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Elena Pedrina, Lucilla Calogero
Università IUAV di Venezia

3. Interior Design for Hybrid 
Spaces in Venice: Enhancing 
Tangible and Intangible 
Heritage

ABSTRACT

The contribution presents the work developed within the Hy-
brid Space & Interaction Design Laboratory at Università IUAV di 
Venezia, exploring the role of interior design in shaping hybrid 
spaces as tools to reinterpret the tangible and intangible heritage 
of the city. Hybrid Spaces are here understood as relational and 
narrative ecosystems, capable of integrating diverse functions 
and stimulating new forms of inhabitation and interaction. The 
case studies Toea and Baraonda, developed within underutilized 
buildings, demonstrate how narrative zoning strategies, spa-
tial flexibility, relational devices and interactive interfaces can 
transform space into a shared cultural experience. Toea highlights 
culinary culture as a medium for conviviality and the transmission 
of memory; Baraonda proposes a community-based workshop for 
the safeguarding of lagoon ecosystems. Both projects underscore 
the potential of interior and interaction design as tools to activate 
participatory and regenerative processes, capable of connecting 
tradition and innovation.
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3.1 Introduction
Abandoned, partially abandoned, temporarily disused and underuti-
lised spaces in the city of Venice were the keywords from which the 
Hybrid Space & Interaction Design Laboratory1  began developing a 
series of interior design projects. These phenomena of abandonment 
and non-use affect a multitude of interior spaces in the lagoon city. 
While these topics have been widely explored through urban planning 
and territorial analysis (Fregolent, 2023), the laboratory chose to ap-
proach them from the perspective of interior design, focusing on the 
role that underutilised interiors can play as cultural and relational de-
vices. This approach is aimed at reflecting on the meaning of Venetian 
heritage and exploring opportunities for its preservation, valorisation, 
and reinforcement through hybrid spatial interventions. 

3.2 The Concept of Hybrid Space in Interior 
and Interaction Design
When interpreted within the domains of interior and interaction de-
sign, the concept of hybrid space refers to the capacity to design 
environments where functions, practices and multiple narratives 
coexist and intertwine – built spaces that exist in-between different 
activities and uses, between access and presence (Migliore, Ceinar & 
Tagliaro, 2021). As Brooker and Stone (2009) have noted, interior de-
sign is characterised by its inherently adaptive and relational nature, 
capable of accommodating transformations and functional overlaps. 
Other interpretations emphasise the ability of such spaces to perform 
and accommodate various roles and functions, occasionally or simul-
taneously, including the communication of content (Kassem, 2022; 
2019). These are spaces defined by integrated functions and spatial 
configurations that allow for simultaneous or sequential uses, diverse 
sensory experiences, and multilayered readings of place. In interior 
design, hybridisation translates into mobile elements, adaptive devi-
ces, and spatial narratives embedded in the configuration of the inte-
rior (Austin, 2020), where materials and components evoke stories, 
traditions, and tangible aspects of a specific material culture, trigge-
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ring both physical and digital interactions between space, people and 
cultural content (Bollini & Borsotti, 2014; De Rosa, 2022).

In the laboratory, interior design education was strongly centred 
around the meaning of the term hybrid, which etymologically refers 
to the mixing or crossing of heterogeneous elements. In this sense, 
hybridisation was understood as a design approach that challenges 
the rigid categories that traditionally structure space – such as the 
separation between public and private, production and consumption, 
work time and living time, or physical and digital dimensions. In line 
with Brooker’s (2016) reflections on adaptation as a founding practi-
ce in interior design, hybridisation becomes a project strategy that 
reinterprets existing spaces by introducing new relationships among 
functions, users, and meanings. Thus, interior design, by virtue of its 
transformative and site-specific nature, becomes a privileged field for 
experimenting with hybrid and adaptive configurations. In the Vene-
tian context, hybridisation also extends to the level of user profiles, 
fostering dialogue between local communities and tourism – two 
realities often perceived as oppositional, but which, through hybrid 
spaces, can find new forms of coexistence and mutual interaction.

In the laboratory, interaction design was understood as the design 
of relational conditions within space, not limited to digital interfaces 
but extended to gestures, rituals, and forms of proximity. It was ad-
dressed as an integrated component of spatial design. Attention was 
paid to how space could facilitate interactions between people and 
cultural content through physical and digital objects, interfaces and 
devices. Students were invited to reflect on concepts such as proxi-
mity and distance (both physical and emotional); user engagement 
and agency; and the temporality of the experience (from quick to 
prolonged engagement). In this sense, the outputs of the laboratory 
contemplated hybrid communicative ecosystems in which physical 
space and narrative environments – including digital layers – interact 
to shape cultural experiences. 

The goal of the lab was to prompt students to envision hybrid 
space projects that, as an alternative to ephemeral tourism (Bettin et 
al., 2023), proposed new uses for currently underutilised or semi-a-
bandoned spaces. Within this process, the faculty members identified 
three key themes of local heritage on which students could focus 
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their context analysis to support the development of their design 
concepts:

•	 the lagoon ecosystem: Venice’s lagoon as a result of the inter-
action between land and sea, shaped by both natural forces 
and human activity;

•	 traditions linked to fishing and traditional boats: including 
Venetian rowing, sailing with the ‘vela al terzo,’ and artisanal 
fishing techniques;

•	 the theme of trade, past and present: considered both as the 
exchange of goods and as a system of knowledge.

The identification of project sites – often hidden behind impermeable 
walls – sparked the creation of a map of the city highlighting abando-
ned and invisible places, potentially capable of triggering a reactiva-
tion process with positive impacts for the wider urban context. 

These spaces emerge as a heritage to be preserved and reima-
gined as polyvalent interiors, places of community and interaction 
between those who live in them, pass through them, or have yet to 
discover them.

3.3 Ocean Space and Microclima: Two  
Examples of Hybrid Spaces in Venice

Two particularly significant examples found in recent local initiatives 
are Ocean Space and Microclima. Both show how the interior design 
of historic spaces can be understood as a relational and cultural me-
dium, capable of generating new forms of inhabitation and activating 
plural uses. In these projects, space is not only restored or reused 
but reinterpreted as a narrative and relational platform, capable of 
connecting tangible and intangible heritage with contemporary forms 
of participation and cultural engagement.

Ocean Space, inaugurated in 2019, is a hybrid space where a 
historic site – the Church of San Lorenzo, closed to the public for 
over a century – has been transformed into an international centre 
dedicated to ocean research and environmental awareness. The goal 
of the project is to promote critical ocean literacy through exhibitions, 
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collaborative research programmes and public activities, connecting 
art, science, and civic engagement. In this case, the hybrid space 
becomes a platform for interdisciplinary knowledge exchange and 
community participation, encouraging reflection on environmental 
issues and their preservation.

The headquarters of the Microclima association, located in the 
historic Serra dei Giardini in Venice, represents another example of a 
hybrid space that integrates artistic programming with the physical 
and symbolic dimensions of heritage. The greenhouse, built in 1894, 
was originally used to house exotic plants showcased during the early 
International Art Exhibitions. Microclima aims to renew the space’s 
function by emphasising its historical value and social potential 
through an ongoing laboratory that explores new ways of engaging 
with cultural heritage and interacting with the local community.
These two local examples demonstrate how interior spaces can 
activate new forms of inhabitation and cultural narration, offering a 
conceptual horizon for the experimental work developed in the design 
laboratory.

3.4 Toea and Baraonda: Two Interior  
Design Concepts for Hybrid Cultural  
Spaces in Venice

Within the context of the laboratory, the projects Toea and Baraon-
da were developed as proposals for hybrid interior spaces, in which 
design engages with the need to reinterpret underutilised places by 
integrating tangible and intangible heritage into new spatial config-
urations. Both demonstrate how interior design can play a strategic 
role in shaping adaptive environments capable of hosting multi-
ple functions, fostering social experiences, and creating dialogue 
between local communities and visitors. Toea. Gathering around the 
table as a communal act takes inspiration from Venetian gastronomic 
heritage and from the memory of the building known as Patronato 
Pietro La Fontaine – a site that becomes the catalyst for critical and 
multidisciplinary reflection. The aim is to recover and promote Vene-
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tian culinary culture not only as historical legacy but also as a tool for 
social cohesion and cultural regeneration. In this perspective, food 
becomes a relational and cultural device, capable of conveying narra-
tives, collective identities and practices of socio-cultural resistance. 
The project site features a front courtyard and a long, narrow interior 
space. Originally designed as a theatre, the building was later con-
verted into a productive space and then, in the 1950s, into a Catholic 
Action centre. The proposed design serves a dual purpose: on one 
hand, it is an exercise in spatial and functional organisation through a 
carefully articulated layout; on the other, it acts as a spatial narrative 
structured around different zones of activity, intended to immerse 
users in the symbolic and functional layering of the interior. The narra-
tive aims to transform the experience of space into an immersive and 
participatory journey. The layout is developed as a narrative sequence 
that reflects local practices while maintaining a flexibility that allows 
for interchangeable uses. The project includes six primary zones:

1.	 Courtyard: an introductory space accessible from outside, 
designed for welcoming visitors and offering a first taste of 
local flavours.

2.	 Bacaro: a transitional area inspired by traditional Venetian 
meeting places, connecting the public courtyard with the 
more intimate Market space.

3.	 Market: a dynamic and interactive environment that  
recalls the social experience of exchange central to  
local food culture.

Figure 1.
Concepts for Hybrid 
Space projects in Venice: 
Toea and Baraonda.
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4.	 Campo: a multifunctional area for production, sharing and 
learning, closely connected to the historic kitchen.

5.	 Archive: a contemplative space for documenting and trans-
mitting culinary knowledge, located in the former stage area.

6.	 Arsenale: a logistical zone with direct access to water, en-
abling loading/unloading of raw materials and linking to the 
local supply chain.

The experiential rhythm of the project moves from the quick and pu-
blic engagement of the courtyard aperitivo toward the more intimate 
and reflective Archive that preserves historical and cultural testimo-
nies. Traces left by users become part of a shared narrative, feeding 
a collective process of heritage construction. In this sense, Toea acts 
as a catalyst for the reactivation and reuse of an existing space that 
already holds a culinary memory. Through the adaptation and refun-
ctionalisation of the building’s historic kitchen, the project transforms 
the site into a centre for production and relationship-building – an 
accessible and shared space capable of fostering participatory dyna-
mics. The project’s objectives include the enhancement of Venetian 
food culture through documentation, practice and intergenerational 
transmission of culinary knowledge; and the promotion of encounters 
and exchanges between heterogeneous communities, producers, 
food professionals, residents and enthusiasts, through the creation 
of collaborative networks. The act of ‘gathering at the table’ is reinter-
preted as a civic and collective practice capable of regenerating social 
ties and fostering new awareness about food, environmental sustai-
nability, and the use value of urban space. This approach outlines an 
integrated vision of cultural heritage and social innovation, proposing 
a model of urban regeneration that celebrates local identity through 
shared and participatory cultural practices.

In Toea, hybridisation manifests not only in the integration of fun-
ctions – catering, education, memory – but also in the creation of an 
experience involving diverse audiences (residents, tourists, profes-
sionals), in the coexistence of everyday activities and narrative pro-
cesses, and in the interaction between material elements – such as 
the historic kitchen – and digital or documentary devices. The project 
thus enacts a multilevel hybridisation coherent with the theoretical 
approach developed in the laboratory.
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Baraonda, located in the ground floor rooms of Palazzo Canova on 
Calle Lunga Santa Caterina in the Cannaregio district of Venice, 
explores the potential of interiors as spaces for shared production 
and learning. The varied dimensions and heights of the rooms beco-
me a design resource for structuring a layout that accommodates 
manual activities (such as the construction of fascine), educational 
moments, and a space for observation and dissemination. Here, inte-
rior design works to create flexible and interconnected environments 
that support ecological, cultural, and community processes. These 
rooms, with significantly differing sizes and ceiling heights and di-
rect access from the street, provide the context for imagining new 
uses, diverging from conventional restoration and reuse approaches 
typically applied to Venetian spaces. The design concept emerges 
from the intention to counter the progressive degradation of lagoon 
habitats – particularly the barene, which are salt marsh ecosystems 
vital to the Venetian lagoon yet threatened by erosion and climate 
change. The project proposes a network of nature-based engineering 
interventions that employ traditional techniques and local materials, 
particularly through the manual construction of fascine. These are 
cylindrical structures made of interwoven branches, used to stabilise 

Figure 2.
Axonometric view of 
project Toea. Designed 
by Elettra Angeli, 
Beatrice Fistarol, Miriam 
La Barbera, Alessandro 
Faccin, Agathe 
Mahe, academic year 
2023/2024.
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and protect the edges of the barene from water erosion. The con-
struction process, hosted in the largest and tallest room, involves the 
active participation of the local community.

Baraonda envisions a hybrid physical space designed to support 
three complementary functions:

•	 Community  Workshop: dedicated to the manual production 
of fascine, as well as training and dissemination of ecological 
maintenance practices for lagoon habitats. This space plays a 
pedagogical and empowering role, aiming to transmit tradi-
tional knowledge and foster environmental awareness.

•	 Centre for the Enhancement of Barena Products: an area for 
promoting and selling local resources such as honey, medici-
nal herbs, lagoon fish and salicornia – products seen not only 
as economic goods but as tangible expressions of a balanced 
landscape and rooted territorial culture.

•	 Participatory Observatory: focused on environmental mon-
itoring and scientific communication concerning lagoon 
ecosystem dynamics. Through direct citizen involvement, it 
encourages greater understanding of ongoing environmental 
changes, fostering the creation of shared knowledge net-
works and collective responsibility.

Figure 3.
Axonometric view of pro-
ject Baraonda. Designed 

by Leonardo Benfatti, 
Francesco Fior, Tommaso 
Maretto, Lorenzo Muraro, 

Lucio Valconi, academic 
year 2024/2025.
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As in Toea, hybridisation in Baraonda goes beyond the coexistence 
of educational, productive and informative functions. It is expressed 
in the interplay between local communities and visitors, between 
traditional practices and communication technologies, and between 
the physicality of manual work and the narrative dimension of the ob-
servatory. The project thus enacts a vision of interior design capable 
of building relationships across cultural, environmental and social di-
mensions through the hybrid configuration of space. In both projects, 
interior design does not merely restore functionality to marginal pla-
ces, but reinterprets them as hybrid spaces open to plural uses and 
multiple user profiles (local communities and tourism). The proposed 
solutions demonstrate how interior design can strengthen the links 
between heritage and contemporaneity, creating new inhabitation 
scenarios that interweave everyday practices, collective identities 
and emerging forms of belonging.

3.5 Conclusion
The work developed in the laboratory has shown how interior design, 
when applied to the creation of hybrid spaces, can provide both ope-
rational and theoretical tools for addressing urban transformation in 
historical contexts. Through the investigation of marginal, abandoned 
or underused spaces, and the development of new spatial configu-
rations, the projects activated multiple narratives, integrated diverse 
uses, and engaged heterogeneous communities.

The Toea and Baraonda projects provide concrete examples of 
how interior design can generate adaptive environments that are sen-
sitive to the cultural and relational dimensions of space, promoting 
practices of proximity and belonging. In this framework, interior design 
assumes a transformative role that goes beyond spatial or morpholo-
gical articulation and acts as a critical tool for interrogating contem-
porary forms of inhabitation in complex urban settings like Venice. The 
design experiments conducted in the lab confirm that hybridisation is 
not merely about combining different functions. It also entails the co-
existence of diverse user profiles, the interplay between physical and 
digital dimensions, and the activation of narrative layers embedded 
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in the spatial experience. Interior design – owing to its site-specific 
vocation and capacity to accommodate overlap and transformation – 
emerges as a privileged field for responding to these challenges. One 
guiding question remains open, pointing to possible future develop-
ments of the research: What specific contributions can interior desi-
gn – and particularly the design of hybrid spaces – offer in addressing 
the progressive transformation of historic cities? The cases analysed 
suggest that interior design, understood as a cultural and relational 
practice, can not only restore function to residual spaces but also 
generate environments that reinforce cultural identity, activate local 
agency, and imagine new modes of coexistence between communi-
ties, heritage and future visions.

Notes
Note 1
The "Hybrid Space & Interaction Design Lab" is part of the Bachelor’s degree program in 
Product, Visual Communication, and Interior Design (Interior Design track) at Università 
Iuav di Venezia. The research presented refers to the 2023/24 and 2024/25 editions 
of the Lab, coordinated by Professors Lucilla Calogero, Davide Giorgetta, and Elena 
Pedrina, with contributions from Viorica Bejenari, Giovanni Covre, Ilaria Fracassi, and 
Tommaso Lodi.
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