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Especially those who love sailing know everything about him. 
However, it’s worth remembering that, besides being the de-
signer of Azzurra - the famous boat of the first Italian America’s 
Cup - he was also the first person in Italy to lead a university 
chair in industrial design for nautical engineering. In his calm, 
cultured language, Vallicelli tells us about his vision of the world 
of design and, therefore, the philosophy he clings to as leader 
of one the most important architectural studios in the world.
 
I’ve had more than some oppor-
tunities to listen to you, and 
every single time I noticed 
that you often refer to tradi-
tion not so much as an ab-
stract inheritance from the 
past, but rather as a pow-
erful value of the present. 
Am I wrong?
You’re not wrong, and I’ll give you an ex-
ample to better convey what I mean. The 
world’s most followed, and watched, tennis 
tournament is Wimbledon. There’s only one 
sponsor there, players must wear a shirt with 
no pictures on them, they must be 
dressed in white even in their un-
derwear, they play on grass. In 
short, tradition at the highest 
level. Yet, even from the point 
of view of television rights, 
it’s an exceptional business. 
Let’s also take the horse 
show in Piazza del Cam-
po, Siena: the horses, 
the course, the col-
ours and everything 
around have been the 
same for more than a 
century, yet they still ex-
press all their aesthetic 
quality. All this demon-
strates that tradition 
is not something that 

must necessarily be 
surpassed, and 

this, in my 

opinion, is equally true for sailing.

Here we are now, duly 
slipping into the Ameri-

ca’s Cup topic, the one you 
have repeatedly expressed 

your doubts about.
Well, yes. Why couldn’t it be the same for 

sailing too, America’s Cup, born in 1851, be-
ing the oldest tournament in the world? Dozens 
of different models have followed one another 
throughout its history, that’s true: but always 
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sailboats. They were dis-
placing boats, ok, and that 
they didn’t reach the 40-50 
knots of the current foil-
ers -- a J-Class does maybe 
15 – so, what kind of prob-
lem does that pose? Last 
summer in Porto Cervo, the 
spectacle of maxi yachts en-
gaged in racing, with crews 
on deck busy with maneu-
vers, moved me much more 
than seeing a boat piloted 
by a person with a helmet 
on their head (something 
that has an alienating effect 
on me), who’s there with a 
small steering wheel in their 
hands. As a sailor, I find my-
self a bit disoriented seeing 
boats that complete the up-
wind leg and return down-
wind practically without 
touching the sails, with the 
same trim. That also gives 
me an aesthetic disorienta-
tion. Don’t get me wrong, it 
can be very fun, I don’t deny 
that at all. It’s a bit like when 
in summer you see windsurf-
ers darting around you, or 
kitesurfers: they’re beautiful, 
spectacular. But in my opin-
ion -- I may be from the Ju-
rassic (second period of the 
Mesozoic era, dating back 
to about 200 million years 
ago -- ed.) -- but sail racing is 
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That’s an aspect of interpreta-
tion that obviously involves any 
means of locomotion, there-
fore, every type of boat. Sail-
boats are more complicated 
compared to motorboats be-
cause they have smaller spac-
es, less squarable shapes, and 
they need to be approached in 
a stereotomic manner, because 
they are not layered, they can-
not be approached with a tec-
tonic approach. Due to dimen-
sions and functional shapes, 
they are objects to be seen as 
volumes, and for this, the de-
sign approach must be that of 
the sculptor: a body in space. 
From a thematic point of view, 
they are not easy to grasp, due 
to all the functional issues. 
We’re talking about an appara-
tus that has to do with air but 
must function simultaneously 
with another apparatus that 
has to do with water instead: a 

something else, especially if 
it’s a match race. The current 
formula is unsuitable for that 
hand-to-hand combat that 
constitutes the original spir-
it of the America’s Cup. Be-
cause of this vision of mine, 
they’ve labeled me as the 
one “against”. Never mind. It 
seems to me I’m saying obvi-
ous things, even trivial. 

There’s no doubt 
that aesthetic as-
pects play a fun-
damental role, not 
only in the world 
of racing but in the 
entire commercial 
nautical repertoire. 
It’s no coincidence 
that Spadolini the 
Great defined nau-
tical design as 
a “declination of 
movement”. 
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Today, fluid dy-
namics goes hand 
in hand with inte-
rior design, a sub-
ject that somewhat 
surprisingly -- at 
least for me -- has 
quite recently be-
come part of your 
studio’s compe-
tences. I’m thinking 
about Wallywhy, to 
quote one.
I am not saying we had 
never done interior design 
before. However, it wasn’t 
really one of the studio’s spe-
cific businesses. Let’s say 
that it came out a little bit 
by chance, particularly when 
the Ferretti Group we had 
been collaborating with for 
some time -- especially for 
CRN -- announced a design 
competition for interiors for 
Wally, and, to our surprise, 
we were also invited to it. We 
were even more surprised 

when, despite specialists in interior design participating in it, 
they chose our proposal. Then there was another contest for 
Pershing -- this time interiors and exteriors -- and we won that 
one too. In a sense, therefore, we discovered a very interest-
ing line for us, which is why we are developing it. In fact, to be 
precise, my son Michelangelo takes care of it almost autono-
mously; having also worked with other studios, he has devel-
oped his own personal sensitivity. After all, it’s mainly thanks 
to him that we won those competitions.

Wally remains, indisputably, a creature 
of Luca Bassani’s. I’m curious to know 
something about your encounter with 
him.  
It was very fun, because when they told me “Come and do 
the contest for Wally” I, instinctively, replied “Well this is Luca’s 
job!”. Now let me tell you: we’re almost childhood friends, yet 
we’ve also been sport rivals and those things don’t get erased, 
right? Jokes aside, we collaborated with great pleasure and in 
a very, very fruitful way. 

Some time ago he told me that, at his de-
but, his idea was to make sailboats sim-
pler, more comfortable, faster to take a lot 
of people away from the motor sector. 
Today we know it didn’t go exactly like 

very complex balance, although, from an engineering point 
of view, it belongs to the same world of fluid dynamics. So, 
when Spadolini spoke of declination of movement, he was 
referring to the various formal and architectural solutions to 
be developed around the various aspects of a boat’s dyna-
mism. Others before him had posed this kind of problem: 
just think of those nineteenth-century images of ships with 
enormous gimbals inside to make some internal surfaces 
horizontal and stable. We did it too in the Orsa Maggiore, 
the Navy’s training ship, with the dining table designed to 
always remain in a horizontal position.

A design culture that, in its most clas-
sical form, seems to be based more on 
practice than on numbers.
True. When I started, projects were mainly based on 
Leonardo’s teaching, who said “when dealing with waters, 
trust experience first and then reason”. Physical predictive 
experimentation was done by building models and con-
ducting experiments. The subject itself was “experiences 
of naval architecture”, simply because their complexity 
did not allow for numerically made predictions or allowed 
it in a very limited way. Now that part has developed enor-
mously and much of that experience -- I’m thinking of the 
America’s Cup -- is done almost completely with numer-
ical calculations. 

Ocean King Ocean Queen 130’ Genesia
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underwater body -- ed.), based on the technology of their hy-
drogen propulsion systems. Believe me, a truly innovative pro-
ject and very promising for the developments it could have had. 
And not a single client commented “interesting”, or alike, not 
even out of courtesy. Now it might sound useless to say, but 
this is an indisputable truth: if there’s no demand, you can hang 

that. There’s a lot of talk about en-
vironmental issues, ecological tran-
sition, but the sailboat - which is the 
only nautical means truly worth be-
ing considered ecological -- consti-
tutes a bit of a niche in the world of 
recreational boating. 
It’s something I’ve had long discussions about, trying 
to confront every time I had the chance to, but I still 
haven’t found a convincing explanation. Allow me to 
jump back in time. Round, say, the mid-70s, at the 
beginning of our activity, when shipyard Canados -- 
which only made motorboats -- called us to design 
sailboats. We weren’t talking about pollution yet, but 
we were in the midst of austerity, the oil crisis, and 
motorboats seemed bound to become unpopular. 
We made three boats -- let me say -- very nice, even 
looking at them with today’s eye. With the early 80s 
though, the motorboat market was resumed and 
the shipyard abandoned sailboat production. From a 
business point of view, it was understandable. Bubi 
Guerritore, the owner, told me: “To balance with even 
one single 24-meter motor yacht, I have to make ten 
sailboats, which would also mean dealing with ten 
clients I am not so keen on. Sailors are all troublemak-
ers. I give up”. I could tell you many other episodes 
like this, all pretty much alike. Things are worse than 
ever today, right because of what we call ecology, or 
green economy. Nevertheless, sailing still stays put. 

The law of the market still dominates, 
and, as it often happens, it has little 
to do with reason. Shipbuilding, un-
derstandably, follows suit.
Indeed, what is being done today in the direction of 
green economy aims at changing the motorboats’ pro-
pulsion systems: think of hydrogen, or electric propul-
sion. And this cannot but raise perplexities, if we see it 
in a systemic framework at least. I’m thinking about my 
car, which is defined as mild hybrid simply because it has 
a battery. But it’s substantially an endothermic machine. 
It’s a joke to give me the right to park for free in the blue 
stripes! Let me be clear, it’s not interesting proposals are 
not found wanting in the sector . We have also designed 
many solutions for sailing aimed at extreme simplifica-
tion, like Bassani. I remember a system with a special 
mast, its tests in the wind tunnel, a serious patented 
thing I still think of as truly valid.  Well I had the chance to 
make it known to a big producer, whose name I can’t mention, 
and totally failed. We went a bit of the way together, then he said 
no, I don’t fancy that, I’m not doing that. Everything remained 
there in the drawer. Another example. About fifteen years ago 
we designed a swath catamaran for Fincantieri (acronym for 
small waterplane area twin hull, a special configuration of the 
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with their turbines and you say “Oh my God! You look at a cruise 
ship and you say “oh my God!” again. But in the overall picture, 
those are not THE problem. Or rather, they are A problem but in 
the global picture they have a very modest, marginal dimension. 
Which doesn’t mean that everyone shouldn’t do their part, let’s 
be clear. It’s just that, compared to domestic heating or what 
cars cause, they are almost negligible dimensions. 

However, the productive world of boat-
ing has substantially embraced the eco-

logical cause, even 
if not always co-
herently, don’t you 
think?
I agree. In fact, even when 
we talk about batteries, so-
lar panels, the picture must 
be widened to the system 
as a whole, involving the 
production chain as well. 
Because a battery doesn’t 
come from nothing. How do 
you produce it? The same 
for a solar panel: what is the 
system thanks to which you 
realize it? The simplest thing 
would be to return to healthy 
maritime tourism, maybe in 
a thematic ecological park, 
a naturalistic one, with a re-
al sailboat, and maneuver 
it with your own arms. You 
want to navigate in this ar-
ea? You can go by rowing or 
use wind propulsion, as long 
as it doesn’t use previously 
accumulated energy or pro-
duce some disturbance or 
annoyance. That’s it. If you 

start making laws of this type, the market might start finding 
its own orientation. 

A little while ago you talked about Fincan-
tieri, a company that has impressive po-
tential in the large yacht sector, yet seems 
little interested in entering it with full force. 
How do you explain it?
There’s no doubt that Fincantieri has realized much less than its 
potential would allow. It’s a pity: perhaps it’s just the structure of 
the state-owned company that doesn’t make it commercially ag-
gressive. Technically speaking -- I’m not the only one saying this, 
its competitors also do-- they are as good as the others there, 
if not better than the others. They could burn all their adversar-
ies. They’ve done something for yachting, but they could have 

whatever beautiful project on the wall and keep it as an example 
of intellectual exercise.

Don’t you think that politics in a broad 
sense is somehow involved in this dy-
namic?
Of course it is. Political will is fundamental. You can orient your-
self in a certain direction but if the system as a whole doesn’t 
support you, you don’t get anywhere. Green economy and eco-
logical transition are systemic problems, therefore complex. 

Physics teaches us that simple solutions, when we are facing a 
complex problem, are hardly ever proposed, and almost always 
wrong. And the problem we’re talking about is extremely com-
plex, because it involves political, sociological, technical aspects 
that would require serious dialogue at a global level. But it’s evi-
dent that distances instead, are abyssal. Just think that two wars 
are being fought, right at the moment, a stone’s throw from us. 
There’s no dialogue, I’m not saying to cancel war tensions, but 
not even to reduce them: can you imagine the same people 
sitting around a table and deciding at a global level to establish 
rules for the preservation of our planet? 

In comparison, boating-related problems 
become extremely light ones.
Of course. You see megayachts reaching maybe 25-30 knots 
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have taught us, it has a couple of fundamental dimen-
sions: one is the denotative one that answers the ques-
tion ‘what is it for’, the function, or utilitas; the other is 
the connotative one, that is ‘what does it tell us, what 
does it represent’. The aesthetic-symbolic dimension, so 
to speak, the reason why that object is there instead of 
something else. Poetry is the highest abstraction. But 
even poetry has a material part, its musicality. But stay-
ing in the field of arts that have a material layer - there-

fore also painting, sculpture, 
not to mention architecture, 
or an industrial product which 
also has a dimension ascriba-
ble to the sphere of art - the 
proportion between the aes-
thetic-symbolic dimension 
and that of utilitas changes: a 
painting has a very high aes-
thetic-symbolic dimension, 
but even there there’s a client 
in the end. Think of an altar-
piece. When we talk about an 
industrial product... boats, for 
example: they are made be-
cause there’s a target, there’s 
a commercial objective. In-
dustrial products do have a 
dimension, they are goods. 
For architecture it’s a bit dif-
ferent because its core func-
tion is create a social identity 
(the church, the town hall, the 
school and so on). The boat 
has functions: it must move, 
it must navigate well... but, 
if you want, it also represents 
the satisfaction of pleasure, of 
beauty, of the owner’s role.

Last but not least, it is made to live in. 
This is precisely what brings it closer to architecture. Un-
like the car, the train, the airplane, which have a cockpit, 
boats have a living space, they perform the functions of 
living (you eat there, you sleep there, you carry out ac-
tivities) and therefore they are quite complex machines 
of great interest for those who deal with architecture. So 
complex that I spent a lifetime teaching in that faculty. 
And it’s an exercise that induces students to confront 
very particular ergonomic aspects: movement, the di-
mension of minimum spaces:  a very stringent relation-
ship, especially on the so-called “little boats”. 

done much more, given how well organized they are they 
are, and how capable of making cruise ships or military 
units, sectors in which they are world leaders. It’s that in 
our field you need a more aggressive type of relationship 
with the clientele. Facing large organizations is one thing;  
facing a private individual, someone you have to talk to, 
well this is totally different. You have to be aggressive, 
competitive. An approach that also requires a rapidity that 
a vertical structure doesn’t have. Take Mr. Peter Lurssen 
for instance (the owner of the famous German shipyards, 
leader in the construction of megayachts -- ed.): you’ll 
find him at the shows, he’s there walking around and talk-

ing with clients, then invites them for dinner and throws 
a big party. In Fincantieri something like this doesn’t exist. 

Also, in this case it almost seems that 
the role of the project itself takes a 
back seat.
I will never get tired of repeating it: the project takes 
shape only if there’s a market. This is true even for art. 
Historian say that even cave graffiti were aimed at some-
thing. Even the artistic artifact. Artifact means producing 
an object thanks to an arté, that is ars (the Greeks’ téch-
ne), that is something technical: doing something with a 
manual or instrumental apparatus. As good semiologists 
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But you’ve also won competitions in 
that sector.
Yes, it’s true, we won some competitions. Take the cata-
marans of the Navy’s Hydrographic Institute, for example. 
We were a good team: at the time we also had engineer 
Stefano Orlando as a partner, who is now one of the exec-
utives at Fincantieri. However, we weren’t structured for 
that type of activity, which means we did the competition 
phase, but the final manufacture was Intermarine’s job. 
The bulk of our production was represented by sailboats. 
Not until later - but we’re talking about 20 years ago al-
ready - did we progressively move towards megayachts. 

Are you working 
on any particular 
project?
Yes, but I can’t say much 
because we are quite strict-
ly bound to confidentiality. 
We collaborate with Ocean-
co and with German ship-
yards. We have boats under 
construction with Ferret-
ti Group: Pershing, Wal-
ly, CRN; some very large 
boats as well, we’re talking 
about almost 90 meters. 
Then we have another 
boat with ISA. We’re build-
ing boats in Turkey for Tur-
quoise – again, 80 meters 
long - whose Infinite Jest, 
for which we designed the 
exteriors, won the World 
Superyacht Award 2024 in 
Venice in its category. In 
this field, Turkey is certainly 
an emerging country, still 
strong with an important, 
though little-known tradi-
tion. In Istanbul, they have 

a nice university, a naval tank. 

We started this interview talking about 
the America’s Cup 2024. Do we want 
to conclude it with a thought for our 
team that, on August 22nd, will begin 
its great adventure?
I have great respect for the group, for the organization, 
for Bertelli whom I’ve known personally for many years. 
I’ll be rooting for them. I hope they’ll win, hope they’ll 
bring the cup home and, who knows, this may enlighten 
them: “Now that we’ve shown you what we’re capable of, 
let’s recover the beauty of sailing”.

So here we are, it takes special qualities 
to be good “nautical” architects.
What’s fun is that, as a teacher in close contact with students, 
you guess these quality, you see them, while the students who 
possess them do not often know they do. These are typical ap-
titudes of a complex design activity: the speed of graphic rep-
resentation, synthesis and so on. The project must somehow 
bring of all these things together. It must be able to prefigure. A 
type of work that is partly intellectual and partly artisanal. 

In a studio like yours, however, differ-
ent professional figures are needed.
A modern design studio is a place where there are mul-
tiple actors: architects, engineers, designers. When we 
started, we were interested in regatta sailboats; then we 
extended our interest to mass production boats; after 
that, we had 3 engineers at the time, we did tenders in 
the military sector for 4 or 5 years, which we then left 
because it would have forced us to profoundly modify our 
structure. That’s an area where you need to have a large 
structure to withstand competitions, tenders, true engi-
neering. 
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