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SUMMARY 
In 2008 the University of Pavia joined up with the Town Council in the project "Pavia 
città partecipata (Pavia: to be shared by everybody)" – part of which included action 
F "Services for students with disabilities". 
The Service to Assist and Integrate Students with Disabilities (SAISD) of the 
University decided to make a visual and tactile map to be placed in the Main Building 
of the University, which has been a centre of learning for about 650 years. It is a 
large building used daily by students, professors, researchers and admin staff alike, 
but also by tourists who visit Pavia and want to see the halls where Alessandro Volta 
and Ugo Foscolo (to name just a few) used to teach. It also contains a museum, 
library, bookshop and is the most important cultural and conference centre in town. 
A highly complex issue is how to overcome, at least in part, the architectural and 
sensorial barriers of historical buildings like this, in which teaching activities are 
carried out at the same time as a steady flow of tourists continue to visit the place. 
The task of architects and engineers is to find the right balance between the need to 
maintain and guarantee that the building can be used and also guarantee access as 
required by a great number of users. 
The design and carrying out of the tactile map was developed between March 2009 
and June 2009 and it was positioned in June 2010, after applying for and receiving 
all the necessary permits to intervene on the historical building. The study allowed us 
to identify some important issues linked to the debate on the accessibility to buildings 
which are part of our cultural heritage. 
Three key factors are to be kept in mind when deciding which solutions are needed 
to overcome architectural and sensorial barriers in existing buildings: 

• position; 
• ease of recognition; 
• choice of materials and colour. 

These elements make it possible to come up with a general method to solve 
problems of access to historical architectural buildings, even though the 
characteristics of the building itself, that it is to say its morphological and constructive 
features as well as its functions, are crucial when deciding how to carry out the 
project. 
The main aim of the following text is first of all to introduce these issues from a 
general point of view and then analyse how they were solved in the Main Building of 
the University of Pavia. 
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
Our aim today is to present the tactile informative map in the Main Building of the 
University of Pavia, which was positioned in 2010 as part of the project “Pavia città 
partecipata” developed by the Municipality of Pavia together with the SAISD (Service 
to Assist and Integrate Students with Disabilities) of the University of Pavia. 



The initiative stands out above all because it is the first and to date the only one in 
Pavia, apart from that in the railway station, and because it is placed in one of the 
most important buildings of the town. The Main Building of the University, in fact, has 
been a centre of teaching and search for more than four centuries and it is the social 
and cultural heart of the town with its historical courtyards. 
Furthermore, the positioning of a map of this size (120 centimetres wide by 60 
centimetres deep) in a historical building required a deep awareness of the value of 
the building and its image and a search to find the right balance between the needs 
to maintain and improve accessibility to the building for people with sensorial 
disabilities. 
 
 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
The Main Building of the University of Pavia includes areas for teaching activities, 
research, administrative offices and also the University’s Great Halls, among which 
the Rectorate. 
The building occupies more than 33.000 square meters on two levels and houses 
various historical Halls (such as Aula Volta, Aula Foscolo, Aula Scarpa, whose 
names refer to the famous people that lectured in them), the University’s History 
Museum, the Faculties of Law and Political Science as well as several administrative 
and management offices. Over 7.000 people work and study in the building every 
day. 
In addition, many people simply pass through the building to get from one side of the 
town to the other. In fact its very size makes it a sort of island in the town centre; if 
pedestrians were not allowed to cross it, they would be forced to take long 
roundabout routes. 
 

  
Figure 1: The Main Building of the University of Pavia. 

Its size makes its stand out in the town centre. 
 

What’s more, other events attract many more people (such as final degree 
ceremonies, conferences, meetings and exhibitions, etc.). During the weekends, 
when the number of university staff and students drops, the building is usually 
crowded with tourists, who don’t want to miss the chance to visit the Main Building of 
the University, one of the most important of the town together with the Cathedral, the 
Broletto, the Covered Bridge and the Romanesque churches. 
The building has 11 courtyards all surrounded by colonnades on the ground level 
and partly also on the upper level. 



The colours and the materials used and the size of the building (the main facade 
looking onto Strada Nuova – the ancient cardo of the Roman Town – measures 
about 190 metres, while that looking onto Corso Carlo Alberto is 238 metres) often 
make it difficult for tourists to find their way around.  
This holds true especially for the visually impaired and for people with orientation 
difficulties, because getting from one courtyard to another often involves crossing 
badly lit passageways the layout of which is disorienting when passing form 
darkness into brightly lit areas. 
 

 
Figure 2: design for the positioning of the tactile informative map in the Main Building 

of the University (TAV. 1). 
 
The SAISD (Service to Assist and Integrate Students with Disabilities), aware of 
these problems, developed a project together with the Municipality of Pavia to make 
an informative tactile map of the Main Building; the aim of which was to improve 
accessibility to the building (at least) on the ground level which houses some 
important Great Halls, a museum, a café and other management and administrative 
offices. The position and height of this three-dimensional and deeply contrasting 
coloured map means that it can be consulted by everyone, even by wheelchair users 
and children. 
The project was carried out by prof. Alessandro Greco, prof. Marco Morandotti and 
eng. Riccardo Gandolfi in July 2009. Then it was submitted for approval to the 
Superintendence of Cultural Heritage in Milan and received the necessary permits at 
the end of 2009. Then we had to decide on what to include in the map and choose 
materials to be used. Between June and July 2010 the map was positioned together 
with a short rubber walkway (LOGES) leading up to it. 
Even though it is a small-scale project, it required some time for it to be carried out. 



First of all, we had to decide on the best position for the map. The building has 12 
entrances altogether, 9 of which are only for pedestrians and as such it is easily 
accessible to visitors. After much consideration, we decided the best position for the 
map was near the main entrance at the front of the building, although it is not the 
easiest passageway for the disabled owing to its sloping nature. 
 

 
Figure 3: design for the positioning of the tactile informative map in the Main Building 

of the University (TAV. 2). 
 
Various reasons dictated the choice of where to place the map: 

• its entrance onto Strada Nuova, one of the town’s main streets, crossing the 
centre from north to south. Moreover Strada Nuova leads North from the 
University to the Castle, where tourist coaches usually stop as they can find 
parking spaces; 

• this is the only entrance with a reception area, always open from 7.00 am to 
8.00 p.m. every day, and security staff who can provide further information; 

• it is adjacent to the main staircase leading from the ground to the upper level; 
• tourists often use this entrance because it is the nearest to the historical Great 

Halls. 
One of the project team’s priorities was to locate the map in such a way as to make it 
readily detectable by everybody, including the blind and visually impaired. 
Although the project team was aware of the importance of the Building, and the 
historical value of the stone paving of the porch at ground level, we decided to place 
a rubber walkway (LOGES) leading from the threshold of the main entrance to the 
map. The point at which this walkway crosses the first colonnade is marked by 
another stretch of LOGES to warm the disabled and visually impaired that 
pedestrians may be coming from these directions. 



 

  
Figure 4: laying of the LOGES walkway to the map and its stand; in the photo on the 
right the "alert" symbol rubber on the walkway indicates the point at which the main 

stretch crosses the first colonnade. 
 
We decided to place a stretch of 12 m by 60 cm grey rubber LOGES. Grey was 
chosen to minimize the contrast usually found in railway stations and airports where 
it is yellow. Its placement differed from the standard process where the floor is 
usually smoothed to create a level surface on which the rubber is pasted. 
Considering the historical value of the stone paving and in agreement with the 
company that made the map, the paving was not levelled, but the joins between the 
slates were filled with resin, thus creating a level surface on which to paste the 
LOGES without reducing the thickness of the stone. 
This technique means that the rubber can be removed at any time with no damage 
to the underlying paving thanks also to the special glues used to lay the rubber. 
These decisions were crucial in getting the Superintendence’s authorization. 
The LOGES is regularly treated with anti-slip varnish to avoid accidents, especially 
during the winter and in rainy weather. 
The map is 1 meter wide by 60 centimetres deep, and has a key 20 centimetres wide 
by 60 centimetres deep, detailing the map’s contents both in text and braille. As well 
as the ground level of the Main Building with its most significant Great Halls and 
courtyards, the map also includes some nearby buildings either because they house 
public services (for instance the Post Office) or because of their historical and 
cultural importance (such as the medieval towers and Palazzo del Maino, where the 
Service to Assist and Integrate Students with Disabilities is located). 
 



 
Figure 5: the final draft of the map. 

 
The map and its key are made of aluminium. The buildings and text are represented 
in a white 6 mm relief on a black background to achieve maximum colour contrast. 
The choice of the black background differs from a blue one usually used in stations 
and airports. The colour was chosen together with the Superintendence to minimize 
the visual impact, as the map is close to a black marble plaque in memory of Ugo 
Foscolo (see Figure 6). 
The stand on which the map is placed is made of stainless steel, with a box-shaped 
base so that it can be ballasted to the ground, without the need to bolt it which would 
perforate the paving stone. In this way the map can be removed without leaving a 
permanent mark. 
 

  
Figure 6: photos of the map on the day it was positioned - July 14, 2010. 

 



The height and the angle at which the map is positioned were determined through 
several anthropometric studies so that everybody could consult it. The bottom of the 
map is 90 centimetres from ground level, while the top reaches 130 centimetres; the 
map has a 35 degree tilt so that even wheelchair users and children can easily view 
and touch it. 
 
 
RESULTS 
Two years after the map was positioned, we are able to draw some conclusions. 
Its chosen location makes it stand out immediately to people entering the Main 
Building and it is now the main source of information for visitors. Thus our choice of 
position was correct. 
The grey LOGES integrates perfectly with the existing paving, and its impact is 
slight. The rubber does not show any signs of deteriorating or floating, proving that 
the method used to lay it is as effective as the traditional one. 
Neither do the materials used for the map and the stand show any deterioration. The 
map is located under a porch, so it is protected from rain and snow, and only at 
certain times of the day is it exposed to direct sunlight. However the porch is open, 
and temperature changes between winter and summer are considerable and could 
damage the map. 
 

  
Figure 7: the map today, March 2012.  

 
 
DISCUSSION 
The project to remove architectural and sensorial barriers in historical buildings is 
certainly one of the biggest challenges that designers have to solve in the third 
millennium. 
The informative tactile map in the Main Building of the University of Pavia is a good 
example of the complexity that renovating old historical buildings involves. 
Decisions should be made only after a thorough analysis not only of the current state 
of the building the project has to be carried out on, but also of its history and future. 



It is crucial to study the building’s history before taking any step and to preserve its 
original features without radically changing or destroying them, but rather, when 
possible enhancing them. 
Establishing the priority of the entrance ways, horizontal and vertical directions, the 
importance of the Great Halls and the various facilities are crucial when carrying out 
renovation work that highlights the importance of the building and allows free and 
safe visitor access. 
It is necessary to know the activities of the building, the users and which are the 
times of maximum flow not only during the day but also in the medium-long period; 
solutions meeting "all needs", according to Universal Design principles and 
guidelines, can be carried out only started from the knowledge of users and their 
needs. 
But it must be able to go further, providing scenarios in the medium term. Today's 
society is characterized by increasingly rapid and complicated changes, and the 
same is true for spaces that are occupied for different activities. 
The building process is daily characterized by the adding of new material and 
technologies, often derived from other sectors. A level of reversibility, which does not 
mean temporary solutions, should always characterize the intervention on the 
existing buildings; and this also applies to solutions for eliminating architectural and 
sensorial barriers. 
The provision of aids and tactile maps to facilitate the orientation of blind or visually 
impaired people, the insertion of systems for overcoming differences in height by 
persons with reduced mobility and even the implementation of home automation 
systems to facilitate the use of spaces should be achieved limiting the "material" 
intervention on the building and using materials and technologies that can be 
removed without a trace in future, allowing to return to the original structure. 
It can be said a kind of social and cultural "sustainability" in the intervention for 
accessibility and usability, as the design solutions should allow to visit and use the 
architectural heritage respecting its original characteristics and at the same time it 
must ensure that future generations could enjoy them in a similar manner or in new 
ways that respect and ensure the preservation of the building and its essence if 
innovations (technological, material and processing) allow. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
The design and the insertion of tactile informative map in the Main Building of the 
University does not represent a single intervention ending in itself, but they are 
revealing the starting point for a wider approach to usability and accessibility of the 
historical university. 
Municipality and University, in fact, are providing a larger project aimed to promote 
knowledge and enjoyment of the Main Building; this project was funded in 2011 
through a national competition pointed to supporting the implementation of 
interventions for improving the space for young people and now it is in progress. 
The purpose is to place small tactile maps for information, including geometry and 
morphology of the indoor spaces, at the entrances of some historical Great Halls 
(such as Aula Volta, Aula Foscolo, Aula Scarpa, the Museum, etc.). 
 



 

 
Figure 8: Project of tactile maps for the historical Halls of the Central Building of the 

University of Pavia. 
 
The maps, approximately 20 centimetres high by 30 centimetres wide, will be 
positioned on a stand doweled to the wall; also in this case they will be in black 
aluminium, with a white 6 mm relief on a black background producing the salient 
features of the indoor space. The map will show the presence of original furnishings 
and significant decorations and there will be a key in capital letters and Braille 
reporting the history of the hall and information on its capacity. 
The aim of this project is not only to promote the perception of university spaces by 
blind and visually impaired people, but it proposes to offer opportunity to know the 
building, unrelatedly of the opening or their use at the moment in which the visitors 
are in. For security reasons, the Great Halls are not always open and for their 
prestige they are usually used for conferences and events that do not accord with 
the demands of cultural tourism. 
Allowing to know the indoor space through a plant in relief, placed in the adjacency 
of the entrance and sheltered from the elements thanks to the colonnade, is certainly 
a significant opportunity for improving the usability and knowledge of the Main 
Building. And it would realize a system with the informative tactile map above 
described, reinforcing the process of eliminating the architectural and sensorial 
barriers in the University of Pavia started in recent years. 


