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“If (...) [an] institution wants real change, if it really wants real diversity, 

inclusion and equality, it has to create mechanisms that make change possible 

to realize. (...) For institutions, this is the big challenge, because someone has 

to give up their place so that someone else can take it.” 

 

– Lesley Lokko1, curator of the 18th International 

Architecture Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia 2023 

 

 

Half the Pavilion for Venice 
 

The Austrian Pavilion 2023 calls on the Biennale to face up to its political and 
cultural responsibilities in a shrinking Venice. The symmetrical pavilion is to be 
divided, one half opened to the adjacent district and made freely accessible to 
the people of Venice. After a year of preliminary work with local organizations 
and residents, the architecture collective AKT and the architect Hermann 
Czech have now presented their concept to the Biennale. At present, this 
opening to the city is being met with great resistance from the Biennale and 
the institutions involved. Should the project be rejected, the inaccessible but 
visible half of the pavilion will become the central exhibit and pivot of a publicly 
conducted discussion about the role of the Biennale in the city. 
 
 
The Concept 
 
For the 18th International Architecture Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia  
(20 May to 26 November 2023), the Vienna-based architecture collective AKT 
and architect Hermann Czech are planning a socially effective, temporary 
conversion of the Austrian Pavilion. Part of the building will be open to the 
adjacent district and freely accessible to the people of Venice. At the centre of 
this architectural intervention is the question of the power of disposition over 
space and the social shifts that architecture triggers in its built form. 
 

 

 

 
1 Lesley Lokko: “Decarbonize, Decolonize, Deinstitutionalize,” in ARCH+ Contemporary Feminist Spatial 

Practices (forthcoming, 2023), Lesley Lokko and Tom Emerson in conversation with Tonderai Koschke and 

Sarah Maafi, 165 
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Displacement 
 
For the first time in its recent history, the population of Venice’s old town has 
reached a historic low, falling below the critical 50,000 mark.  
Spatial displacement processes and the loss of essential infrastructure have 
led to a steady depopulation of the city over decades. In recent years, political 
promises have been broken and spatial planning control bodies gradually 
abolished. Social housing construction has now been de facto discontinued. 
Local life in Venice is increasingly marginalized. 
This is supported by a cultural policy that ostensibly aims at a habitable city 
but works against it in a space-consuming way. Venice can no longer survive 
without cultural tourism. This now considerably contributes to the preservation 
of the old city. At the same time, however, through their constant spatial 
expansion, cultural institutions contribute to depriving ever larger parts of the 
city of its inhabitants. 
 
Resistance to all these developments has led to an unusually high density of 
self-organized initiatives among residents. They are united by the common 
goal of preventing the impending death of the city. 
 
 

Shifting 
 
The Austrian pavilion is located on the northeastern boundary wall of the 
Biennale site. The district behind it is one of the few remaining 
neighbourhoods in Venice still inhabited predominantly by Venetians. AKT and 
Hermann Czech plan to open up the historic Biennale wall, to shift the 
separation between the Biennale and the city into the pavilion and to hand 
over space to the urban public, a “Laboratory of the Future”. 
 
In this way, from the midst of it, the Austrian pavilion calls upon Venice’s 

biggest cultural event to face up to its political and cultural responsibility as a 

“laboratory of the future” in the context of the city. This is what AKT and 

Hermann Czech’s offer stands for: to use part of the Giardini site originally 

dedicated to the general public as a public space again and to make it 

available to the city’s inhabitants. By participating in the pavilion’s space 

during the period of the Biennale, the relationship between the city and the 

Biennale will be visibly negotiated in public.  

 

 

Partecipazione / Participation 
 
What effect does architecture have, how do social conditions shift when 
building is carried out? This question is posed by the central exhibit of the 
exhibition, the dividing wall that separates the symmetrical pavilion between 
the main rooms. The eastern part of the building, including the courtyard, will 
be made freely accessible from the city via a newly constructed entrance. It 
will thus be handed over to its inhabitants and local initiatives as a meeting 
space. The western part will remain accessible from the Biennale. There, the  
conversion of the pavilion by AKT and Hermann Czech as well as the  
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relationship between the Biennale and the city will be thematized in an 
exhibition and an accompanying program. 
 
Although the other side cannot be reached directly, the city’s residents and 
visitors to the Biennale will be able to see and hear each other. The interests 
and demands of the one receive a platform through the presence of the other, 
as well as visibility and political weight in the context of the Biennale. Isolation 
becomes participation in the literal sense: an unrelated separation becomes a 
neighbourhood that can be experienced in regard to content and space. From 
within the pavilion, a critical exchange about the current state of the city and 
the responsibility of the Biennale in its midst emerges through its conversion. 
 
 

Responsibility 
 
Should the planned opening to the city fail due to the resistance of the 

Biennale and/or the participating institutions, this failure will become the 

political content of the exhibition. The architectural intervention for the project 

will be carried out, except for the prohibited realisation of the opening and will 

become the central exhibit of the exhibition as an inaccessible empty space. 

The half of the pavilion that is then not accessible to the public will become 

visible to Biennale visitors as a missed opportunity for participation. The failure 

as well as its reasons will be documented and contextualized in the course of 

the exhibition. The political dimensions of the responsibility of cultural 

institutions will thus be presented to the international audience in an all the 

more vivid and urgent way. 
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