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I came to Civita di Bagnoregio in March 2025 through the Civita Institute Diversity Fellowship. My month-long residency asked 
a simple question: What can a village teach us through its smell? As a planner, I have been trained to read place through maps, 
drawings, and visual analysis. Yet every site also lives in the invisible register of scent—what it holds, what it remembers, and 
what it gives back. I wanted to understand how olfactory experience shapes our emotional connection to built environments 
and a sense of place beyond what the eye records. My hope was to expand appreciation for this beloved place by gathering 
a collection of smells that add to its identity while growing human connection. 

Civita offered the perfect laboratory. Perched on a volcanic hill of friable tufo, the village is reached only by a pedestrian bridge 
suspended along an eroding ridge. It is often called la città che muore—the dying city—because of geological erosion, population 
decline, and the threat of loss. But to live here, even briefly, is to feel the opposite: a community that continues to breathe through 
ritual, adaptation, and care. My inquiry into smell became a way of measuring that vitality, including the beauty of transition and 
change.

During the residency I conducted eight interviews with residents who live or work within the village walls. Their stories form 
the heart of this book. Each person offered heartfelt memories of smell—of cooking, firewood, community celebrations, stone, 
animals, and wind—that together describe a sensory perspective on Civita’s daily life now and in the past. I also collaborated 
with Dr. Kate McLean on a Smell Walk, using her sensory-mapping method to trace odor pathways through narrow lanes and 
updrafts of the cliffs. Dr. McLean, a UK-based designer, is internationally known for mapping and documenting city smellscapes. 
We created a customized map and template for a Civita walk (in Italian and English) and organized a group walk. Dr. McLean left 
behind a watercolor smellscape to capture the group’s collective, current breath of the town.

The pages that follow are not an inventory of odors but an exploration of how atmosphere inhabits architecture and place. Smell 
reveals the relationship between material and memory: how porous stone stores centuries of use, how smoke signals habitation, 
how the valley air refreshes what the hilltop holds. These impressions invite us to think about planning and conservation not only 
as visual composition but as stewardship of the air between buildings—the most collective space of all.

This small exploration continues a lineage of environmental design thinkers—from Ian McHarg’s Design with Nature to Kevin 
Lynch’s Image of the City—while extending their ideas into the sensory and emotional domain. It aligns with the ethos of Johnson 
and Wilkinson’s All We Can Save, an anthology of essays, poetry, and art by diverse female and non-binary leaders that serves 
as a hopeful, empowering guide to collective climate action and solutions. These works remind us that caring for the environment 
begins with intimacy and empathy; to me, this is a key part of what the Civita Institute represents.  
To smell a place is to recognize its life.

Breathing Civita is therefore both research and homage: a record of the village’s living scent and a call for us to learn to think 
about place with our noses as well as our eyes.

Introduction



4 5

Maurizio Rocchi is the chef and owner of Alma 
Civita, a restaurant carved into the volcanic 
tufo cellars just beyond the piazza. The cellar’s 
cool stone walls once stored wine and olive oil; 
today they cradle the warmth of his culinary 
artistry. When I sat down with Maurizio, sunlight 
reached the doorway and mingled with the 
smell of herbs and searing meat.

Our conversation turned quickly to a hierarchy 
of the senses. For Maurizio, smell precedes 
everything—it tells him whether the day’s 
ingredients are alive and whether the stone 
itself is breathing. His language moved easily 
between craft and emotion; scent was both his 
recipe and his faith. Because Alma is directly 
below Il Nuovo, my residency home, my nose 
led me immediately to Maurizio and his head 
server, Sergio Montanari. Maurizio told me that 
Italians can tell the day of the week by certain 
smells. I found this observation to be true for 
many of the residents I spoke with during my stay.

Anna Rita Fiani has worked at Chiesa San Donato for many years. 
She tends its gift shop as well as the daily oversight of the church 
interior. When we spoke, she stepped away from the gift shop 
by the door to sit with me in a rear pew. Incense drifted from the 
sanctuary, mixing with the scent of wax from candles.

She described how the church’s smell changes with the 
seasons—the damp of winter, the resin of palm leaves in spring, 
the warmth of bread blessed for feast days. Her daily walk up the 
bridge brings gusts of the scent of the local maggio plant until 
she is greeted by candle wax when she opens the church door. 
Her memories carried devotion in physical form: the odor of faith 
made visible in smoke, candle, and petals. Listening to her, I 
understood that scent here is a kind of liturgy, renewed each time 
someone lights a candle.

olive oil · smoke · wood · stone · warmth incense · candle wax · flowers · maggio
The tufo cellar holds the memory of fire and flavor.

Maurizio Rocchi Anna Rita Fiani

Smell comes before taste. If I’m not 
doing this, my soul would be lost.“ ”

Incense and wax are our prayers.“ ”
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Elder resident Felice Rocchi welcomed me into the family cellar 
below his hilltop home, where ancient olive presses still rest. The 
space was dim and damp, its air hinting at olive oil absorbed by 
stone. He ran his hand along the wall as he spoke, releasing a 
deeper scent of earth and age.

Felice told me he remembers working here as a child, carrying 
baskets of olives and hearing the creak of the press. He said the 
smell “never leaves”—that even after decades of silence, the rock 
remembers labor. His words confirmed what the nose already 
knew: architecture itself can hold memory. We also talked of 
smells no longer present but recalled in artifacts and stories. His 
strongest memory was of bread and pizza baking in the outdoor 
oven (Il Forno). The flavors in pane e pizza represented simple 
ingredients of the region—olive oil, rosemary, and salt. Another 
memory was the ten days of boiling mosto during fall winemaking 
at the four cellars no longer in use. The smell of donkey stalls 
below each house are also a missing smell he remembered. Our 
conversation laid out a calendar of smell memories tied to Civita 
and the harvest of the Calanchi Valley.

Alessandro “Sandro” Medori is known across Civita for his 
champion status at La Tonna, the annual donkey race in the 
piazza. He also tended the horses and donkeys that used to be 
the primary transport up the steep bridge to the village. When we 
met, he scrolled through his phone to show me photos of himself 
celebrating a race win, laughing as he described the heat and chaos.

His memories are saturated with movement and history—the smell 
of donkey sweat, dust rising from the cobbles, and summer sun on 
skin. Sandro’s voice carried pride but also tenderness for a tradition 
that links past and present. Through him, the piazza became more 
than a stage for spectacle; it was a breathing arena where smell, 
sound, and dust make history tangible. Sandro also spoke about 
community traditions around religious holidays like Easter cakes 
and past winemaking traditions. He noted the flowered staircases 
outside every doorway when more families lived year-round.

tufo · olive oil · bread · mosto · cool air dust · donkey stalls · Easter cakes · village flowers

Felice Rocchi Alessandro (Sandro) Medori

These stones have breathed 
oil for a hundred years.“ ”

The donkey sweat and dust 
mean the festival has begun.“ ”
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A younger resident, Andrea Profili owns a small perfume shop along the 
piazza. Glass bottles and wrapped soaps line his shelves, each filled with 
distilled memories of the region—herbs, citrus, and donkey milk. When I 
entered, the shop smelled simultaneously ancient and modern, like clean 
stone warmed by light.

Andrea spoke about scent as inheritance. Donkey-milk soap, he said, 
honors the animals once used for transport up the steep bridge. His 
work transforms nostalgia into livelihood. For him, perfume is how a 
fading village stays alive—each fragrance a translation of place into 
time. He is also influenced by smells associated with his grandmother 
and local flowers.

Alessandro Sandrini, who tends the public restrooms with his husband, 
Tonino, also cares for the historic laundry troughs at the village entrance. 
He describes his work as both practical and devotional. The sound of 
running water accompanied our talk, its freshness cutting through the 
scent of soap and wet stone.

He grew up nearby and shared stories of exploring the valley below 
as a boy, including many memories of flowers. He spoke of hot stone 
surfaces, brief summer rains, and the metallic scent left behind as water 
evaporates on the stone. Alessandro feels chimney smoke is a defining 
smell of Civita and notices it frequently from nearby homes. Now he 
keeps these public spaces in Civita immaculate, preserving a quiet 
civility often overlooked by visitors. The smell of water and disinfectant 
forms his daily landscape. In his care, maintenance itself becomes 
heritage—a reminder that a community’s dignity often resides in the 
smallest, cleanest details.

soap · aromatic herbs · nonna · hay water · soap · clover · chimney smoke · petrichor

Andrea Profili Alessandro Sandrini

Perfume is a way to 
keep identity alive.“ ” Water has its own smell— 

soap, stone, time.“ ”
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Rosanna Medori lives full-time in Civita with her 
husband, Antonio. I interviewed her in the living 
room of her friend Ivana Medori, above the gift 
shop near the village entrance. The fireplace 
glowed, filling the room with the scent of wood. 
Fresh-rinsed vegetables sat on Ivana’s kitchen 
counter awaiting preparation for a meal later that 
day—an ordinary routine of these old friends. 
Rosanna lives close by above the family restaurant 
in Civita, La Cantina Arianna.

Rosanna spoke of routine as rhythm: hanging 
laundry in the wind, preparing lunch for her family, 
recognizing seasons by the change in air. Her 
memories gave domestic life architectural weight—
the house itself breathing with the same cadence 
as its occupants.

tomato · smoke · fire · laundry · soap

Rosanna Medori

Home smells like tomato 
sauce and wood smoke.“ ”

Gift-shop owner Ivana Medori lives above her shop next to 
the public wash area. Her home, warmed by a steady hearth, 
carries a layered scent of smoke, resin, and heat that drifts 
up from the street below. When we spoke, the fire crackled 
behind her, and she smiled, saying, “I light it every night; it 
smells of safety.”

She described the shifting seasons of Civita through smell—
the sharpness of winter smoke, the softness of summer 
air. Friendship and proximity define her world; her stories 
intertwine with Rosanna’s. For Ivana, the continuity of smell 
is proof of belonging, the invisible thread between home 
and livelihood.

firewood · resin · heat · ash · evening air

Ivana Medori

I light the fire every night; 
it smells of safety.“ ”
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Smell Walk

Smell Walk Civita, March 27, 2025 — a collaboration with Dr. Kate McLean.

Residents and visitors traced the village’s odor currents. Walkers used McLean’s Smellnotes 
template to capture their observations. Dr. McLean’s resulting watercolor captures the smell 
walkers’ collective breath—an atmosphere built from both geology and memory. This template is 
left behind for the Civita Institute and the broader community to use for future smell walks.

Opposite page: Watercolor smellscape by Dr. Kate 
McLean, created from our group walk through Civita

“Gli esseri umani possono distinguere 
almeno 1 trilione di stimoli olfattivi”   
Bushdid et al (2014)

“A differenza degli occhi, non possiamo chiudere il naso. 
Respiriamo 24.000 volte al giorno immersi negli odori, 
ma prestiamo solo scarsa attenzione. Nonostante gli 
sviluppi digitali, il naso rimane il dispositivo di raccolta 
dati più sensibile che esista per le informazioni sugli 
odori. Questo metodo anti-tecnologico è progettato per 
incoraggiare la discussione sulla reciprocità olfattiva 
uomo-ambiente mediata dal corpo umano. 

Lo smellwalking (camminare con “il naso prima di 
tutto”) propone una conoscenza del mondo attraverso 
informazioni sensoriali empiriche. La tua esperienza 
dell’olfatto è binaria o sfumata? Quali odori incontri? 
Attraverso tre brevi passeggiate immersive scopriremo 

“il naso prima di tutto”

McLean, K (2016) 

https://openstreetmap.org/copyright https://openstreetmap.org
Copyright OpenStreetMap and contributors, under an open licence

SMELLWALKCivita2025SMELLWALKCivita2025
#smellwalk @atlas_of_smells

Smellwalk with: Ann Sutphin
Date: giovedì 27 marzo 2025
Time: 09:00

Intro. Inizia a catturare gli odore.

Stop e condividi. Inizia a cacciare gli odori. 

Stop e condividi. Inizia a esplorare gli odori.
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SmellNote © 2025 Dr Kate McLean  |  sensorymaps@gmail.com  |  sensorymaps.com 
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Morning rises through the valley like a breath pulled through stone. The first air is cool and mineral, carrying the faint salt of tufo 
and clay, mixed with the sweetness of maggio that grows wild below the cliffs. The bridge holds the transition—mountain air on 
one side, the domestic smoke of the village on the other. Crossing it, the nose understands before the eye: Civita lives between 
wind and wall.

Inside the gate, warmth replaces freshness. The stone itself exhales—the damp of centuries stored in its porous structure. Each 
passage has its own tone: one alley metallic with rainwater, another veined with laundry soap and sun-warmed wood framing. 
The buildings lean close enough for smells to mingle: olive oil from a kitchen, candle wax from the church, rosemary crushed 
beneath a passing shoe. Nothing is still; the village breathes through its materials.

By midday, the air transitions with the scents of labor. Restaurants and cafés release new fragrant rhythms from wood-fired meats 
at La Cantina Arianna and countertops with espresso. In Ivana’s hearth, hardwood logs burn with a resinous tang that threads 
through nearby passages. The central piazza carries the faint musk of donkey from La Tonna and newer means of petrol-based 
transport; it mingles with dust and laughter. Even the public wash lovingly tended by Alessandro Sandrini and Tonino folds its 
own layer into the day—wet stone, soap, disinfectant, humility, and care. These are working smells, not curated ones; they define 
belonging above ownership.

Toward evening, faith becomes tangible. Incense drifts beyond Chiesa San Donato’s doors, softening the air with frankincense 
and wax. Anna Rita arranges flowers for a vigil, and the petal’s sweetness joins the smoke of kitchens preparing supper. Civita’s 
scent is always collective—no single author but always a conversation of gestures repeated until they become atmosphere.

At night, the wind from the valley returns. It gathers the day’s fragments—oil, dust, jasmine, smoke—and carries them outward. 
Standing on the bridge, one breath holds the entire cycle: the labor of the day, the memory of food and fire, and the echo of stone 
slowly cooling in darkness. Even what has vanished remains present in scent: the abandoned outdoor oven, the animal stables, 
and the quiet olive presses. Their essence persists as trace, folded into the rock and released again with every shift of air.

To smell Civita is to sense its resilience. The village does not die; it transforms, exhaling through its inhabitants and their devotion 
to it. Each scent is a record of adaptation—olive presses become kitchens — stables become shops — ritual becomes daily 
habit. In this fragile terrain, smell is the archive that endures when maps and façades change. It binds memory to material and 
makes time breathable.

The scent of Civita is not a single note but a cadence: mineral > smoke > bread > air. It is the invisible measure of the village’s 
heart. To walk here nose-first is to read its history through atmosphere, to know that the spirit of a place is carried not by walls 
but by what moves between them. Civita di Bagnoregio — la città che muore — is, in truth, a village that breathes.

The Scent of Civita
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Every residency begins with an expectation of what will be learned, and every day in Civita challenged my initial frameworks. 
I came expecting to document smell as data, to capture and classify its scents. Instead, Civita taught me that smell resists 
containment; it is the opposite of an inventory. The village demanded that I slow down, breathe, and let the place enter through 
the body before the mind.

Smell became a kind of cartography—one drawn not in lines but in breath. Each inhalation traced social geography: kitchens at 
midday, the smoke path at dusk, the fresh valley winds that rise through cracks in the tufo. What I first called “data collection” 
became an act of listening. The more I mapped, the more I understood that the real subject was not odor itself but attention—
how smell trains perception toward connection.

Architecture is usually described through what endures: walls, proportions, elevations. Smell speaks to what passes through. 
It made visible the micro-ecologies of care that keep a place alive. In my daily journal, I wrote that: “Civita survives through 
maintenance and affection, not restoration alone”. The scent of soap at the public wash, of firewood stored for winter, of kitchen 
smoke—these are small evidences of ongoing stewardship. The physical village may slowly erode, but the olfactory village 
renews itself each morning.

What struck me most was the rhythm between permanence and transience. The built form of Civita is solid, ancient, nearly 
geological; the smells are ephemeral and changing. Yet together they create continuity. The village’s tag line, la città che muore—
the dying city—took on new meaning. It is less a lament than an instruction: when we recognize fragility, it is a call to hold things 
more deeply. The breath of Civita is this tension—between erosion and imagination, between decay and the will to persist.

Design and restoration of such places require humility. Plans and elevations cannot record air currents or the memory stored in 
a wall. But through smell we glimpse the hidden systems that sustain beauty: ventilation patterns, humidity, material decay, even 
the quiet choreography of domestic life. These are lessons for architects and planners who work in landscapes of change. If 
we learn to read the atmospheric as carefully as the structural, we might design spaces that invite participation rather than 
impose permanence.

Throughout the residency I found myself moving from observer to participant. Conversations about smell turned quickly to stories 
of identity, family, and transformation. Each resident spoke through their own sensory vocabulary—Maurizio’s herbs and kitchen, 
Anna Rita’s incense, Alessandro Sandrini’s boyhood flowers, and Ivana’s fire. Together they formed an olfactory chorus describing 
continuity through difference. Listening to them reminded me that communities do not survive through monuments but through 
the daily repetition of care.

As planners, we often search for measurable outcomes. Smell refuses that metric. It asks us to practice empathy instead—to 
imagine how air feels for someone else. This sensory empathy may be one of the most radical tools available to exploration and 
to design. It cultivates what data cannot: attachment, memory, responsibility.

In the end, Breathing Civita is not a study of what is disappearing but of how people transform disappearance into meaning. The 
village shows that preservation is less about freezing time than about sustaining relationships—between stone and air, between 
generations, between senses. To design with that awareness is to design with humility and hope. It is to recognize that the most 
lasting architecture is invisible: the breath that binds us to place.

Planner’s Reflection · Smell as Knowledge
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Every place has a scent of its own survival; Civita simply teaches us to breathe it.


