phase of coexist-
ence with an increasingly less contagious 
virus, it has been possible to examine the 
new social processes by means of which 
external spatiality and bodily spatiality 
were reaffirmed as significant identities; 
external spaces considered more adapt-
able to the new social priorities of protec-
tion from all forms of contagion, as they 
were considered able to guarantee great-
er distancing and freedom of movement, 
as opposed to indoor spaces, considered 
dangerous and for this reason long de-
nied and avoided. 

A new pandemic and post-pandemic 
proxemics1 emerges, made up of gestures 
whose expressive force derives from en-
hancing new dimensions of communi-
cation. Urban space, being dynamic by 
its very nature, is today articulated by a 
system of boundaries, characterised by 
physical and mental limits and thresholds 

(Zilberberg 1993), responsible for condi-
tioning both relational and spatial modes 
of perception (Goffman 1973). Spaces 
were subjected to new reversals between 
the private and public dimensions, af-
firmed as the product of new resemanti-
zations and re-articulations that altered 
their original textual configuration: their 
walkability, like their degree of perception 
and usability underwent transformations 
caused by the complex system of confine-
ment induced by the Covid. Starting from 
this, those practices, made significant in-
sofar as they were controlled by the new 
proxemic gestures acting in a space qual-
ified as a common and shareable good, 
closer and more immediate, will serve as 
the object of analysis.
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Therefore, the theoretical problem 
that the analysis intends to address 
emerges from the observation of what 
the logic of confinement has done to the 
semantic universe linked to spatiality, 
determining the decline of those “aurat-
ic” effects perceptible only from direct 
experience in a certain landscape. Fur-
thermore, as a response to the pandem-
ic effects described, the behaviors and 
practices of individuals aimed to renew 
every link with public space, urging its 
reappropriation and urban revaluation. 
In particular, the analysis will focus on 
the specific experiential practices imple-
mented in different types of urban and 
university spaces, thanks to which it has 
been possible to recover the aura denied 
during the pandemic. The campus of 
the University of Palermo will be taken 
into consideration as a distinctive case of 
continuity between nature and culture2 
in which processes of re-appropriation 
and recovery of the external environ-
ment have been affirming, perceived by 
its users during the pandemic as closer 
and safer. This processes will be analysed 
with reference to the time frame charac-
terized by the main phases of the pan-
demic: mainly, a first phase characterized 
by the progressive emptying of the social 
spaces whose use is limited or denied, 
up to a final phase in which the external 
spaces of the Campus were filled with 
new users and enhanced by innovative 
new practices. These spaces have been 
re-evaluated as places of aggregation, as 
a common good to be safeguarded and 
acted on using domestication3 practices, 
places where identification can be found.

2. Methodology of analysis
This study has been approached with 

a Sociosemiotic (as the one traced by 
Marrone, 2006) methodology, which is 
considered determinant and pertinent 

2 The pandemic has stimulated a reflection on the importance of a relational vision of the world in which nature 
and culture are thought of as interdependent poles. “Nature as an effect of meaning, as what appears as such, due to 
a series of social and cultural processes that have generated such habits, customs and codes” (Marrone 2012, p. 20).
3 In reference to those practices brought up to date by the new degree of perception and habitability of public space, 
made into a place to take care of.

to bring out specific effects of meaning, 
produced by the signs, practices, and 
languages that are constituted in those 
places, selected as case studies. Indeed, 
it will be the Semiotic approach, through 
its categories, that will recognise a value 
identity to the new urban experiences, 
testifying to their significance thanks to 
a renewed auratic sense. In fact, the po-
sition of the semiotician is the bearer of 
a work of interpretation of what has been 
observed, returned to a value horizon, 
from which one can trace a renewed in-
tensity and emotional-somatic grip given 
by the relationship with urban space. 

Following the indications of Mar-
sciani (2007), the course of the analysis 
was conducted starting from a direct ob-
servation of those spaces suspended for a 
period of time from any possible use, and 
of those practices responsible for recon-
sidering them as new social spaces; the 
observation of the new ways of inhabiting 
university and urban areas thus made it 
possible to grasp the processuality of the 
transformation related to the relationship 
and consideration of the inhabited space, 
grasping it from a dynamic point of view; 
this thanks to the practices, flows, rela-
tions and gestures present in them. In 
fact, the principle through which the case 
studies were selected is that they were in-
volved, though according to different log-
ics, in new processes of transformation 
that made them new significant spaces, 
restoring a renewed value to collective 
experience and living. The cases of spati-
ality are placed by the analysis in relation 
and comparison, thanks to a Semiotic ob-
servation that has recognised in them a 
coordination of relevant elements.

Thus, it is important to recognise the 
importance of the Semiotic methodolo-
gy because it is the bearer of a particular 
gaze that grasps the new urban relations 
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in a horizon of meaning, from which to 
draw a renewed auraticity.

3. How to rethink the aura today
Latour’s essay Where are the missing 

masses? Sociology of a Few Worldly Arti-
facts (Latour 2008) takes up the issue of 
the aura, surpassing Benjamin’s defini-
tion by identifying those of its points that 
are open to criticism. For a work of art, 
being the original means nothing more 
than being the original of a long lineage. 
What has no reproduction is not called 
original, but rather sterile and arid stere-
otype (Latour, 2008, p .60).

In his paper focused on the restora-
tion of Veronese’s Wedding at Cana by 
the Louvre in 2006, Latour recognizes 
how the copies define the “career” of the 
work. In light of this, Latour’s theories 
are decisive today for understanding how 
the reacquisition and renewal of direct 
experience is acting in the culture of ur-
ban living.

Furthermore, epidemics and infec-
tions bring to light multiple underlying 
social and spatial logics. In fact, the con-
ditions caused by the epidemic deter-
mine the emergence of renewed forms of 
spatiality and expression of new senses 
and values:

The virus does nothing but reproduce, mate-
rialize, extend and intensify the already exist-
ing dominant forms of biopolitical manage-
ment for the entire population. Each society 
can therefore be defined by the epidemic that 
threatens it and by its organization when it oc-
curs (Preciado 2020).

During the isolation, a reversal of 
the identity and value range of space 
emerged, caused by the denial (or re-
duction) of physical interaction in public 
spaces which were replaced by private, 
domestic ones: 

The pandemic has brought out a map of spa-
tial geographies completely different, deter-
mined by the new distances that we superim-
pose between us and the domestic universe 

4 In reference to this, cf. Prieto 1989.

and between us and the collective universe 
(Bassanelli 2020, p. 2). 

The internal space becomes that of 
representation and exhibition, made 
available by multiple digital platforms, 
with the aim of reintroducing new forms 
of media socialization to the detriment of 
the prohibited physical ones. All actions 
and practices are thus remodeled by a 
sort of widespread planning responsible 
for canceling that protective barrier relat-
ing to the domestic sphere.

In the light of the changes follow-
ing the pandemic period, and therefore 
the overcoming of the phase described 
above, I recognise Latour’s work as de-
cisive in order to be able to highlight 
what is meant in the present study by a 
renewed auratic sense, captured by the 
new forms of both individual and rela-
tional urban experience. In fact, I con-
sider this concept starting from Latour’s 
overcoming of what was understood 
by Benjamin’s thought, as original4, the 
only condition to be able to recognise an 
auratic sense. With respect to what has 
been said, I focus on direct as well as 
physical urban experience in order to un-
derstand the sense and orientation of the 
present study; experience from which to 
draw a passionate, cognitive, somatic in-
tensity both individual and collective as a 
condition of existence in order to be able 
to rediscover a new value of auraticity in 
this field of investigation. Therefore, not 
to deny the conditions of reproduction of 
the urban experience, but on the contrary 
to start from this in order to be able to 
grasp all its significant transformation, 
which accounts for the constitution of an 
urban imaginary, characterised by a new 
idea of nature, sustainability and protec-
tion of inhabited space; from where one 
can perceive a potential ‘migration’ and 
diffusion of an auratic sense attributable 
to the new social and urban relations.

Therefore, taking what has been de-
scribed – the effects of the restrictive 
measures that act on the identity of the 
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public and private dimensions – as our 
starting point, it is possible to reflect on 
their consequences, considering the evo-
lutionary path of those auratic effects 
reconquered in other forms through the 
constitution of imaginaries, responsible 
for promoting processes of re-semantiza-
tion and urban reconsideration.

4. Representative cases of a new 
urban imaginary: from virtual 
media to real spatiality
4.1. The University of Palermo
It is crucial for the orientation of the 

analysis to refer to the different phas-
es characterizing the pandemic period. 
The period of lockdown will be taken 
into consideration, a time when the vir-
tual and digital environment served as 
an “intermediate space” (Granata, 2020), 
by difference with respect to a following 
phase of stabilization during which we 
lived with the virus. In the latter period, 
a drastic change has taken place in the 
relationship with space, which has set in 
motion new processes of rethinking so-
cial spaces, resulting in overcoming the 
utopia of the physicality of public places 
and the impossibility of a corporeal real-
ity. Thus, the physicality of places gradu-
ally returns to meet with that of the users, 
with their corporeity. Reappropriating it 
therefore becomes the heart of the mul-
tiple urban experiences put in the pipe-
line from here on in, valued with respect 
to a sense of authenticity given by being 
there in praesentia. The space, which has 
become fluid and dynamic, is therefore 
built, and enhanced with respect to the 
movements, perspectives, uses and pro-
grams of the subjects.

The external spaces of the University 
can therefore appear as particular cases of 
a more complex, general system: that of 
public spaces. These spaces, in the plan-
ning that gathers around them, become a 
real opportunity to rethink the entire ur-
ban configuration in a more sustainable, 
ecological, and community-based way, 
focused on a new intertwining between 
humans and the environment, from 
which to draw new sensitive, perceptive 
and cognitive. As such, from the direct 

encounter with the new forms of spatiali-
ty, the auratic phenomenon is once again 
conceivable and possible, continuously, 
and potentially the fruit of every poten-
tial experience and practice in relation 
to a space invested with new values. In 
fact, as Latour (2011) teaches, this is the 
moment when the auratic dimension of 
a topological experience is renewable and 
in continuous migration through numer-
ous cases of direct relationship with new 
forms of spatiality, as we consider the ex-
ternal areas of a the University.

Following the gradual emptying of so-
cial spaces as a result of the pandemic, 
which caused the denial or limitation of 
their use, the external spaces of the Uni-
versity of Palermo (figg. 1–2) were gradu-
ally refilled and enhanced by new inno-
vative practices. They were re-developed 
as places of congregation, as common 
goods which, by also activating the affec-
tive sphere in the subjects, represent are-
as to be safeguarded and on which to act 
using domestication practices, in order 
to identify the places to be adapted to the 
needs of those who live there.

Due to its physical configuration, the 
campus of the University of Palermo as-
sumes the identity of a microcosm, of a 
university citadel longitudinally border-
ing the road on one side and green are-
as, areas of open peri-urban countryside 
(example of terrain vague) on the other, 
even though they are excluded from the 
proper university space. Traces of this 
configuration remain in the presence of 
sections of green areas, cut at different 
points by paths for cars and pedestrians. 
Areas which, once reacquired, were in-
vested with multiple uses, becoming an 
integral part of student dynamics. I am 
referring in particular, as the first two 
images to follow show, to those border-
ing the external bar located in one of the 
most frequented points for the universi-
ty community: an intermediate position 
between the Architecture pole, that of 
Letters and the “Polididattico” pole. Al-
though there is close continuity between 
the refreshment area and the analyzed 
area, there is no conflict with both actu-

Maria Giulia Franco University of Palermo During and After Covid
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ally coexisting perfectly, with both having 
established themselves as two permeable 
and easily influenced areas. The green area 
is in fact dedicated to consumption and is 
also made into an independent place, a 
point of reference, a union on which to 
act according to the different uses.

Initially an empty place with no official 
intended use, employed only as an area 
of ​​passage, proximity and expansion for 
the impromptu consumption of food and 
drink, it was in fact considered a neutral 
space, a frontier space which made possi-
ble a coexistence among different practic-
es (Hammad, 2003). Instead, in this new 
post-pandemic phase, this same empty 
space has been reacquired by grassroot 
multiple daily practices, responsible for 
translating it according to other uses that 
were not established a priori5. It has there-
fore become a semi-determined space 
(Hall 1966), as it is structured according 
to an improvised logic that does not im-
pose itself on the territory and appears 
therefore in harmony with an eco-sus-
tainable project in which the subjects re-
late to each other and the external envi-
ronment, rediscovering new lifestyles.

5 The phenomenon updates a case of enunciative practice (J. Fontanille, 1998), since the empirical subjects who 
interact with the described space do not correspond to the designated and imagined model users, as the type of 
fruition does not coincide with that originally proposed.

Questioning, analyzing and reflecting 
on the current design trends may lead 
to recognize the importance that public 
outdoor space has assumed today, predis-
posed to multiple transformations and 
to constant re-semanticization and social 
reconsideration. The new green areas, 
once neglected and misunderstood, are 
nowadays invested with new values ​​and 
meanings, qualifying as social and spatial 
actors, as Sender agents in the social and 
bodily dimension of the subjects and as 
referents of a new global imagination.

4.2 The University of Catania in the 
former Benedictine monastery
In order to verify these considerations, 

it may be useful to make a comparison 
between two different university spac-
es, that of Palermo and that of Catania, 
on which to be able to track the effects 
caused by the pandemic. A relationship of 
both similarities and differences emerges 
from the topological analysis: the first is 
recognized in what the multiple practices 
of re-appropriation and interaction have 
caused, enhancing and re-semanticizing 
those external areas in which to rediscov-
er a possible effect of nature. The rela-
tionship of difference, on the other hand, 
emerges in the history of their identity 
and consequently in their physical articu-
lation, conditioning the emergence of dif-
ferent modes of behavior updated by a de-

Fig. 1.	 Outdoor area, University of Palermo 
(© Maria Giulia Franco).

Fig. 2.	 Figure 2 - Equipped area (© Maria 
Giulia Franco).
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gree of perception and proximity of space 
that will vary according to where one is.

In Piazza Dante in Catania, one of 
the squares in the city’s historic center, 
stands the former Benedictine complex, 
one of the largest in Europe, which today 
houses the humanities department of the 
University of Catania.

This complex, as one of the most im-
portant and representative monuments in 
the city’s history, is involved in the re-se-
manticisation processes brought about by 
the pandemic. The department sits within 
a complex spatiality, the result of a process 
of adaptation to an already established 
space which, despite keeping the link with 
its original identity as a religious institu-
tion alive, is reinterpreted by new uses 
and practices that endow it with a new se-
miotic efficacy (Fabbri 2017). The former 
monastery has therefore be thought of 
and experienced by the users as a space 
devoid of a stable identity, as it situastes 
itself on a blurred boundary between what 
it is and what it was, a condition which 
never definitively excludes or narcotizes 
any of the two parties, neither past nor 
present identity. There will therefore be 
a continuous rebalancing produced by 
the different experiences of the subjects 
who will guide a potential destination and 
enhancement, activating different dimen-
sions of meaning linked to action, passion 
or pure architectural aesthetics.

In this context, unlike the physical 
configuration of the University of Paler-
mo, the external spaces are not distribut-
ed organically and as such, they are not 
immediately perceivable and traversa-
ble by the students, as there is no con-
tinuity between an external area and the 
other due to them not being connected. 
The original identity of the monument, 
which is linked to an undisputed de-
gree of historical attachment to the city, 
is also confirmed by its current internal 
division, characterized by two external 
areas distinguishable by a certain degree 
of perception and proximity. The first, 
which can be reached from one of the 
corridors bordering the classrooms, is 
the Chiostro di Ponente (fig.4), a space 
that serves as a concrete example of what 
the consequences of the monumental 
constraint entail, as it has become the 
subject of restoration in recent months is 
therefore not usable. This is a condition 
that reflects the university’s more general 
reality, as there are multiple constraints 
blocking creative planning from both 
a monumental and an environmental 
point of view. The latter controls those 
external spaces which, as in the case of 
the Cloister, act as potential for a new in-
terweaving of the external environment 
and student practices. The second area, 
which has become one of the main plac-
es for socializing in the university, is the 
Chiostro di Levante (fig. 5). The Cloister, 
located within a garden, also consists of 
an upper zone, devoid of a specific func-
tion, which, as the image shows (fig. 7), 
takes part in the physical configuration 
of the external spaces on which the in-
tentionality inclusive of the subjects acts 
through various socializing practices. 
Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize 
that the new subjects who take part in the 
space, are the pluralities, the groups the 
individual joins for the realization of pre-
cise activities, such as study or other rec-
reational uses involving forms of identity 
recognition, which also involve the affec-

Fig. 3.	 Benedictine monastery, University of 
Catania (© Maria Giulia Franco).

Maria Giulia Franco University of Palermo During and After Covid
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tive sphere6. We are therefore witnessing 
a process of transformation of the sense 
of place, as the spaces described become 
the product of an encroachment in which 
the boundaries that enclosed those prac-
tices relating to internal spaces of an in-
strumental nature, such as study rooms, 
or those of a purely recreational nature, 
open towards the external areas. The lat-
ter, now invested with a new set of values, 
are used today with a certain degree of 
openness and reassurance. They are thus 
considered by the university community 
as a common good and of the closest and 
most immediate value. It will, therefore, 
be the new conditions of use and social 
habitability updated by the new relational 
and community spaces that will re-estab-
lish the significant phenomenon of bod-
ily, sensory and perceptive approaches 
with the other, from which the new au-
ratic experiences originate.

It therefore emerges that the two ex-
ternal areas (fig. 4, 5) occupy two differ-
ent perceptive and temporal lines, since 
in the first, a space of impossibility and 
consequently only qualifying for its past 
identity, any form of social interaction is 
suspended due to the recognition of the 
conservation priority which enhances its 
historical-monumental identity. In the 
second, however, the regime of possibil-
ity is in force since the historical identi-
ty of the place acts as a potential for its 
own re-semanticization. In light of this, 
the space, subject to a previous emptying 
due to online teaching, is reconquered 
and rediscovered by the multiple practic-
es that, stimulated by the consequences 
of the pandemic, recognize its potential 
as not only monumental. In fact, space 
is modelled according to the impact that 
pandemic effects have on the relation-
ship between subjects and the external 
environment. In the analysis moved by a 
readjustment of the concept of aura, up-
dated today by new social practices, the 
phenomenon described will be recog-
nized as pertinent to the affirmation of a 

6 Reference is made to the meta-semiotic system of enhancing procedures (Floch 1990), which includes utopian 
socialization which aims at the constitution of individual and collective subjectivities, cf. Marrone: 2010, p. 69.

new environmental priority: the universi-
ty’s external, specific cases, belonging to 
a more complex and general system than 
that of public spaces, offer a real oppor-
tunity to rethink the entire urban config-
uration in a more sustainable, ecological 
and community-based way founded on a 
new interweaving between humans and 
the environment. In fact, following the 
consequences of confinement during the 
pandemic, the subjects act with reference 
to different priorities than to those of the 
past, thanks to an intentionality of plan-
ning oriented both to social and urban 
practices, the latter being no longer me-
diated but now unique, direct, unrepeata-
ble and authentic.

Fig. 4.	 Chiostro di Ponente (© Maria Giulia 
Franco).

Fig. 5.	 Chiostro di Levante (© Maria Giulia 
Franco).
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5. From virtual relationships to 
new urban ties: direct, sensory 
and community
As a further demonstration of what is 

described, I have extended my analysis to 
another case, this time not a university 
but an urban one. The urban landscape, 
in fact, of which the university space is 
a micro-case, becomes an active and dy-
namic semiotic space, promoting new 
experiences, lifestyles and habitability of 
the social environment.

Therefore, I recognize as significant 
for this object of study both the new prac-
tices of reconsideration and reappropria-
tion acting in university outdoor spaces, 
and the new practices of fruition of spe-
cific external areas of the city. Areas that, 
for the fact of not being semiotized – they 
served as terrain vague as they had no in-
tended use – have been re-semanticized 
since the pandemic and reconsidered 
as part of new sustainable, education-

al and cultural redevelopment projects. 
The consequences of the pandemic have 
meant that those external areas previous-
ly reserved for passing through or de-
prived of an urban identity due to often 
being in a state of neglect, have, thanks 
to new design initiatives, become poten-
tial epicenters of social and cultural life. 
In particular, one of the projects that 
stands as a demonstration of how much 
the new culture of urban living is acting 
on the identity and physical configuration 
of the new cities is that intended for a fu-
ture redevelopment of an area of ​​historic 
value and identity in the city of Palermo. 
The designated area, the neighborhood 
of Vergine Maria, appears coherent with 
the initiative to act on a space where a 
possible idea of ​​nature can be recreated, 
thanks to the presence of both the sea and 
an urban green area. The objective of the 
project launched during a competition, 
promoted by the local Order of Engineers 
in 2020, were to implement a sustaina-
ble regeneration intervention through the 
creation of a green area that serves as a 
place of congregation and a multifunc-
tional area, the latter intended for multi-
ple educational and cultural uses, such as 
open-air theatre workshops.

Demonstrating the extent to which 
space is a continuous result of the rear-
rangement of heterogeneous entities, 
we will analyse another spatiality, one 
that has proven itself to be relevant to 
the objectives of the study and shows 
just how much the pandemic has affect-

Fig. 6.	 Cloister garden (© Maria Giulia 
Franco).

Fig. 7.	 Upper part of the cloister (© Maria 
Giulia Franco).

Fig. 8.	 Urban project “A theater for the 
Vergine Maria” Palermo, (© Marco 
Bellomo).
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ed both  processes and relationships of 
habitability, both private and public. The 
space in question is the new square in 
Palermo co-designed by the students of 
the “Finocchiaro Aprile” Institute and 
created in the area bordering the school. 
It is a participatory co-planning grassroot 
intervention, as the idea was realized 
thanks to the student body, which gave 
life to an example of post-covid planning 
consistent with the values ​​of urban sus-
tainability and citizen wellbeing, redis-
covering new models of proximity and 
new forms of sociality. In fact, the area 
has been pedestrianized and dedicated to 
a double subjectivity – that of the student 
and of the inhabitant, identities that act 
to recreate an urban microcosm on a hu-
man scale, in dialogue and in continuity 
with the rest of the neighboring street. 
Thus, the denial of the boundary of what 
distinguishes a public space, such as the 
street, from a social one, such as a garden 
or a park, becomes increasingly evident as 
new forms of behavior invite you to take 
possession of the area, transformed into a 
meeting place where practices attributable 
solely to “pass though” are distinguished 
from those inviting people to “stay”.

In fact, as the image show (Fig. 9), 
the re-semanticization intervention has 
acted in giving life to new forms of so-
cial domestication through the creation 
of urban furnishings7 – real eco-sustain-
able material artifacts, such as benches 
and seats in wood, whose function is to 
change the space by redeveloping it as 
a resting place where you can recognize 
yourself symbiotically. By redesigning 
the boundary between inside and out-
side, between the public and the private, 
the new micro-space favours new urban 
experiences in perfect synthesis with the 
environment, experiences which embody 
the possibility of rethinking the aura to-
day. These experiences are playful, rec-
reational or socializing ones that recon-
stitute a perceptive and sensory here and 

7 Cf. Latour (1992), street furniture, objects as “missing masses” networks of objects capable of regulating our 
behavior and our relationships.

now through the direct, and therefore 
bodily, relationship with the physical 
place that was denied during the con-
finement of the pandemic. The users are 
thus made participants of a new active 
and dynamic space.

It is therefore the body’s participation 
in spatial stimuli that affirms, as Marsciani 
recalls: “The somatic ability to respond to 
the here and now of presence, its ability 
to transform data into arrangements and 
sequences of meanings” (Marsciani 2022, 
p. 126, my transl.); corporeality conceived 
as never closed but dynamically open to 
the effects and new senses that define the 
new spatiality. A spatiality which today, 
once reacquired, takes on a new symbol-
ic effectiveness, provoking passions and 
transformations in the subjects who ex-
perience, inhabit and come into contact 
with it: “Spatiality is a perfect case of sym-
bolic effectiveness, in the sense of a com-
munication that provokes reactions and 
passions in the subjectivities involved” 
(Marrone, 2001, p. 305); the identity of the 
space and its meaning will therefore be 
redefined in terms of the effective action 
that it provokes on the subjects who use 
it and who grasp its various motivations.

Thus, thanks to the new urban re-se-
manticisations, the here and now of the 
auratic experience is reconstituted, open-
ing up the possibility of experiencing spa-
tiality in a lasting, widespread and renew-
able temporality through the activation of 
the entire sensoriality, passionate dimen-
sion and affective sphere, all involved in 
active participation in new encounters 
and new habitable relationships.

“The aura is a gathering around a sen-
sitive object that one experiences or has 
experienced” (Dondero, 2007, p. 57).

6. Conclusions 
The city is a place of experimentation and in-
novation: inside it ideas are fluid and the urban 
space becomes a laboratory for the generation 
of interactions and combinations that can bring 
out new practices (L. Galluzzo 2021, p. 74). 
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This analysis of the transformations 
that have taken place in social spaces has 
aimed to demonstrate the emergence 
of a new culture of urban living, guided 
by the interdependence between spac-
es and bodies that are today involved in 
new processes of social and individual 
habitability. The pandemic, therefore, 
as the agent in the launching of a new 
“spatial biopolitics” (Mazzucchelli, 2021), 
has acted from the outset in re-establish-
ing spatial systems guided by corporali-
ty which, as this analysis has described, 
have given life to the social rediscovery of 
a new proxemics. New experiential prac-
tices, new ways of use and new social and 
urban relationships have been observed 
and studied, demonstrating how it is 
possible today to rethink and rediscover 
possible auratic effects through a direct 
relationship with space. In fact, the se-
miotically analyzed cases of spatial trans-
formation open themselves up to new re-
flections on how today’s re-appropriation 
and re-functionalization of public space, 
once denied as it was replaced and only 
thought of as a hybrid, fluctuating and 
interconnected, is now made the destina-
tion of new values ​​and effects of nature. 
Therefore, new models of residential 
proximity are established that enhance 
human and non-human dimensions, up-
dating urban possibilities in which the 
community is directly involved and chal-
lenged by new spatial stimuli. And it is 
thanks to the latter that it is now possible 
to rethink the authenticity, the auraticity 

of specific experiences during which the 
users are present in the physical place, 
activating the perceptive, sensory and 
affective dimension. In this way, new 
urban imaginaries, new social models, 
considerations and identity lifestyles are 
re-established which actualize sustaina-
ble habits, more humanised forms of dai-
ly, collective and inclusive behavior such 
as walking or stopping, which expose the 
subjects to continuous and renewed ten-
sions and perceptive relaxations acting in 
recognizing an auratic value.
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88 years have passed since the first publi-
cation of Walter Benjamin’s essay where 
he firstly proposed the notion of aura. 
Following the ongoing process of arti-
fication of daily life, the problem of the 
uniqueness of the work of art, as identi-
fied by aura, continues to be inspiring for 
understanding and criticizing the social 
world. 
This issue of Global Humanities propos-
es the idea that the concept of aura may 
be considered as an effect of meaning 
which demands to be managed by social 
actors in the mediasphere. Such a move 
enlights the relevance of a proper strug-
gle for “authenticity” to be pursued as 
an added value of daily life: How do so-
cial forces construct such an effect? How 
do they capitalize on it, in their activity? 
How does it get recognized and valued? 




