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International Marine 
Ecology Observatory

Made from glass
and shaped like 
a jellyfish is the
project for an
International
Marine Ecology
Observatory
called Aequorea
at Acquacalda on
the Isle of Lipari,
southern Italy. 
A spectacular
effect is given by
the exterior of the

observatory which is designed in different shades of curved glass,
ranging from a transparent colour to a deep blue. Equally impressive
is the wide range of exhibits and educational facilities available.

Aequorea’s outside skin is made entirely of different shades of curved glass 

International Marine
Ecology Observatory

cent. But water is also the most del-
icate and vulnerable of all the ele-
ments, certainly the most exploited
and least protected.

The idea of creating a project
that attracted attention to eco-prob-
lems connected with the marine

environment resulted in the Schivo
and Associates firm designing an
International Marine Ecology Obser-
vatory at Acquacalda on the Isle 
of Lipari, in a picturesque setting
inside a gulf bounded by two small
promontories and surrounded by

et with most of its oxygen, produc-
ing a quantity equivalent to the per-
centage of the Earth’s surface that it
covers or, in other words, 70 per

ontrary to what most people
think, it is the sea and not
forests that supply the plan-CC
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The two parts of the complex are joined together by a  twin corridor wrapped in a glass shell

the rest of the Aeolian islands. The
project brief, divided into functional
lots, includes: the Aequorea obser-
vatory, a museum/ educational facil-
ity, the university campus, a con-
ference room and UNESCO Cen-
tre, a theatre, a research unit and
library of the sea.

OBSERVATORY DESIGN
The observatory is designed in

the form of a medusa or jellyfish, a
mythical creature of great impor-
tance to the oceans, whose trans-
parent structure and multiple forms
physically embody life and the puri-
ty of water. Aequorea is a crystallized
form, entirely designed like the
dynamic body of an organism. Its
self-supporting internal structural
skin acts as a support for an out-
side skin made entirely of differ-
ent shades of curved glass, ranging
from a transparent colour to deep
blue, signalling its vitality on the
inside during both the day and night.

The entrance to the observatory is
a double corridor wrapped in a glass
shell, covering the distance of approx-
imately 150 metres between the land
and Aequorea and constructed out of
two completely self-contained pas-
sage ways, each measuring 3.50
metres in width and allowing the
use of electrical devices to facilitate
access for the elderly, disabled, and

also goods. The interior can be ful-
ly inspected to allow the installation
of technology for supplying the plat-
form’s operating systems. Its form
is designed to create as little wind
impact as possible, using a wide
span to reduce the number of columns
and mitigate environmental impact.

On the outside, the platform is
constructed around a large central
space, measuring 16 metres in diam-
eter, acting as a congregation meet-
ing area for sound shows or pro-
jections; on the inside it hinges
around a circular space allowing a
smoothly functional layout of teach-
ing-exhibit ion facil i t ies. A 3
metre-wide inside corridor controls
the flow of visitors, leading through
to the interactive spaces. Towards the
outside, a fully-equipped corridor,
measuring 2 metres in width and
connected to warehouses and tech-
nical rooms, makes it possible to
control the technological, ventilation,
and air-conditioning systems. The
intermediate space contains a system
(updated in real time) that provides
information on the entire exhibi-
tion system. The observatory will be
equipped with a number of inter-
connected communication systems,
including the so-called “à bac”
aquariums developed by the Munich
Oceanography Museum, capable of
recreating micro-environments, ani-

mated three-dimensional models,
computer animation, photo-sensi-
tive spaces, Internet points and satel-
lite links, and objects of notable
historical-scientific interest. The
technological and naturalistic aspects
of the services structure and uni-
versity campus have been carefully
enhanced to underline the lightness
and transparency provided by tech-
nological progress in glass, wood and
stone structures.

INTERACTION WITH NATURE
The landscaping helps shape the

overall design plan, naturally pro-
tecting the interior spaces facing exist-
ing buildings and the rest of the sur-
roundings. The roof, made entirely
of laminated wood, supports a glass
cover to create constant interaction with
the sky and other parts of the envi-
ronment. According to needs and
functional sectors, the outside sec-
tion of the roof cover - which turns into
an extension of the layer of
pumice-stone that characterizes the
exterior landscape - and a set of tiles
made of local material in local colours,
carefully inclined in relation to the wind
and sunshine, create a smooth filter with
the light and natural properties of the
pumice-stone. The cover in turn acts
as a sort of support for the garden
roof, which is the key feature of the pas-
sive energy system. The cyclops walls
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and pumice stone mark the outsides of
the most important parts of the com-
plex. Last but not least, glass is used
as both a filter and defining feature for
all the architecture.

Water, which is of course a key
feature of this building, has its source
at the research centre, following
users around the entire route and
defining the spaces, acting as a con-

gregating element in the case of the
theatre and as an audio feature in the
inside garden and outside spaces.

LAYOUT
The ground-floor reception area

contains all the entrances (public,
delivery, unloading, lifts, hoists,
racks etc.). 

Visitors are ushered into a short

sensor ia l -sound
space designed to
project them into
the world of oceans.

A reception for
both individuals and
groups provides vis-
itors with informa-
tion on all the com-
plex’s functions and
programmes. This
deep plunge into a
circular space is a
prelude to a second
trip towards the
observatory, which
is surrounded by
circular aquariums
informing us about
the biotypes and life
forms on the inside.
The middle of a
tank measuring 4
metres in diameter
will be dedicated
to salt-water fish.

Having completed this short jour-
ney , visitors  enter the tunnel por-
traying the evolution of the oceans, a
huge central space connecting the
different levels and affording an
instant view of the layout of the entire
structure. The ground floor also holds
a shop, secretary’s office, archives,
management offices, technological
systems, storerooms, a quarantine

The observatory’s platform
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facility for fish, and service rooms.
The temporary exhibitions room

is on the first floor. Returning to
the entrance ramp, visitors can gain
access to the second floor where
there is a special information-wait-
ing room for both individuals and
groups visiting the observatory. This

is also the way to the
classrooms, conference
hall, rack station, tech-
nological facilities, and
warehouses.

The mult i-purpose
classrooms are con-
structed out of two mod-
ular rooms, one for
smaller projections (90
seats) and the other
designed for schools.

The top floor holds
the main 300-seat pro-
jection and conference
hall, the bar and landing
area leading to the other
facilities, the second rack
station, and rest rooms.

The fourth level, over-
looking the garden roof
over the conference hall,
accommodates the small
UNESCO facility with
a secretary’s office, video
conference room, study
room, and meeting room.

Up above, carefully
incorporated in the sur-
rounding landscape, the
theatre looms over the
entire complex, spread-
ing out almost randomly
like the tip of a lava flow.
Here again water defines
the central section. The
auditorium, surrounded
by water, is a visual-audio
allusion to the sea.

The library-research
centre is built in the iso-
lated, top section at the

foot of an old wall made of lava. A
large car park leads into the univer-
sity campus; there are two separate
entrances, one over by the sea lead-
ing into the lobby, secretary’s office,
management office, meeting room
etc., and another over by the hill
leading straight into the laboratories.

These two entrances are on the
same level as those serving the obser-
vatory services centre so as to create
a greater sense of interaction.

The lower level contains the ware-
houses, the fish quarantine and
coral-growing centre, and the tech-
nological systems. 

The first floor holds the five class-
rooms (for a total of 210 seats) con-
nected by a corridor to the other
rooms in the services centre.

There are also two meeting-sem-
inar rooms and two outside spaces
for outdoor meetings facing the sea.
As in the adjacent complex, an inside
tunnel designed as a bio-climatic
space acts as a visual-operational
junction between all the various
sectors. The inside rooms are
designed around a series of units
marking the various functional
spaces. Natural air-conditioning is
provided by the inside “road” lined
by two floors of classrooms and
other facilities; the road is covered
by a mechanism guaranteeing con-
tinual air circulation. The outside sun-
screen is a canopy fitted with met-
al shutters running lengthways.

The entire complex is a sort of ide-
al combination of all the environ-
mental, cultural, structural, archae-
ological, historical, social and eco-
nomic components perfectly embod-
ied in the Aeolian landscape.

This article was first published in the
January 1999 issue of l’ARCA

Layout of the International Marine 
Ecology  Observatory
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